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Abstract of Dissertation 

Creative Aging in Senior Centers: A Grounded Theory Study 

This dissertation uses a grounded theory approach to explore creative aging and 

the potential for creative aging in senior centers.  Creative aging is broadly defined as 

exploring one’s creative potential in the later years of life.  More specifically, creative 

aging advocates have defined creative aging as professionally run arts programs for 

seniors with a focus on social engagement and skills mastery.  The goals of this research 

are (1) to describe the current and potential role, if any, of senior centers as settings for 

creative aging; (2) to provide recommendations for increasing creative aging programs 

within senior centers; and (3) to build theory related to creative aging as a model of 

aging.  To this end, I conducted interviews with senior center administrators and 

organizations involved in creative aging initiatives.   

 From my interviews, I found that senior center administrators had similar 

understandings of their role as administrators, the role of senior centers in society, and the 

changing demands brought on by the aging baby boom population.  Administrators 

believed that seniors need to remain active and engaged as they age.  However, they 

respected seniors’ preferences for how to remain active and engaged, rather than 

imposing external expectations on them.  Administrators tried to provide a wide range of 

programs for seniors, with an emphasis on programs that promoted social engagement 

and wellness. 

With one notable exception, senior center administrators had limited knowledge 

of creative aging.  Furthermore, arts programs at all but two senior centers were limited.  

I found that senior centers that had administrators with a passion for the arts and that had 

certain structural features that allowed for the adoption of arts programs without 
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additional funding were more likely to have robust arts programs.  Based on this finding, 

I provided recommendations on how to increase the likelihood of creative aging 

programs at senior centers.  These recommendations include (1) teaching organizations 

and individuals in the aging and arts fields about creative aging; (2) building 

communities of practice around creative aging; (3) locating external funding sources for 

creative aging programs; and (4) disseminating and encouraging research on creative 

aging.   

I also argue that creative aging proponents should clarifying the unique 

dimensions of creative aging.  To this end, creative aging proponents should continue to 

focus on creative aging as tangible, arts-based interventions for seniors.  However, 

creative aging proponents should also be open to future research on arts engagement and 

to broader understandings of creativity.  To avoid the shortcomings of academic models 

of aging, I suggest that creative aging proponents also emphasize the normative 

dimensions of creative aging.  To this end, the framing of creative aging should take into 

account the effects of resources, health, and other variables on the aging process and the 

heterogeneity of the aging experience.  By framing the conceptual and normative 

dimensions of creative age, I posit that creative aging provides senior centers with an 

opportunity to meet the demands of baby boom generation and the needs of older and 

more vulnerable seniors.    
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Between 1950 and 2002, the probability of surviving from 80 to 90 years old has 

increased in developed countries from an average of 15%-16% to 37% for women and 

from 12% to 25% for men (Christensen, Doblhammer, Rau & Vaupel, 2009, p. 1197).  

Ortman, Velkoff and Howard (2014) estimated that the number of people in the US aged 

65 or older will exceed 80 million and make up over 20% of the population by 2050.  

Policymakers and academics have recognized the importance of preparing on a societal 

level for both longevity and an aging population.  These changes have the potential to 

challenge our healthcare system, caregiving industry, workforce, and physical 

infrastructure (Ortman, Velkoff, & Howard, 2014).  These changing demographics will 

force us to reconsider the role of the elderly in society, including their role in the 

workforce and the opportunities available to them in retirement.   

This dissertation explores the potential of creative aging and creative aging 

programs to provide meaningful, creative opportunities as one ages.  Broadly speaking, 

creative aging refers to the creative potential of the later phases of life and the ways in 

which individuals can embrace this potential as they age.  Gene Cohen (2000), a pivotal 

figure in the creative aging movement, discussed this creative potential in his book The 

Creative Age: Awakening Human Potential in the Second Half of Life.  Since then, 

creative aging has been gaining momentum, both as a concept, and in terms of the 

number of creative aging programs offered (see National Center for Creative Aging, n.d.-

b).  However, the intersection of creativity and aging is not new.  Many individuals in 

creative professions have remained active throughout their lifespans, sometimes 

producing some of their most cherished works in their later years.  Monet is an oft-cited 
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example of artist achievement in old age and despite physical limitation.  In some areas, 

like folk art, many artists first emerge in their later years (Lindauer, 2003; Cohen, 2000).  

Furthermore, there are countless ways that the elderly have used creativity in their daily 

lives to adjust to changing circumstance and to explore new possibilities (Cohen, 2000). 

I came to the topic of creative aging through explorations, both academic and 

personal, which lead me to the work of the National Center for Creative Aging (NCCA).  

Attending their second annual conference, I discovered creative aging to be a field that 

brought together my interests in new, holistic ways.  I have long been interested in the 

ways in which "creativity" has emerged as a "solution" in disparate arenas.  In terms of 

public policy, creativity is front and center in debates on economic development and 

urban planning, i.e. in how to design creative public spaces, how to attract the creative 

class (Florida, 2002), and how to encourage entrepreneurial start-ups.  This last example 

overlaps with the business discourse on product innovation and creative work 

environments.   

While I appreciate much of the focus on creativity, I recognize the tension 

inherent in stretching creativity into a panacea.  Furthermore, the public and policy 

discourse often leverages creativity for its extrinsic values (economic development, social 

capital, etc.) rather than its intrinsic value.  This tension also emerges in the use of 

creativity as a tool in the self-help field wherein proponents promote creativity as a 

means to increase happiness and find purpose.   

Exploring my own creativity in both poetry classes and circus arts, I noticed the 

high levels of participation by people 20 or more years my senior and the tremendous 

creativity that radiates from these individuals.  However, it was not until discovering the 
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work of NCCA that I began to look at creativity and aging from a policy perspective and 

to wonder how creative aging fits into aging policy and aging discourse.  This was the 

starting point for the following exploration of creative aging.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to explore the potential of creative aging within 

senior centers.  As people live longer and the population ages, senior centers are facing a 

changing landscape.  The baby boom generation brings with it different needs and 

demands.  The ways in which senior centers respond to these changes will determine 

whether or not they remain relevant in the future.  In this dissertation I investigate 

whether creative aging and the creative aging framework could provide senior centers 

with a way to embrace this changing landscape, and, conversely, whether senior centers 

provide suitable locations for providing creative aging programs.  I situate this research 

within the historical context of aging policy and efforts to engage the elderly in the arts.   

Since creative aging is a new and undertheorized field, especially in relation to 

public policy, I used a grounded theory approach for this research.  Within a grounded 

theory approach, the researcher identifies specific goals, which they modify through the 

iterative process of data collection and analysis.  The specific goals that I developed 

through this iterative process are: 

1. To describe the current and potential role, if any, of senior centers as locations 

for creative aging; 

2. To provide recommendations, if applicable, to expand creative aging within 

senior centers and aging services; and 

3. To build theory related to creative aging as a model of aging. 
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Creative aging programs have been increasing throughout the country through the 

work of teaching artists, non-profits, State Arts Agencies (SAAs), and NCCA.  However, 

research has not yet addressed the potential for senior centers or, more broadly, for aging 

services to incorporate creative aging.  This dissertation contributes to the literature on 

creative aging by exploring whether and how the field of creative aging can move 

forward in terms of public policy.  My goal is for this dissertation to serve as a starting 

point for future research on the potential for creative aging within senior centers and 

aging services. 

Research Questions 

 I started this research with a broad set of research questions: 

1. How is the concept of creative aging understood within the context of senior 

centers? 

2. To what extent and in what ways are senior centers pursuing creative aging? 

3. How does creative aging fit into aging policy and aging discourse?    

4. In what ways does creative aging affirm or challenge the roles and responsibilities 

of seniors in US society? 

Through the iterative process of data collection and analysis, I modified these research 

questions.  By the end of the research process, I had developed the following research 

questions around which to frame this dissertation: 

1. How do senior center administrators conceptualize senior center programming in 

general and arts programming, in particular?  

2. Does the current structure and culture of senior centers allow for the incorporation 

of creative aging programs? 
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3. How can creative aging be incorporated into senior centers and aging services? 

4. How does the model of creative aging compare to other “positive” models of 

aging? 

The iterative process that led to these research questions is an important component of 

this research, which I discuss more fully in the methodology and findings sections. 

Creative Aging 

Creative aging proponents argue that not only is creativity possible in old age, but 

that creativity can emerge in new and profound ways in the later years of life (Cohen, 

2000; Cohen, 2006a).  Furthermore, proponents of creative aging posit that nurturing and 

exploring creativity in old age positively affects physical, mental, and emotional health 

(Cohen, 2000; Cohen, 2006a).   

Creative aging has only recently entered the academic discourse.  Recounting her 

experience as a teaching artist and promoter of creative aging, Susan Perlstein described 

society’s lack of knowledge of creative aging when she founded Elders Share the Arts 

(ESTA) in 1979 (Larson & Perlstein, 2003: Perlstein, n.d.).  Since that time, creative 

aging has gained momentum through the influential work of Gene Cohen and Susan 

Perlstein, the founding of NCCA, and the creation of many creative aging programs and 

organizations.  For example, NCCA's directory of creative aging programs includes over 

100 creative aging programs nationwide (National Center for Creative Aging, n.d.-b). 

Despite the growth of creative aging, the field is still new in terms of empirical 

and theoretical research.  Unlike other models of aging (e.g. active aging, successful 

aging), the meanings of which are widely debated by academics (Katz & Calasanti, 2015; 

Martin et al., 2015), debates about the meaning of creative aging are nonexistent within 
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the literature.  This is not to suggest there is complete agreement on the definition of 

creative aging, but rather that the academic literature has not taken up these debates in a 

serious way.  Creative aging is an emerging and evolving concept.  The explicit and 

implicit definitions of creative aging vary but rarely contradict each other. 

   Most creative aging proponents support a broad understanding of creativity, the 

creative potential that comes with age, and the benefits of embracing this creative 

potential as one ages.  Cohen’s (2000) influential book takes this encompassing approach 

to creativity wherein he highlights examples of seniors adapting to the changes that come 

with age and experimenting with various forms of creative expression.  As Cohen (2000) 

explains,  

It is creativity that empowers us, no matter what our demographic markers of 

gender, age, race, religion, income, or health status; and that enables us to 

participate in life as a journey of exploration, discovery, and self-expression.  It 

can occur at any age and under any circumstances, but the richness of experience 

that age provides us magnifies the possibilities tremendously.  The unique 

combination of creativity and life experience creates dynamic dimension of inner 

growth with age. (p. 17) 

Based on Cohen’s work, creative aging proponents have put forth more precise 

definitions of creative aging.  Cohen (2006b) pointed to a sense of mastery and social 

engagement as the two primary ways in which professionally run arts programs benefit 

seniors.  Based on this, Lifetime Arts has defined creative aging as "the practice of 

engaging older adults (55+) in participatory, professionally run arts programs with a 

focus on social engagement and skills mastery" (Lifetime Arts, Inc., n.d.-b, sidebar).  
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Many organizations have followed this example and developed similar definitions of 

creative aging.  This "narrower" focus on arts programs does not contradict the broader 

construction of creative aging; a broad understanding of creative aging as embracing 

one’s creative potential in the later years of life can accommodate and encourage 

participation in arts programs.   

Indeed, proponents of creative aging champion participation in arts programs as 

one of the primary tools for encouraging creative potential.1  For example, Aroha 

Philanthropies uses the concept ‘artful aging’ to describe "a subset of the broader field of 

creative aging.  Artful aging programs inspire and enable older adults to learn, make and 

share the arts in ways that are novel, complex and socially engaging" (Aroha 

Philanthropies, 2016, p. 2).  NCCA straddles both of these definitions in their mission “to 

foster an understanding of the vital relationship between creative expression and healthy 

aging, and to develop programs that build upon this understanding” [emphasis added] 

(National Center for Creative Aging, n.d.-a, para. 1).  NCCA’s directory of creative aging 

programs “features arts programs serving older people and includes intergenerational 

activities in urban, suburban, and rural communities in a variety of settings such as 

community centers, senior centers, assisted living, adult day care, arts institutions, and 

libraries” (National Center for Creative Aging, n.d.-b, para. 1).   

                                                           
1 Many articles move from creative aging broadly defined to creative aging as arts programs without 

acknowledging this transition.  
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Figure 1 depicts the connection between the broad definition of creative aging as 

creative expression/engagement as one ages and the more specific definition of creative 

aging as professionally run arts programs for seniors.  Importantly, the “narrow” 

definition of creative aging (as professionally run arts programs for seniors) is not the 

only way to define creative aging given the broad framework provided by Cohen (e.g. 

2000) and others.  Furthermore, the nature of the relationship between broad and the 

narrow definition of creative aging is ambiguous.  Is the “narrow” definition a subset of 

the broad definition?  An operationalization of the broad definition?   Does the broad 

definition of creative aging refer to the individual experience of creative aging and the 

“narrow” definition refer to the policy/administrative approach to creative aging?  These 

different interpretations bring forth additional questions on the nature of creative aging:  

Can creative aging be pursued individually?  Are professional teaching artists needed for 

an activity to be considered a creative aging program?   Are social engagement and skills 

mastery necessary conditions for creative aging programs?   

Creative Aging:  

Embracing creative potential in the later years of life. 

 

 

 

Professionally run arts programs for seniors that focus 

on social engagement and skills mastery. 

 Figure 1:  Defining creative aging 
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To deal with the ambiguities in the definition of creative aging, I started with a 

broad understanding of creative aging as embracing the creative potential of the later 

years of life, but I also took an encompassing perspective by recognizing the range of 

definitions of creative aging (within this broad understanding).  My stance is somewhat 

similar to that of Aroha Philanthropies in that I take the definition of creative aging as 

professionally run arts programs for seniors as subset of the broader creative aging 

framework.  However, I remained open to other possible definitions of creative aging, as 

well as the potential shortcomings of the “narrow” definition presented above.  

My initial findings on creative aging within senior centers brought some added 

challenges to the framework described above.  Namely, I found that most senior center 

administrators were unfamiliar with the concept of creative aging.  As such, I retained a 

broad understanding of creative aging but shifted my focus to arts programming within 

senior centers.  This perspective added another dimension to my research by bringing to 

the forefront the relationships between professionally run arts programs with a focus on 

social engagement and skills mastery and arts programming more generally (i.e. arts 

programs not run by professional teaching artists, or arts programs that do not focus 

specifically on social engagement or skills mastery).  In my analysis chapter, I return to 

these definitions of creative aging and discuss how my findings on arts programs in 

senior centers relate to both the “narrow” definition of creative aging as professionally 

run arts programs for seniors and to the broader understanding of creative aging as 

creative expression in the later years of life.   
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Arts and Aging 

In this section, I provide a historical overview of efforts to engage seniors in the 

arts, with a specific focus on national policy initiatives, advocacy, and research.  While 

these efforts predate the emergence of creative aging as a concept, as explained above, 

arts programming for seniors is an important component of creative aging.  Furthermore, 

these early efforts provide insight into the potential role of public policy in promoting 

and/or providing creative aging programs.  While these efforts have commonalities with 

the current understanding of creative aging, there are some marked differences.  Table 1 

provides an overview of some of the shifts that took place within arts policy, arts and 

aging research, and advocacy from the mid-1960s to today. 

 

  

Table 1 

Shifts in arts and aging discourse, research, and advocacy 

1970s and 1980s Mid-1990s onward 

Bringing together arts and aging 

infrastructure  

 

Bringing together arts and aging 

infrastructure 

Access and participation 

 

Participation and access 

Special constituencies Mainstreaming; seniors as a distinct group 

 

Highlighting arts programs for seniors 

 

Evaluating the benefits of arts programs 

for seniors 

 

High quality arts programs 

 

Creative aging framework 
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Since the 1970s there has been a continuous focus on bringing the arts 

infrastructure and aging infrastructure together and the challenges of these endeavors.  In 

terms of shifts in policy, early arts and aging initiatives focused heavily on access to the 

arts for senior (i.e. seniors as audience members, museum attendees), whereas later effort 

focused more heavily on participation and participatory arts programs for seniors.  These 

early efforts were often framed around special constituencies (which “included 

handicapped individuals; older people; veterans; and those confined to hospitals, prisons, 

and other institutions”), whereas later efforts emphasized mainstreaming these groups 

and focused on seniors as a distinct group (National Endowment for the Arts, 1978, p. 

12).  Broadly speaking, early discourse and advocacy focused on the need for higher 

quality arts programs for seniors and, while the emphasis on quality programs continues, 

the more recent discourse increasingly took on a creative aging framework.  Relatedly, 

the early literature on arts and aging focused on providing an overview of arts programs 

for seniors from around the country, whereas the later literature increasingly focused on 

evaluating the benefits of these arts programs for seniors and on uncovering the 

mechanisms through which seniors accrued these benefits. 

Early National Efforts on Arts and Aging 

The Great Society programs included national initiatives designed to serve both 

the elderly and the arts.  In terms of aging policy, both Medicare and The Older 

Americans Act (OAA) became law in 1965.  The OAA legislation was guided by vision 

that the elderly should be “recognized, honored, and made comfortable in the 

community” (Hudson, 2010, p. 308).  To this end, the OAA contained a broad set of 

policy objectives, including the provision of an array of services to seniors within the 
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community (Hudson, 2010).  Achenbaum (1983) argued that the OAA was “a new social 

contract for the aged” and that “The Act promised unprecedented public commitment to 

improve the quality of life for all senior citizens” (pp. 95-96).   

Due to an increasing enthusiasm for the arts and humanities on the national stage, 

the federal government established The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) and 

National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) in 1965 (Bauerlein & Grantham, 2009).  

As with the OAA, the NEA legislation was broad in its ambitions.  Bauerlein and 

Grantham (2009) described the purpose of NEA “to nurture American creativity, to 

elevate the nation’s culture, and to sustain and preserve the country’s many artistic 

traditions” (p. 1).  The founding goals of the NEA included supporting, educating, and 

promoting the arts and artists.  The NEA legislation asserted that the US must not only 

focus on science and technology but also on “the other great branches of man’s scholarly 

and cultural activity” and that “it is necessary and appropriate for the Federal 

Government to help create and sustain not only a climate encouraging freedom of 

thought, imagination, and inquiry but also the material conditions facilitating the release 

of this creative talent” (as cited in Bauerlein & Grantham, 2009, p. 19).  Soon after its 

founding, the NEA began providing grants for artists and arts organizations in a variety 

of disciplines (Bauerlein & Grantham, 2009).  In the years following, there was a flurry 

of activity to build constituencies and implement programs around the OAA and NEA 

legislation.  This included a focus on the intersection of the arts and aging.   

Unfortunately, there is a curious absence of historical data on these early efforts to 

bridge arts policy and aging policy.  Nor could I locate any literature that provided more 

than a cursory historical account of the policies related to arts and aging.  The historic 



13 
 

overview I present here comes largely from primary sources, many of which are no 

longer in print.  These early policy efforts were precursors to creative aging and creative 

aging programs in their focus on increasing access to the arts and encouraging higher 

quality arts programs for seniors.  Both the early and the more recent discourse on arts 

and aging consider the challenges of bringing together the arts and aging infrastructures.  

More broadly, the early discourse parallels the current discourse on creative aging in its 

emphasis on creative potential in old age and the arts as a meaningful avenue for 

exploring this creative potential.   

However, the early discourse also differs from the current creative aging 

discourse in subtle but important ways.  In addition to participation in the arts, the early 

discourse and initiatives focused heavily on access to arts programs, whereas later 

discourse centers more specifically on active participation in the arts.  More broadly, the 

early discourse discussed creativity (through engagement in the arts) as a meaningful 

pursuit in retirement and hinted at the arts as a means to self-actualization and 

transcendence.  While the later discourse retained some of this focus on the intrinsic 

benefits of arts engagement, it increasingly emphasized creativity as a means for 

numerous extrinsic benefits, often related to physical, mental, and emotional health. 

In 1973, The National Council on Aging (NCOA) created The National Center on 

the Arts and the Aging (The Center) (Sunderland, 1977a).  According to Sunderland 

(1977a), "[t]he mission of the Center is to ensure that older persons have an equal 

opportunity with other age groups to participate in and have access to the arts and art 

education" (p. 7).  The Center received early funding from both the Administration on 

Aging (AoA) and The NEA (Sunderland, 1977a).  The Center’s purposes included: 
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1. To act as a national clearinghouse for program ideas and funding 

resources. 

2. To collect, organize, and disseminate information and develop materials in 

response to requests from the field. 

3. To work with public and private arts and aging agencies, institutions, and 

organizations to foster collaborative efforts to assure older persons' 

maximum access to and participation in cultural programs and services. 

4. To stimulate, plan, sponsor, and participate in conferences and seminars. 

5. To broaden the base of support for and interest in cultural programs and 

services for, with, and by older persons. (Sunderland, 1977a, p. 7) 

The Center’s 1976 publication, Older Americans and The Arts: A Human 

Equation, described the belief of arts and aging advocates that creativity is universal and 

that exploring one’s inherent creativity as one ages has numerous benefits: 

Our basic assumption is that there is an aspect of creativity in all people and that 

many elderly individuals are free to draw this talent out of its dormant state, and 

to use it as a tool for self-fulfillment, an engrossing interest and challenge, and 

perhaps in some cases, as a means to significant artistic achievement (Sunderland, 

1976, p. 5). 

This publication, a summary of the findings from an advisory committee of The John F 

Kennedy Center and the NCOA, highlighted innovative arts programs for seniors from 

around the country and provided suggestions for further arts program development 

(Sunderland, 1976).  The report closes by underscoring the emerging positive views of 

aging and the elderly and calling on society to “assure that the family of man and its 
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institutions includes in them opportunities to enjoy the full human experience” 

(Sunderland, 1976, p. 39). 

The Center continued to work on arts and aging by holding workshops on arts 

programs for seniors throughout the country.  This culminated in a national conference in 

October, 1976 and conference report in 1977 (Barret, 1993; Lindauer, 2003; Sunderland, 

1977b).  The goal of the conference was to: 

[F]ocus national attention on the role of the arts in developing a more positive 

image of aging and the aged in our society.  The conference also highlighted the 

fact that older Americans are an important new constituency for expanding arts 

programs, as audiences, as contributors of time, skills, knowledge and other 

resources, and as students, teachers and creators. (Sunderland, 1977b, preface) 

The conference proceedings focused on current efforts to involve seniors in the arts and 

the challenges of these endeavors.  The discourse foreshadowed future discourse on arts 

and aging with it focus on how to bring together the arts and aging infrastructures.  In his 

opening remarks, Arthur S. Flemming, then Commissioner of the AoA, explained: 

[I]t is clear that-with some encouraging exceptions- a closely knit partnership 

does not exist.  We have a network of State and local councils on the arts and a 

State and local network on aging.  How can these networks be brought together?  

How can they work together to make it possible for the arts to benefit from aging 

and for the aging to benefit from the arts? (Sunderland, 1977b, p. 3) 
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The conference focused heavily on increasing access to arts programs, providing an 

overview of the current arts and aging infrastructure, and profiling existing arts programs 

for seniors. 

In 1980, a hearing before the Subcommittee on Human Services of the Select 

Committee on Aging continued this momentum.  Building on early efforts to bridge the 

arts and aging infrastructures, the goal of the hearing was "to examine the relationship 

between the National Endowment for the Arts and the elderly community" (“The arts and 

the older American,” 1980, p. 1).  In his opening statement, Chairman Mario Biaggi 

explained:  

Our chief purpose is to engage in a constructive dialog with Endowment officials 

on how to expand this commitment to older persons…[W]e wish to promote a 

greater sense of community integration for all persons through the arts.  Put 

another way, we want to formalize…that equal access to programs and activities 

will be afforded harmoniously to all groups. (“The arts and the older American,” 

1980, p. 1) 

Chairman Biaggi recommended developing a formal working relationship between the 

AoA and the NEA and making “arts and cultural services” eligible for social service 

funding under the OAA (“The arts and the older American,” 1980, p. 2).  Statements at 

the hearing presaged the creative aging discourse that would emerge in the coming 

decades.  For example, Joan Mondale, then Second Lady of the US, remarked on the 

power of embracing the arts and creativity as one ages: 
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Older Americans are opening their minds to the arts and through the arts.  They 

are discovering a new world of creativity after retirement. (“The arts and the older 

American,” 1980, p. 6) 

During this time, The NEA began funding arts programs for seniors and 

promoting accessibility to arts programs for special constituencies.  The changing format 

of the NEA’s annual reports impedes comparison of funding for senior programming 

over time.  However, I identified some trends in both funding and discourse.  From 1965 

through the 1972, the NEA Annual Reports did not specifically mention arts programs for 

older adults, except for one mention of grant support for free admission to Chicago 

museums for “inner city residents, the aged, the handicapped, and other groups” 

[emphasis added] (National Endowment for the Arts, 1971, p. 51).  The 1973 Annual 

Report included the first discussion of senior citizens in the “Year in Review” section.  It 

focused on the power of bringing the arts to “special constituencies,” including, but not 

limited to, the elderly:  

As another result of expanding programming, reports came to the Endowment 

about the happiness the arts have brought to citizens who are old, handicapped, or 

in institutions.  Theatre groups have performed for the deaf; orchestras have 

played for senior citizens; and musicians, dancers, mime and theatre groups have 

visited individuals in prisons, hospitals, and schools for the blind, bringing joy 

and beauty into shadowed lives. (National Endowment for the Arts, 1973, p. 15) 

The next mention of the elderly came in the 1975 NEA Annual Report, wherein then 

NEA Chairman Nancy Hanks, remarked on the importance of recognizing and preserving 

the folk arts and heritage of elderly artists:  
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Advancing a legacy also depends on enabling elderly artists to pass on their skills 

to younger successors.  This is a major focus of the Folk Arts Program, which is 

advancing indigenous American art forms such as Indian design, country music 

and narrative history. (National Endowment for the Arts, 1975, p. 5) 

This report also included the first mention of grant funding for arts programming directed 

at the elderly specifically, rather than as part of special constituency (Bronx Council on 

the Arts/Arts for the Elders) and for an aging service provider (West Virginia 

Commission on Aging/Monroe County Rural Heritage Alliance Union). 

The 1976 NEA Annual Report remarked on the connection between the arts and 

quality of life for seniors within a discussion of the need to increase state and local 

support for the arts. 

This [increase in support] should be possible, despite the financial problems of 

state and local governments, if all government officials achieve a better 

understanding of the growing importance of the arts to their citizens and the ways 

in which the arts can assist in achieving such other civic goals as economic 

growth, community development, improved education, and better life for senior 

citizens. (National Endowment for the Arts, 1976, p. 4) 

The 1976 report also included the first mention of grant funding to senior centers (Senior 

Adult Activities Center of Montgomery in Norristown, Pennsylvania and the Mason 

County Senior Center in Shelton, Washington).  In fiscal year 1977, the NEA provided 

funding for the St. Louis Area Agency on Aging and The Senior Citizens Center 

Fredericksburg, Virginia (National Endowment for the Arts, 1977).    
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In 1978, the NEA annual report detailed the NEA’s increased dedication to 

“special constituencies: handicapped children and adults, the aging, and those 

institutionalized in hospitals, nursing homes, of prisons” (National Endowment for the 

Arts, 1978, p. 12).  In 1977, the National Council of the Arts met to develop 

recommendations for grantees to increase compliance with the Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which prohibited exclusion of individuals based on disability 

from programs receiving federal funding (National Endowment for the Arts, 1978).  

Although the NEA’s guidelines were not effective until 1979, in fiscal year 1978, many 

grants went to organizations that included access to programming as part of their 

purpose.2  Access refers to a variety of mechanisms, such as reduced ticket prices for 

special constituencies; programs in senior centers, hospitals etc., and provision of 

transportation to art events.  These programs sometimes focused specifically on 

increasing access for seniors but often included seniors along with other “special 

constituencies.”  This focus on access and programming for special constituencies 

continued through the 1980s and into the early 1990s. 

Taken as a whole, these early efforts on arts and aging focused on (1) bringing 

together arts services and aging services; (2) increasing access for special constituencies, 

including, but not limited to, senior citizens; (3) promoting a positive view of aging; (4) 

providing meaningful opportunities for older adults in retirement; (5) highlighting 

existing arts programs for seniors; and (6) expanding the senior audience for the arts.     

                                                           
2 Descriptions of programs were not provided in annual reports prior to 1978 so a comparison of these 

programs is not possible. 
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There appears to have been a lull in activity on arts and aging on the national level 

starting in the 1980s.  Dealing with the years after these initial efforts is more challenging 

than the previous period.  It is unclear what came of these early efforts (other than the 

publications cited above).  The NCOA website has no information about the work of The 

Center.  Backlash on federal spending, a recessionary economy, and a rising conservative 

movement in the 1980s and 1990s led to constraints on spending both on the arts and on 

services for the elderly (Blanchard, 2006).  These dual constraints likely tempered 

national efforts to promote arts and aging.  As Carr, Wellin and Reece (2009) suggested, 

the arts and aging are highly susceptible to changes in national mood because: 

1. The availability of art opportunities is associated with the way funds are 

distributed and utilized through federal programs (i.e., the ideological forces 

influence funding for social policies);  

2. Art opportunities for older adults are influenced by the way social roles and 

expectations for later life are constructed; and  

3. The purpose and meaning behind art is defined by the sociohistorical period 

during which it is created. (p. 200) 

Similarly, Pankratz (1990) pondered, "why the policy response to adult arts education has 

been so paltry to date" and suggested that the lack of appropriate infrastructure and 

research and the funding structure of NEA were possible reasons (p. 182).     

Teaching Artist and Arts Programs for Seniors 

  Arts and aging activists also played an important role in recognizing the benefits 

of creativity as one ages and in bringing the arts to the elderly.  This included the 

founding of innovative arts programs for seniors.  Teaching artist Susan Perlstein 
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founded Elders Share the Arts (ESTA) in 1979.  Perlstein began "with a single living 

history theater workshop at the Hodson Senior Center" in the Bronx and from there 

expanded ESTA into multiple programs for seniors throughout New York City (Elders 

Share the Arts, n.d., para. 3).  The reach of ESTA was broad and enduring, with Susan 

Perlstein's leadership and advocacy leading to the founding of the NCCA decades later. 

ESTA began like many innovative arts and aging programs, with the pioneering 

work of an individual who had witnessed the powerful effects that arts participation has 

on seniors.  In similar fashion, after witnessing the benefits of arts for individuals with 

Alzheimer's disease, Lolo Sarnoff founded Arts for the Aging in 1988 (Arts for the 

Aging, n.d.).  Both of these organizations continue to provide innovative arts programs 

for seniors and serve as models for other programs around the country.  Arts and aging 

activists were also instrumental in promoting arts for the elderly on the national stage by 

organizing a mini-conference on arts and aging held before the 1981 White House 

Conference on Aging.  The goal of the mini-conference was to present recommendations 

to the larger conference (Bienvenu & Hanna, 2015). 

Renewed Focus on Arts and Aging 

While proponents of arts and aging continued to develop programs and promote 

the value of the arts for the elderly, it was not until the mid-1990s that the focus on arts 

and aging reemerged on the national stage.  In some ways this new momentum was a 

continuation of the previous discourse and the focus on artistic engagement as a 

meaningful pursuit in old age.  However, this new discourse also differed from previous 

efforts by 1) focusing more heavily on participatory arts programs than on access to the 

arts; 2) attempting to identify and measure the benefits of participatory arts programs, 
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especially the health benefits; 3) shifting away from conceptualizing seniors and others 

into “special constituencies;” (4) focusing on seniors as a distinct group rather than as 

part of a special constituency; and (5) embracing universal design. 

National Endowment for the Arts.  Starting in the mid-1990s, the NEA began to 

focus on mainstreaming special constituencies, on the elderly as a distinct group, and on 

providing opportunities for lifelong learning.  In 1995, The Office of Special 

Constituencies became The Office for Accessibility.  The purpose of the shift was: 

to focus on not what it does as "special," but rather its mission of encouraging 

inclusive programming.  The new name emphasizes access to the arts for 

everyone and the abilities of the people the office serves: older adults, individuals 

with disabilities, and people who live in institutions. (National Endowment for the 

Arts, 1995, p. 176) 

This shift corresponded with an increased focus on participatory programming for the 

elderly under the framework of lifelong learning (National Endowment for the Arts, 

1995).  This new framework grew out of the "The Arts, the Humanities, and Older 

Americans" summit held in 1995.  This conference led to a series of recommendations 

including the “promotion and support for universal design; involvement of older artists 

and scholars in the planning and policy-making process; and support of increased arts and 

humanities programs in prevention and health care” (National Endowment for the Arts, 

1995, p. 176).  Arts and aging activists brought these recommendations to the 1995 White 

House Conference on Aging (National Endowment for the Arts, 1995, p. 176).   

Center on Aging, Health & Humanities.  The founding of the Center on Aging, 

Health & Humanities (CAHH) at The George Washington University in 1994 by Dr. 
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Gene Cohen was another important part of this renewed focus.  Cohen began CAHH with 

the following objectives: 

¶ To promote interdisciplinary efforts in addressing the problems and 

potential associated with aging; 

¶ To advance the understandings of how creativity in everyday living can 

promote health and quality of life in later years; 

¶ To promote the development of creative interventions in addressing the 

problems and potential associated with aging; [and] 

¶ To promote intergenerational research for the benefit of all age groups-the 

old and the young alike. (Cohen, 2004, p. 2) 

In the founding charter, Cohen called for an interdisciplinary approach to understanding 

the Landscape for Aging in America:   

Landscape for Aging is a construct within which to examine the depth and breadth 

of human experience in later life.  A health and humanities focus across this 

landscape offers a design for dealing with not just the problems but also the 

potentials that can occur in late life [,] a way of approaching both limitations that 

accompany disability as well as opportunities for new creative expression with 

growing old. (Cohen, 2004, p. 3) 

CAHH focuses on a broad view of the creative potential of aging.  This creativity is not 

limited to arts programs but includes humanities and other disciplines, as well as day-to-

day creative acts.  
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Another difference between CAHH's approach and pervious efforts to promote 

the arts and aging was the emphasis on evaluating the benefits of humanities and arts 

interventions by incorporating clinical health professionals into the arena.  In 2001, under 

Gene Cohen's leadership, CAHH partnered with the NEA to conduct one of the first 

longitudinal studies on arts interventions for the elderly (results of this study are 

discussed later). 

Gene Cohen.  The field of creative aging is indebted to the work of Gene Cohen.  

Dr. Gene Cohen began working with the elderly as a part of his draft assignment at the 

National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH).  He later became director of NIMH’s new 

center for the study of aging and mental health (Cohen, 2000, p. 3).  This work led him to 

perceive of aging as a time of growth and potential.  He continued this work at the 

National Institute on Aging and CAHH (Cohen, 2000).  During his time at CAHH, Gene 

Cohen (2000) published The Creative Age: Awakening Human Potential in the Second 

Half of Life.  According to Perlstein (n.d.), "Cohen's book was the first to articulate a new 

paradigm and an emerging field: creative aging" (para. 4).  Cohen's book embraced 

creative potential as a way for positive development as one ages.  Cohen’s work 

continued to influence the creative aging movement through the founding of NCCA and 

his longitudinal research and numerous publications on aging and creativity.   

The National Center for Creative Aging.  Due to a change in leadership, NCOA 

decided that arts and aging should no longer be part of their mission (Gay Hanna, 

personal communication, May 20, 2016).  With funding from NCOA and the NEA, 

Elders Share the Arts created NCCA in 2001.  In addition to funding, NCOA also 

provided NCCA with their database on arts programming for seniors.  In 2007, NCCA 
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relocated to Washington, DC (National Center for Creative Aging, n.d.-c).  Cohen's 

encompassing vision of the creative potential of older adults was the motivation for the 

creation of NCCA.  NCCA “is dedicated to fostering an understanding of the vital 

relationship between creative expression and healthy aging, and to developing programs 

that build upon this understanding” (National Center for Creative Aging, n.d.-a, para. 1). 

Since its founding, NCCA has worked to promote creative aging programs and policy 

by pursuing the following objectives: 

¶ To act as a catalyst, convener and connector promoting research and public policy 

that enables the development of evidence-based best practices and model 

programs in the field of creative aging. 

¶ To support professional development across disciplines and occupations in 

creative aging that produces an innovative and robust workforce of artists, 

educators and advocates. 

¶ To build capacity in community service organizations including aging, the arts, 

education and health care to provide accessible, high quality arts programs that 

meet the needs of an aging population. (National Center for Creative Aging, n.d.-

a, para. 3) 

The founding of NCCA marked a turning point for creative aging on the national stage 

and the evolution of creative aging movement.  It marked a conscious effort to contribute 

to the discourse around creative aging (Perlstein, n.d.).  NCCA conceived of creative 

aging broadly, while reaffirming the role of quality, participatory arts programming 

within the creative aging movement.  Since its founding, NCCA has promoted creative 

aging in various ways including: 
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¶ Co-hosting a White House summit on creative aging; 

¶ Holding national conferences on creative aging in 2014, 2015, and 2016; 

¶ Creating a 3-year project with State Arts Agencies (SAAs) to expand their role in 

promoting creative aging; 

¶ Co-creating a handbook on creative aging programs and best practices; and 

¶ Maintaining a database of current creative aging program.  

Interagency Task Force on the Arts and Human Development.  The NEA 

continued its work to promote arts and aging by creating the Interagency Task Force on 

the Arts and Human Development in 2011.  The purpose of the task force was "to 

encourage more and better research on how the arts can help people reach their full 

potential at all stages of life” (National Endowment for the Arts, n.d., para. 1).  The Task 

Force's focus on arts and aging included a 2012 workshop entitled "Research Gaps and 

Opportunities for Exploring the Relationship of the Arts to Health and Well-Being in 

Older Adults,” which presented an overview of the available research on the benefits of 

arts for the elderly.  According to the workshop report, “[t]he decision to focus on older 

Americans—and to identify research gaps and opportunities—is based on a growing 

interest in novel intervention approaches for improving the health and quality of life for 

this growing population” (NEA, Office of Research and Analysis, 2013, p. 3 ).  The 

workshop focused on a variety of arts interventions for seniors, as well as the importance 

of universal design.  The workshop report emphasized the need for continued research on 

the benefits of arts interventions for seniors, including randomized control trials and cost-

benefit analyses, but also discussed the challenges inherent in measuring the benefits of 

art interventions (NEA, Office of Research and Analysis, 2013). 
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2015 Summit on Creativity and Aging in America.  Arts and aging activists 

continued to hold conferences before The White House Conference on Aging in 1995, 

2005, and 2015.  In 2015, the NEA and NCCA hosted a summit in order to inform The 

2015 White House Conference on Aging.  The summit, taking a broad focus on creativity 

and aging, as had been done in 1995 and 2005, discussed needs, barriers and 

recommendations to creative aging initiatives in three areas:  

(1) Age-Friendly Community Design--promoting excellently designed and built 

environments for aging populations in the U.S.;  

(2) Health and Wellness and the Arts--promoting arts interventions to improve 

health and well-being outcomes among older adults; and  

(3) Lifelong Learning and Engagement in the Arts--promoting greater cognition 

and creativity among older adults by means of social engagement (NEA, Office of 

Accessibility, 2016, p. 7). 

The report used the term creative aging sparingly, opting instead to focus on creativity 

and aging.  This broad focus, especially the inclusion of building age-friendly 

communities, is an expansion of past arts and aging efforts.  As communicated by Gay 

Hanna (personal communication, 2016), former Executive Director of NCAA, NCCA 

considers all three of these umbrella areas to be within the purview of creative aging.  

The report included public policy recommendations, as well as recommendations on 

increasing the role of advocates and the private sector in creative aging.  
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Arts and Aging Literature 

Starting in the late 1960s and continuing through the 1980s, the literature on arts 

and aging focused mainly on providing overviews of existing arts programs for seniors 

and the potential for and challenges of increasing the quality and quantity of these 

programs.  For example, the literature often called for a shift away from “arts and crafts” 

type programs (especially kit-based programs) to arts programs taught by trained 

teaching artists.  The emphasis on differentiating between arts and crafts programs and 

professionally run arts programs for seniors continues within the more recent creative 

aging literature and discourse.  However, in other ways this discourse has evolved over 

time.  I highlight some of these changes by exploring articles on aging and arts published 

in Arts Education. 

Prior to the mid-1970s, Arts Education did not publish any articles focusing 

specifically on seniors and the arts.  However, during the 1960s, Arts Education 

published a number of articles that focused on adult arts education, including a dedicated 

issue in 1962.  These early articles did not focus specifically on the senior population but 

on the entire adult population.   

This shifted in the mid-1970s, when Arts Education began to publish articles 

focused specifically on seniors and the arts.  This increase coincided with an increased 

national focus on lifelong learning, changing views on the potential for growth in old age, 

and a growing national focus on the arts.  In 1975 Arts Education published an article by 

Hoffman (1975) that specifically addressed seniors and the arts.  In the article, Hoffman 

(1975) argued that arts programs for seniors could provide older adults with meaningful 

pursuits in their retirement years: 
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Society needs to develop programs that provide the meaningful activities needed 

by the elderly subculture to pursue leisure activities without guilt.  The arts can be 

in the forefront of such a movement and indeed have found wide utilization in a 

variety of ways, albeit with only minor successes to date. (p. 21) 

Arts Education followed this with an issue dedicated to seniors and the arts in 

April 1977.  The articles in this issue focused on describing programs, organizations, and 

resources that focused on seniors and the arts, including a profile of The Institute of 

Lifetime Learning (Timmerman, 1977); an overview of The Center for Arts and Aging 

(Sunderland, 1977a); and an annotated biography on arts and leisure for the elderly 

(Hoffman & Masem, 1977).  This issue also included articles by Hoffman (1977) and 

Jennings (1977), which called on universities to take an active role in arts and aging.  

Hoffman (1977) discussed the possibility of colleges and university extension offices 

developing arts programs for seniors, while Jennings (1977) called upon universities to 

research creativity and its role in lifelong human development.  As a whole, these articles 

emphasized the arts as way to bring meaning to the retirement years.  As Timmerman 

(1977) stated “[f]or persons in their later years, education in the arts…can play a unique 

role in fostering creativity, promoting self-satisfaction, and facilitating growth and 

development” (p. 12).   

This focus on arts and aging continued with three articles on seniors and the arts 

published in Arts Education between 1978 and 1986.  Among these was an annotated 

bibliography of arts programs, which Jones (1978) introduced by stating: 

Research is demonstrating that art learning and personal growth are attainable 

goals for the elderly, although the nature of their abilities and achievement is 
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different from that of younger adults.  Descriptions of programs set up for older 

adults in art mention a variety of media and espouse a variety of goals: to build art 

skills and perceptions, to enhance social interaction, and to deepen self- 

knowledge and self-worth. (p. 23) 

The quote mentions both the intrinsic values of arts participation that permeate this early 

discourse and the extrinsic values that would become more present in later discourse.  

Another article by Jones (1980) reflected on her research on teaching arts to the elderly 

and on older adults’ preferred methods of instruction. 

In 1987, Arts Education dedicated its July issue to seniors and the arts.  The 1987 

issued continued the earlier discourse’s emphasis on the need for meaningful pursuits as 

ones ages (e.g. Lewis, 1987).  However, the 1987 articles increasingly focused on the 

need for quality programs.  In the overview to this issue, Lewis (1987) affirmed that 

"older adults need a chance at a first rate education in the arts.  They deserve better than 

the sure-fire, mechanical, gimmicky activities that well-meaning but poorly-prepared 

volunteer or displaced teachers can give them" (p. 5).  This theme runs throughout the 

issue, with Greenberg’s (1987) call for qualified arts teachers and well-designed arts 

programs for seniors; Jefferson’s (1987) recommendations for competencies for 

instructors and content requirements for adult arts education programs; and Denney’s 

(1987) profile of an arts program for seniors.  

In this same issue Taylor (1987) considered the numerous frameworks on the 

benefits of arts participation for seniors.  These frameworks range from the practical (art 

is leisure, art is work); to the personal (art is timeless; art is intimate; art is dreaming); to 

the social (art is public; art is prosperity).  These multiple frameworks portend the 
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creative aging discourse by highlighting the broad and encompassing ways that art 

participation can benefit the elderly.  However, unlike later discourse, these frameworks 

point more towards the intrinsic value of arts participation, rather than the extrinsic 

values.  

 Despite these dedicated issues, publications on arts and aging within Arts 

Education were still limited in scope and quantity.  In 1988, Arts Education published 

two additional articles on seniors and the arts.  However, I located only two Arts 

Education articles on aging and the arts published between 1989 and 2014.  Both articles 

dealt with intergeneration collaboration and the arts (Alexenberg & Benjamin, 2004; 

Whiteland, 2013).  The increase in publications in the 1970s and 80s corresponds with 

the increase in national attention on arts and aging.  However, unlike the renewed focus 

on arts and aging in the mid-1990s, there was no such increase in publications in Arts 

Education.     

Literature on the arts and aging in gerontology journals appears to follow a 

similar trajectory, though perhaps slightly behind the trends found in Arts Education.  

Carr, Wellin and Reece (2009) examined articles on arts and aging published in 

gerontology journals from 1970 to 2009 and found that publications peaked in the late 

1980s and early 1990s, fell off in the late 1990s, and remained infrequent in the 2000s.  

Carr et al. (2009) suggested the advent of the Journal of Aging, Humanities and the Arts 

in 2007 may account for some of this decrease in publications in gerontology journals.  

The majority of the articles that Carr et al. (2009) identified considered the treatment of 

aging within the arts and humanities, which is outside the scope to this research.  

However, pertinent to this research, Carr et al. (2009) found that articles focused on 
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“actual participation in the arts were more prevalent early in the study period and the 

research on creativity has become more prevalent in recent years” (p. 208-209).  They 

noted that this transition might mark a shift from arts as busywork to a focus on creativity 

(Carr et al., 2009).   

Creativity and aging.  There is long-standing literature on aging and creativity 

that explores how creativity changes with age.  The question of creativity and aging is 

much broader than the arts, though artistic accomplishment in old age is a vital part of 

this research.  For example, along with the arts, researchers have studied scientific and 

mathematic achievements over the lifespan.  Many competing theories have emerged as 

to when in life creativity peaks and when it begins to diminish.  Different studies have 

pointed to 30s, 40s and 50s, or even later, as times of peak creativity for individuals 

(Lindauer, 1998; Moody & Sasser, 2012).  These studies varied in terms of how they 

measured creativity, so the different findings on peak creativity are not surprising 

(Lindauer; 1998; Moody & Sasser, 2012).  These discrepancies point to the challenges of 

defining and measuring creativity.  For example, researchers need to decide whether to 

measure the quantity of creative output (i.e. published articles, patents, works of art), the 

quality of the creative output, or some combination of quality and quantity (see Moody & 

Sasser, 2012).  Furthermore, much of the research on creativity and aging focuses on Big 

“C” creativity-such as the creation of artistic and scientific products, rather the little “c” 

creativity of everyday life.  Marsiske and Willis (1998) refer to this little “c” creativity as 

practical creativity or “everyday problem-solving” (p. 73).  Little “c” creativity is 

challenging to measure since it does not always lead to specific, tangible outcomes.  
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However, creativity as problem-solving is integral to navigating the changes that come 

with aging. 

Research has shown that chronological age matters less than career age (the age 

one enters the field), area of expertise, and individual differences in determining peak 

creativity and rates of creative decline (Simonton, 1998).  Most of the recent work on 

creativity and aging has concluded that while fluid intelligence abilities often diminish 

with age, creativity is possible across the lifespan and some forms of creativity may 

increase with age (Lindauer, 1998; Moody & Sasser, 2012, p. 100).   

Art therapy.  Before I review the emerging discourse on creative aging, it is 

important to note the differences between creative aging and art therapy.  Art therapy and 

creative aging often overlap in their methods, goals, and desired outcomes.  Both types of 

programs focus on the arts as a way to encourage learning, social engagement, and self-

esteem in a safe environment (Basting, 2006).  However, art therapy is not limited to a 

focus on the elderly.  Furthermore, while art therapy provides useful insights into 

engaging the elderly in the arts, it uses a health framework rather than the broader 

approach of creative aging.  Basting (2006) referred to the distinction between ‘social’ 

and ‘medical’ arts programs as a matter of the training of facilitators and availability of 

medical reimbursement, rather than differences in the goals and/or structure of the arts 

programs (p. 17).  Relatedly, arts therapy has “more limited availability and higher costs” 

than creative aging programs (Castora-Binkley, Noelker, Prohaska & Satariano, 2010, p. 

354).   
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Relatedly, another use of the term creative aging comes from Carlsen (1991).  

Carlsen (1991) explored creative aging as a positive, therapeutic approach to aging.  

Drawing from Erikson's developmental stages, Carlsen (1991) defined creative aging as: 

¶ Wisdom and integrity over ignorance and despair; 

¶ Generativity and care over self-aggrandizement and narcissistic 

preoccupation; 

¶ Open-mindedness over rigid, closed thinking; 

¶ A willingness to entertain new ideas over opinionated self-righteousness; 

and 

¶ Transcendental relationship over the extremes of either self-absorption or 

absorption within the identity of the other. (p. 1-2) 

Carlsen (1991) focused on therapists working with aging individuals within a framework 

of creative aging.  Cohen and other creative aging proponents have also drawn from the 

work of Erikson to support their emphasis on creative engagement in old age.  However, 

whereas Carlsen’s uses an individual, therapeutic framework for her version of creative 

aging, the framework for creative aging, as used in this dissertation, is creative 

engagement (I could not locate any sources that cited both Cohen and Carlsen).   

New directions in arts and aging research.  As with the earlier literature, the 

more recent literature continues to provide an overview of the value of participation in 

the arts for seniors, broadly speaking, and on profiling specific arts programs and arts 

organizations for seniors.  However, beginning in the late 1990s and early 2000s, there 

was a shift in the discourse within the literature on arts and aging.  While not all of this 

recent literature utilizes the term creative aging, the creative aging framework became 
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prominent and much of the arts and aging literature became subsumed under the 

emerging creative aging framework or took on a similar discourse.  The broad emphasis 

on meaning and purpose as one ages remained a part of the discourse.  However, the 

more recent literature is distinct in its efforts to identify and measure the benefits of 

creative engagement and the mechanisms through which individuals attain these benefits.   

The emergence of creative aging and creativity as a framework for arts 

engagement for seniors is evident in the 2006 issue of Generations, which was dedicated 

to aging and the arts.  In the introduction to this issue, Susan Perlstein (2006) explained: 

This issue of Generation documents an important moment in time for the field of 

creative aging that could well be a turning point.  We are at the beginning of 

organizing and understanding who we are as a field, what we have accomplished, 

and what we would like to achieve in the future. (p. 6) 

This issue provides a picture of creative aging as it was just beginning to take hold as a 

concept.  Many of the articles in the issue profiled or reflected on arts/creative aging 

programs (Basting, 2006; Borstel, 2006; Chapline, 2006; Kandell, 2006; Larson, 2006; 

Sherman, 2006; Zanlotny, 2006).  Notably, many of these programs had existed for a 

decade or more (e.g. Liz Lerman Dance Exchange, Elders Share the Art, TimeSlips), well 

before the creative aging framework was developed.  The success of these arts programs 

contributed to the emerging creative aging framework rather than emerging out of the 

creative aging framework.  Other articles in this edition explore the field of creative aging 

by providing a compendium of creative aging resources (“Resources,” 2006); describing 

the evolution of arts and aging policy in the U.S (Blanchard, 2006); presenting policy 

recommendations to promote creative aging (Hanna, 2006); discussing research on the 
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benefits of creativity/the arts for seniors (Cohen, 2006); and providing personal 

reflections on engaging the elderly in the arts (Permuth, 2006). 

Taking a broader look at the recent literature on creative aging reveals the efforts 

of researcher and creative aging proponents to explore the field of creative aging by: (1) 

introducing the field of creative aging and/or creative aging programs (Chapline, 2006; 

Larson & Perlstein, 2003; Perlstein, 1998/1999; Rosenblatt, 2014); (2) reviewing current 

(often quantitative) research on creative/arts engagement and aging (e.g. Castora-Binkley, 

Noelker, Prohaska, & Satariano, 2010; Flood & Phillips, 2007; NEA, Office of Research 

and Analysis, 2013; Noice, Noice & Kramer, 2014; Patterson & Perlstein, 2011); or (3) 

evaluating specific creative aging/arts programs (e.g. Cohen et al., 2006; George & 

Houser, 2014; Sudha, Miller, Thomas, & Chia, 2013).  

Measuring the benefits of creative aging.  Despite the emerging emphasis on 

identifying and measuring the benefits of arts programs for seniors, the number of studies 

on arts and aging/creative aging remains limited.  In their review of the literature on 

creative aging, Castora-Binkley, Noelker, Prohaska, and Satariano (2010) found only 11 

quantitative studies that estimated the health benefits of participation in arts classes for 

seniors (they eliminated studies focused on therapeutic interventions).  Similarity, in their 

systematic literature review of arts interventions for seniors, Noice, Noice and Kramer 

(2014) identified 31 qualitative or quantitative studies on the benefits of arts interventions 

for seniors that met their methodological design standards. 

The quantitative research on creative aging programs has some positive and some 

mixed findings.  In the seminal longitudinal study of participation in professionally run, 

community-based arts programs for seniors, Gene Cohen (2006b) found that individuals 
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in the intervention groups had “(1) better health, fewer doctor visits, and less medication 

usage; (2) more positive responses on the mental health measures; [and] (3) more 

involvement in overall activities” than those in the control groups (p. 1) (see also Cohen 

et al., 2006).   

Flood and Scharer (2006) found no correlation between arts participation and 

subjective definitions of successful aging.  Phinney, Moody and Small (2014) found a 

positive correlation between arts engagement and some measurements of physical and 

social wellbeing but no correlation between arts engagement and emotional wellbeing.  In 

their review of the literature, Noice, Noice and Kramer (2014) found that the studies on 

dance and theater interventions showed consistent benefits for participants.  Studies on 

musical interventions had mixed results, with the more robust studies suggesting that 

seniors benefited from musical training.  Research on other arts intervention was too 

limited to draw broad conclusions (Noice, Noice & Kramer, 2014). 

Due to the limited number of empirical studies on arts participation, the lack of 

pre-post test design, and the lack of standardized measurements, the generalizability of 

these results is limited (Castora-Binkley, Noelker, Prohaska, & Satariano, 2010; NEA, 

Office of Research and Analysis, 2013; Noice, Noice, & Kramer, 2014).  Furthermore, 

these studies vary in type of intervention (dance, visual art, drama etc.), amount of 

intervention, and outcome measurements (physical, mental, social benefits etc.).  

However, compared to more invasive (medical) interventions, arts programs are low cost, 

have few or no negative side effects, are easy to access, and may provide additional 

benefits for caregivers (Flood & Scharer, 2006; NEA, Office of Research and Analysis, 

2013, p. 12).   
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Researchers have also experimented with different qualitative methodologies for 

exploring creative aging programs.  Phinney, Moody and Small (2014) included a 

qualitative portion in their analysis; they found that community-based art intervention 

increased participants’ sense of community and contribution, provided structure and 

discipline, facilitated coping, and encouraged hard work and artistic expression (Phinney, 

Moody & Small, 2014, pp. 340-342).  George and Houser (2014) conducted a thematic 

analysis of TimeSlips’ participants and their caretakers at a nursing home.  The 

TimeSlips program uses open-ended questions to assist individuals with dementia in 

storytelling activities (George & Houser, 2014, p. 680).  George and Houser (2014) 

identified qualitative benefits such as increased creativity, improved relationships, and 

increased quality of life for participants, caretakers, and the nursing home community.  

Sabeti (2015) used an ethnographic approach to explore the subjective experience of 

older adults in a writing classes.  These types of qualitative approaches may help provide 

an understanding of the intangible benefits of participating in the arts for seniors and lead 

to a more holistic picture of these programs. 

Senior Centers 

I selected to begin my research by focusing on creative aging within senior 

centers.  My rationale for focusing on senior centers was to provide physical and 

conceptual boundaries for my work.  Additionally, I wanted to explore the changing role 

of senior centers as the population ages and new cohorts of seniors bring with them 

different demands for services.   

 In the 1940s and early 1950s, community efforts to address the needs of seniors 

led to the nation’s first senior centers in New York, San Francisco, Menlo Park, and 
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Bridgeport, Connecticut (Lowy & Doolin, 1990).  Senior centers spread throughout the 

country through a mixture of government (local, state, federal) and community efforts.  

Local, state, and professional organizations emerged to help coordinate and advocate for 

these new centers (Lowy & Doolin, 1990).  Currently, there are an estimated 11,400 

senior centers in the US (National Council on Aging, n.d.-b).  In 1986, approximately 

15% of seniors attended seniors centers (National Council on Aging, n.d.-c).   

These various efforts contributed to the diversity in structure, programming, and 

funding of senior centers that remains a feature of senior centers to this day (Pardasani & 

Thompson, 2012).  Funding for senior centers includes a mixture of private, 

philanthropic, and governmental (federal, state and local) sources.  For example, 

according to report on Ohio senior centers, “only 60 percent of [Ohio] senior centers 

receive any federal or state funds [and] [o]nly one-fifth of their average budget was 

supported with these funds” (Ohio Department of Aging, n.d., p. 13).  Most senior centers 

rely on a variety of sources to fund their programs and operations (National Council on 

Aging, n.d.-b; Ohio Department of Aging, n.d.).  At the federal level, the OAA was the 

key piece of legislation supporting and promoting senior centers.  The OAA supports 

senior centers through the provision of grants for specific services, such as nutritional, 

transportation, and other support services and through funding for the renovation of 

multipurpose senior centers (National Council on Aging, n.d.-a).   

Lacking a definitive definition, OAA's definition of a multipurpose senior center 

is a commonly used definition of senior centers. 

A community facility for the organization and provision of a broad spectrum of 

services, which shall include provision of health (including mental health), social, 
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nutritional, and educational services and the provision of facilities for recreational 

activities for older individuals. (Older Americans Act of 1965 (2006))   

Some senior centers provide only meal services and health referrals, while most centers 

provide a variety of additional services, including recreational, learning, and volunteer 

opportunities (Dal Santo, 2009; Lowy & Doolin, 1990; Ohio Department of Aging, n.d.).  

Senior centers often serve as focal points for services for the elderly.  The OAA defines 

focal points as: 

a "facility'' established to encourage the maximum collocation and coordination of 

services for older individuals, special consideration shall be given to developing 

and/or designating multipurpose senior centers as community focal points on 

aging. (Older Americans Act of 1965 (1988)) 

Since senior centers are diverse in their structure, yet serve a broad range of 

ambitious goals, they provide an interesting focus for my exploration of creative aging.  

The ways in which senior centers evolve, or fail to evolve, to meet the needs of the aging 

population will likely determine whether they remain relevant in the future.  In this 

dissertation, I explore the potential ways in which creative aging could become part of 

senior center programming and aging policy. 

Overview of Research Design 

For this dissertation, I used a constructivist, informed grounded theory approach 

to investigate creative aging.  Constructivist grounded theory is an inductive method of 

inquiry in which the researcher employs an iterative process of data collection and 

analysis to develop interpretive theory (Charmaz, 2014).  Grounded theory research does 
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not test existing theories.  Instead, the researcher collects data around general goals or 

questions (Charmaz, 2014).  These questions/goals guide the initial data collection and 

analysis.  Data collection and analysis proceed in an iterative manner, and through this 

process, more specific research questions are constructed.  These refined research 

questions direct subsequent data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 2014).   

My approach is constructivist in that I start with the presumption that reality is 

multiple and constructed (Charmaz, 2014).  In contrast to a positivist approach, a 

constructivist approach aims to develop theory that "emphasizes interpretation and gives 

abstract understanding greater priority than explanation... Interpretive theories allow for 

indeterminacy rather than seek causality and aim to theorize patterns and connections" 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 230).  My approach is an informed approach in that I elected to use 

extant knowledge by conducting a (modified) literature review a priori rather than 

postponing the literature review until after data collection and analysis were complete 

(Thornberg, 2012).  

My initial research questions focused broadly on creative aging within senior 

centers and whether creative aging has the potential to reframe our understanding of the 

roles and responsibilities of seniors in our society.  To explore these initial research 

questions, I conducted pilot interviews with senior center administrators within the 

Washington, DC Metro Area.  Based on the findings from these pilot interviews, I 

modified my research questions to focus on arts programming in senior centers, on the 

possibilities of incorporating creative aging into senior centers, and on creative aging as a 

model of aging. 
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As my analysis progressed, I used theoretical sampling to identify additional 

organizations and individuals to include in my study.  Theoretical sampling is “a type of 

grounded theory sampling in which the researcher aims to develop the properties of his or 

her developing categories or theory, not to sample randomly selected populations or to 

sample representative distributions of a particular population” (Charmaz, 2014, p. 345).  

Through this process, I identified State Arts Agencies (SAAs) and other organizations 

working on creative aging to include in research. 

Road Map 

The next chapter in this dissertation focuses on aging as a social construct and 

how the social construction of aging influenced and was influenced by aging policy.  This 

chapter also includes a review of different “positive” models of aging that have entered 

the aging discourse.  Chapter 3 focuses on the grounded theory approach that I used for 

this research.  In Chapter 4, I present my findings from interviews with senior center 

administrators, SAAs, and other organizations involved in creative aging.  In Chapter 5, I 

discuss the implications of these findings for creative aging within senior centers and 

provide recommendations for increasing the likelihood that senior centers and aging 

services will incorporate creative aging programs.  I then present recommendations for 

framing creative aging by clarifying its conceptual and normative dimensions.  I conclude 

by providing recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This research takes a social constructivist perspective in which reality is 

understood to be multiple and socially constructed.  From a social constructivist 

perspective social problems and their policy solutions are products of social processes 

rather than objective truths.  A set of conditions becomes a social problem through a 

process of social construction.  Loseke (2011) posited that a situation becomes a social 

problem when society considers conditions to be harmful, widespread, and changeable.  

Social problems emerge when something that was previously considered outside the 

sphere of human intervention moves into the sphere of (potential) public action (Loseke, 

2011). 

Public policies are a part of the process of social construction as they reify, create, 

modify, and challenge the social construction of problems.  Researchers have examined 

how the social construction of policy problems influences policy formation.  For 

example, Stone (1989) found that the framing of the relationship between actions and 

consequences influenced the social construction of problems and the policy solutions to 

these problems.  Schneider and Ingram (1993) found that the social construction of target 

populations influenced policy adoption, design, and discourse.  Groups with a positive 

social construction received more advantages and fewer burdens than those with a 

negative social construction.  The (perceived) power of a target population may be a 

mitigating factor that influences policy design and implementation (Schneider and 

Ingram, 1993).  
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In this section, I provide an overview of the development of US aging policy.  

Rather than a detailed historical account, my goal is to illustrate how the social 

construction of aging and the elderly has changed over time and how these evolving 

social constructions influence aging policy.  I frame this section around two pieces of 

federal legislation: The Social Security Act of 1935 (the Act) and the Older Americans 

Act of 1965 (the OAA).  While not the only pieces of national aging legislation, these 

two acts provide insight into the evolving social construction of the elderly.  I then turn to 

a review of positive models of aging that have emerged within the aging discourse in the 

last six decades and that have become more dominate in recent years.    

Aging Policy and Social Construction 

Researchers often classify the development of aging policy into specific periods.  

According to these historians, prior to the 1920s/1930s, responsibility for the elderly lay 

within the family and community (e.g. Achenbaum, 1983 Torres-Gil, 1992).  Torres-Gil 

(1992), referring to this period as “The Young Age,” argued that care for the elderly was 

based on "family and community responsibility for older persons, intergenerational 

family relationships, power and authority of elders" (p. 1).  Prior to the 1930s, state and 

federal government did little to assist the elderly in a concerted way.  At this time, the 

country was predominantly an agrarian society and, according to historians, the elderly 

were able to maintain modified but meaningful roles and responsibilities within the 

family and within society more broadly (Moody, 1988; Torres-Gil, 1992).   

Subsequent research has challenged the idea that this period was a universal 

golden age for the elderly.  For example, Katz (1996) argued that throughout history the 

treatment and experiences of the elderly has been heterogeneous.  As Katz (1996) 
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explained, "[h]istorical accounts became dominated by models that contrasted the 

communal, rural benevolence of the past with the dependent, urban marginalization of the 

present" (p. 50).  However, despite the varied experiences and treatment of the elderly, 

the social construction and public policy treatment of the elderly has changed over time.  

Specifically, the 1930s marked a turning point in the social construction and society’s 

treatment of the elderly (Achenbaum, 1983).  At this time, government (and society) 

began to treat the elderly as a distinct group that required special treatment and policy 

interventions (Katz, 1996; Torres-Gil, 1992).    

Many changes were taking place in US society during this time period.  As, 

Achenbaum (1983) explained, decades of social, economic and political changes were 

reshaping the US; this period of modernization included the “cumulative impact of 

industrialization, technological innovation, bureaucratization, professionalism, 

urbanization, immigration, and the rise of novel scientific and philosophical perspectives” 

(p. 7).  Researchers have explored the particular effects that modernization has had on the 

elderly.  The transition away from agriculture and the introduction of automation and 

other technological innovations placed the elderly at a (perceived) disadvantage 

(Achenbaum, 1983; Brents, 1986; Torres-Gil, 1992).  Additionally, Torres-Gil (1992) 

pointed to "westward expansion, a democratic system based on merit rather than 

seniority, scientific progress overshadowing traditions and the rise of professionalism and 

mass education" as putting further pressure on the role of the elderly in society (p. 61).     

The Social Security Act of 1935 

While modernization of society may have placed the elderly at a perceived 

disadvantage, it was The Great Depression that provided the impetus for the emergence 
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of national aging policy.  The Great Depression challenged the US government with 

unprecedented levels of unemployment.  Amidst these economic conditions, a policy 

window for the development of national aging policy emerged.  The Act emerged as a 

solution to this new problem of old age by providing non-needs based benefits for the 

elderly funded through payroll tax contributions.  The Act was a monumental change in 

social policy; it shifted responsibility for the elderly from the individual and family to the 

government (Blanchard, 2006; Engelhardt & Gruber, 2004; Moody 1988).    

The developing social construction of the elderly was an important component 

that influenced and was influenced by the emerging national aging policy.  During this 

time, the social construction of elderly as the deserving poor emerged (Achenbaum, 

1983; Torres-Gil, 1992).  This social construction of the elderly contrasted with the social 

construction of other “needy” groups with its focus on the elderly’s deservedness.  

Hudson (2010) suggested that our “ambivalent attitudes towards other population groups 

and social problems” lead to public policies that were “relatively limited and restrictive” 

in comparison to our treatment of the elderly (p. 4).  Whereas policies targeted to other 

needy groups focused on rehabilitation through education and job training, policy for the 

elderly was distinctive in its level of support and its universality.  Hudson (2010) 

suggested that the positive social construction of the elderly allowed for more generous 

aging policy to emerge.  However, this “positive” construction, intentionally or 

unintentionally, framed the elderly as universally needy (Moody, 1988).   

The Act was imbued with the perception the elderly were redundant and specters 

of decline (Brents, 1986; Moody, 1988).  By providing universal rather than needs-based 

coverage and by setting a retirement age, The Act implied the elderly were unfit for work 
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based on the criteria of age alone.  Furthermore, The Act's universal approach to assisting 

the elderly glossed over inequalities among the elderly.  By treating the elderly as a 

homogenous group, Brents (1986) argued "Social Security has not provided economic 

security for the elderly.  It has hidden issues of central importance for understanding 

labor market inequalities.  It has hidden issues of race, class, and gender, and replaced 

them with issues of age" (p. 1253).   

There has been a decline in the elderly poverty rate; by 1995 the poverty rate for 

the elderly was around 10% compared to 35% in 1960 (Engelhardt & Gruber, 2004).  

However, Engelhardt & Gruber's (2004) analysis of the relationship between Social 

Security and poverty suggests that Social Security has a weak or positive impact on 

income inequality among the elderly.  In other words, while Social Security may have 

reduced poverty for the elderly as group, it did not deal with the issue of inequality 

between different groups of the elderly and, in doing so, perhaps exacerbated these 

inequalities (see also Moody, 2001). 

 By requiring workforce attachment for eligibility and clustering employment 

around middle age, The Act saved industry from having to deal with large levels of 

unemployment and redundant workers (Brents, 1986; Moody, 1988).  For this reason, 

some have argued that industry, not elderly, was the primary beneficiary of The Act.  

Others (e.g. Torres-Gil, 2002) maintained that The Act was the result of a political 

process in which many groups, not only the elderly, benefited.  Furthermore, Achenbaum 

(2001) argued that mass retirement of the elderly was not the primary purpose of The 

Act.  Rather, The Act was “transgenerational” in its foundation; it intended to benefit 
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society as whole by promoting employment and increasing the purchasing power of the 

elderly (Achenbaum, 2001, p. 28). 

The Older Americans Act of 1965 

From passage of Social Security through the 1960s, there was an expansion of 

policies that benefited the elderly.  In 1965, President Johnson signed the OAA 

legislation into law as part of his Great Society programs.  Buoyed by the continued 

perception of the elderly as needy and deserving, the goals of the OAA were both 

numerous and ambitious.  Broadly, the OAA attempted to develop a vision for a 

coordinated national aging policy.  More specifically, the OAA attempted to provide an 

array of community services for the elderly.  To accomplish these goals, the OAA (1) 

provided grants to the states "for community planning and social services, research and 

development projects, and personnel training in the field of aging;” (2) created the 

Administration of Aging to administer these grant programs; and (3) promoted the 

creation of state agencies on aging (Administration for Community Living, n.d., para. 1).   

Hudson (2010) argued that one of the impetuses for the OAA was to serve as a 

counterpoint to the medical interventions of Medicare legislation.  Supporters of the 

OAA believed that medical intervention was not the sole need of elderly and that society 

also needed to focus on honoring the elderly (Moody, 1988).  To this end, the OAA 

legislation provided for services in a number of areas including "supportive services, 

congregate nutrition services…, home-delivered nutrition services, family caregiver 

support, community service employment, the long-term care ombudsman program, and 

services to prevent the abuse, neglect and exploitation of older persons” (Napili & 

Colello, 2013, p. 1).  
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 A number of tensions arose in the implementation of the OAA that impeded its 

broad vision for the elderly and aging policy.  First, legislators did not provide the 

funding required to implement the OAA's bold vision (Hudson, 2010; Torres-Gil, 1992).  

Second, the size and power of the Department of Aging was not comparable to the size of 

its mission (Torres-Gil, 1992).  Third, despite the goal of a unified aging policy under the 

OAA, the programs that emerged were fragmented (Hudson, 2010; Torres-Gil, 1992).   

Another important tension that emerged in aging policy was between veneration 

of the elderly and assisting the elderly most in need of services (Hudson, 2010; Torres-

Gil, 1992).  This tension is endemic in aging policy in the US and foreshadowed many of 

the debates in aging policy that underlie this research.  In terms of the OAA, while it has 

continued its universal approach to services, efforts to prioritize funding to those most in 

need have continued to increase (Hudson, 2010; Torres-Gil; 1992).  However, targeting 

funds towards those most vulnerable and balancing this with the needs of the elderly 

more broadly has been a continuing challenge (Hudson, 2010). 

While a coherent national aging policy did not emerge, the OAA is noteworthy 

for its role in the creation of a vast, professionalized aging network "that has become an 

institutionalized presence in the human services delivery system” (Hudson, 2010, p. 307).  

The emergence of the aging network marked a significant change in the provision of 

aging services (Hudson, 2010).  The aging network includes state and local agencies on 

aging as well as local service providers.  Moody (1988) suggested that the 

"professionalized service delivery channels" that evolved out of the OAA were an 

unfortunate consequence of what was a laudable goal of community service provision (p. 

96).  Brents (1986) argued that the professionalization of services reified the problem of 
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old age by portraying the elderly as needing special care and separating the elderly from 

the rest of society.  Within the aging network, advocates for the elderly became complicit 

in this segmentation of the elderly (Moody 1988).  Furthermore, under this 

professionalized network of aging services, monetized services took on increasing 

importance while non-monetized (e.g. caregiving) were not accounted for (Moody 1988). 

Beginning in the 1970s, a growing conservative movement and decreasing 

confidence in the ability of government to solve social problems challenged federal 

support for the elderly.  Blanchard (2006) described this as a shift from "compassionate 

ageism to one which viewed the elderly as greedy and entitled" (p. 53-54).  The rising 

costs of the Social Security program, the increasing financial pressures on the federal 

government, and the decreasing poverty rates among the elderly furthered this shift in 

attitude towards the elderly.  During this period, the policy discourse shifted from a focus 

on governmental responsibility towards private and individual responsibility for the 

elderly (Meyer, 2010).  Policy changes during the period included increases in the age of 

retirement for Social Security eligibility, increase in payroll tax contributions for Social 

Security, and reduced spending in other areas of aging policy (Meyer, 2010).   

During this period, the federal government incrementally curtailed its 

responsibility for the elderly.  President Bush's efforts to privatize Social Security 

reflected the changing social construction of both the elderly and governmental 

responsibility more broadly (Meyer, 2010).  While Social Security fared better than 

income-tested welfare programs, Meyer (2010) described the treatment of Social Security 

in the US since the 1980s as "benign neglect" in terms of our failure to account for 

demographic changes in society.   
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Models of Aging 

The social construction of the elderly and aging, is complex, multiple, and 

evolving.  As Gergen and Gergen (2000) explained "there is no process of aging in itself; 

the discourse of aging is born of relations within a given culture at a given time" (p. 3).  

In this section I provide an overview of some of the positive models of aging that have 

emerged over the last 60 years.  Academics refer to these models as “positive” models of 

aging because they focus on the potential of aging, rather than solely on aging as a series 

of declines.  There have always been multitudes of perspectives on aging and multiple 

ways of experience aging, both positive and negative (Blazer, 2006; Katz, 1996; Moody, 

1988).  However, these positive models of aging arose with and within the disciplines of 

gerontology and geriatrics in the last half of the 20th century (Achenbaum, 2001; Blazer, 

2006; Katz, 1996).  Examples include successful aging, productive aging, healthy aging, 

and active aging.  While these concepts vary in their specifics, they share a focus on the 

potential of old age.  I refer to these models as academic or positive models of aging. 

To understand these models, it is important to view them in contrast to their 

forbearers.  To this end, I first discuss the biomedical model of aging, a paradigm that 

continues to dominate aging discourse (Powell, 2006).  Derived from a scientific 

construction of the body and aging, the biomedical model of aging conceptualizes aging 

as an individual process in which the body proceeds through a series of physiological 

declines (Cohen, 2006a; Estes & Binney, 1991; Powell, 2006).  This perspective of aging 

emerged as society was transitioning from a religious understanding of the body to a 

biological one (Katz, 1996).  Within this paradigm, the elderly and the aging individual 

become objects of study (Estes & Binney, 1991; Katz, 1996) and concepts such as "the 
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body", "decline" and "disease" become constructs on which to understand and separate 

the elderly from the rest of society (Gergen & Gergen, 2000: Katz, 1996).    

While the biomedical model of aging has brought about many individual benefits, 

this model has crowded out other aspects of aging processes, such as the social, 

emotional, and spiritual aspects of aging (Estes & Binney, 1991; Powell, 2006).  

Furthermore, by influencing training, research, funding, and policy, the biomedical model 

of aging has had material consequences (Estes & Binney, 1991).   

Sociological Theories on Aging 

Early sociological models of aging included disengagement theory and activity 

theory.  Disengagement theory, developed by Elaine Cumming and William E. Henry in 

the 1960s, conceptualized aging as a process in which the elderly individual disengages 

from society and society from the individual (Powell, 2006; Shanas, 1962).  Powell 

(2006) pointed out the normative dimensions of disengagement theory; the theory 

constructs the disengagement process as normal and natural.  From this perspective, 

retirement serves a beneficial purpose by relieving the individual from the responsibility 

of work and by making room in the workforce for emerging cohorts (Powell, 2006).  In 

contrast, activity theory suggests that individuals should remain active and engaged as 

they age (Powell, 2006).  Activity theory is a predecessor to many of the prescriptive 

models of aging that I turn to next.    

Positive models of aging.  Various positive models of aging have emerged within 

the aging discourse.  In large part, these models emerged in reaction to long held negative 

discourses around the aging process, including the construction of the elderly as greedy 

and entitled that had emerged in 1980s (Moody, 2001).  More recently, new positive 
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models have emerged in reaction to shortcomings of previous positive models.  This 

ongoing dialogue exists mainly within the field of social gerontology, but also extends to 

society’s construction of aging and the elderly.    

These positive models have various conceptualizations and definitions.  Indeed, 

debating the definitions of these models seems a popular academic exercise.  In their own 

way, each of these models refutes the theory that aging is solely a series of declines.  

Some of these models retain or include a medical perspective on aging.  However, in 

contrast to previous medical models, these models often view age-associated problems as 

modifiable disorders.  These models arose alongside advances in medical science and 

preventive medicine in the 1950s.  Blazer (2006) pointed to longitudinal studies in the 

1950s as a turning point in our view of aging.  The precipitous declines of aging seen in 

“snapshot” views of the elderly were not as apparent in these longitudinal studies (Blazer, 

2006, p. 3). 

In the 1980s, the quest for more encompassing, positive views of the aging and 

the elderly began to permeate the aging discourse (Blazer, 2006; Cohen, 2006).  For 

example, The MacArthur Foundation attempted to define a new gerontology in the mid-

1980s: “The emphasis was upon the positive aspects of aging, to move beyond the 

conceptual restrictions of chronological age and the clarify the genetic, biomedical, 

behavioral, and social factors responsible for not only retaining but also enhancing 

function in later life” (Blazer, p. 3).  Cohen (2006a) pointed to another shift occurring in 

the 2000s wherein there was an increased focus on the potential for growth in old age.  

The prescriptive models that have the most relevance for this research conceive of 

the aging as more than a biological process.  These models focus on the potential of aging 
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and attempt to broaden our understanding of aging from a biological process by 

incorporating other components of wellbeing, such as emotional, spiritual, and mental 

health.  Similar to activity theory, these models frame the process of aging as one in 

which one can (and should) remain actively engaged.  Some of these models suggest that 

engagement changes as one ages and that these new forms of engagement can lead to 

enriching opportunities. 

Successful aging.  Successful aging is one of the most prominent and enduring 

positive models of aging within the US academic discourse (Katz & Calasanti, 2015).  It 

is also one of the most ambiguous, with various competing definitions circulating in the 

academic literature.  Like other prescriptive models, successful aging emerged in the 

1960s (Katz & Calasanti, 2015).  The first definition of successful aging came from 

Havighurst (1961) who envisioned a theory of successful aging as "[describing] 

conditions promoting a maximum of satisfaction and happiness" (Katz & Calasanti, 

2015; Martin et al., 2015. p. 16).  Havighurst (1961) argued that the field of gerontology 

needed a positive view of the aging process (Martin et al., 2015).    

Since that time, the concept of aging has entered the broader discourse on aging.  

As Katz and Calasanti (2015) explained, the concept of successful aging allowed for an 

aligning of "antiageist advocacy with empirical research" leading to a plethora of 

publications, conferences and organizations (p. 27).  These material resources have 

emerged around successful aging (and other such concepts) despite (or perhaps because 

of) a constant stream of criticism.  Because of the sheer volume of critical reflection on 

the concept, I do not provide a complete history of the term’s development.  I draw 
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heavily from the 2015 special edition of The Gerontologist on successful aging, as it 

showcases contemporary developments and critiques of successful aging. 

Definitions of successful aging range from those focused narrowly on physical 

health to those that focus on individual's subjective experience of aging.  One of the most 

oft cited definitions of successful aging comes from Rowe and Kahn (1998).  Developed 

through a study funded by the MacArthur Foundation, their definition of successful aging 

included: “(1) low risk of disease and disease-related disability; (2) high mental and 

physical function; and (3) active engagement with life” (Rowe and Kahn, 1998, p. 38).  

Rowe and Kahn's work on successful aging was a key point in the history of successful 

aging as a concept (Katz & Calasanti, 2015).  Since that time, the concept of successful 

aging has evolved in multiple ways, often in response to perceived shortcomings of Rowe 

and Kahn's definition (Katz & Calasanti, 2015; Martin et al., 2015: Stowe & Cooney, 

2015).  

The lack of a shared definition of successful aging does not come from a lack of 

trying.  Since Rowe and Kahn's definition, academics have proposed many alternative 

definitions of successful aging.  For example, Depp and Jeste (2006) found 29 different 

definitions of successful aging.  Martinson and Berridge (2015) described the numerous 

ways that researchers have sought to improve on definitions of successful aging, which 

included lowering the threshold for successful aging, adding dimensions to the definition 

of successful aging (such as the subjective experiences of elders), and incorporating 

diverse cultural perspectives.  Other suggestions included rejecting successful aging in 

favor of models of aging that take a more encompassing approach (Martinson & 

Berridge, 2015). 
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One of the main delineations between definitions of successful aging is between 

subjective and objective models.  Objective models of aging focus on quantifying 

successful aging by measuring its components.  For example, Rowe and Kahn (1998) 

measured successful aging using quantitative measurements of health and engagement.  

In contrast, subjective understandings of successful aging allow individuals to provide 

their own definition.  That is, the perspective of the aging individual is the focus rather 

than externally identified components.  

Subjective definitions include Flood and Scharer's (2006) definition of successful 

aging as "[o]ne's perception of a favorable outcome in adapting to the cumulative 

physiological and functional alterations associated with the passage of time, while 

experiencing spiritual connectedness, a sense of meaning and purpose of life" (p. 940).  

Similarly, Ferri, James and Pruchno (2009) suggested that successful aging is individual, 

subjective, and multi-dimensional and includes, but is not limited to, physical activity, 

physical health, social relationships, and psychological cognitive health.  Duay and Bryan 

(2006) used qualitative interviews of elderly individuals and found that subjective 

definitions of successful aging included: “(a) engaging with others; (b) coping with 

changes; (c) and maintaining physical, mental, and financial health” (p. 436).  Phelan, 

Anderson, Lacroix, and Larson (2004), using mailed surveys to assess individuals’ 

perceptions of aging, found that successful aging is “multidimensional, encompassing 

physical, functional, psychological, and social health” (211). 

  Researchers have pointed to a number of shortcomings of success aging as a 

model of aging.  Since successful aging and related models emphasis individual agency, 

structural and biological factors are often rendered invisible (Cardona, 2008; Moody, 
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1988, p. 128).  By treating the elderly as a homogenous group, these model pay little or 

no attention to differences in culture, gender, age, health, and income (Cardona, 2008; 

Rubinstein & Medeiros, 2015).  Successful aging requires certain means, economic and 

otherwise, that are not equally available to all people.  In their critique of current models 

of success aging, Stowe and Cooney (2015) suggested that the static view of successful 

aging presented by Rowe and Kahn failed to take into account the lifespan and the 

various individual and structural factors that influence how one ages.  Rubinstein and 

Medeiros (2015) argued that successful aging incorporates a neoliberal policy agenda by 

relying on “individual action as the primary motivational principal for the achievement of 

successful aging” and transferring responsibility from the government to the individual 

and the marketplace (p. 35).   

Much of the recent academic research on successful aging attempts to identify the 

components of successful aging.  As a result, the concept of successful aging becomes 

tautological.  In other words, in the attempt to identify the components (e.g. social 

engagement, physical activity, health) of successful aging, successful aging becomes 

defined by these components.  Or as Peterson and Martin (2015) explain “...it remains 

unclear to what extent successful aging is a predictor of other developmental outcomes or 

whether successful aging is an outcome in itself” (p. 6).  This begs the question, what is 

the utility of models like successful aging?  Do they provide anything useful for seniors 

and for society?  If the definition of successful aging is purely subjective and individual, 

what are we measuring? 

Productive aging.  While successful aging has a more prominent place in current 

aging discourse, productive aging provides an interesting point of comparison.  
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Productive aging serves as a direct counterpoint to the idea that the elderly are 

unproductive members of society.  According to Hinterlong, Marrow-Howell & 

Sherraden (2001) “[t]he productive aging perspective has emerged as a positive response 

to the lag between rising individual capacity and the availability of institutionalized 

productive roles” (p. 4).  Productive aging differs from other models of aging by taking 

an economic framework that focuses on the ways in which the elderly can make 

productive contributions to society (Moody, 2001).  Proponents of productive aging 

argue that society discounts the ways in which the elderly contribute to society.  These 

proponents suggest that society needs to recognize the valuable contributions of the 

elderly and propose that we can increase the productivity of seniors by modifying 

incentives and social structures (Hinterlong, Marrow-Howell & Sherraden, 2001).  

Specifically, productive aging proponents advocate creating incentives and decreasing 

disincentives for the elderly to remain in the workforce, volunteer, and/or engage in other 

productive behavior (e.g. Bass & Caro, 2001: Moody, 2001).   

The concept of productive aging served as counterpoint to a developing discourse 

that painted the elderly as greedy and entitled, as net-consumers rather than contributors 

to society (Achenbaum, 2001; Birren, 2001; Schulz, 2001).  However, as Achenbaum 

(2001) pointed out, for much of U.S. history, society treated and expected the elderly to 

be productive members of society.  Not until the Industrial Revolution and accompanying 

structural changes, like Social Security, did society began to view the elderly as outside 

the sphere of economic productivity (Achenbaum, 2001).  

Definitions of productive aging vary.  Some focus on narrowly defined “economic 

conceptualization of productivity,” while other definitions include unpaid work such as 
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self-care, volunteer work, caregiving, and “capacity-building or self-directed action” 

(Hinterlong, Marrow-Howell & Sherraden, 2001, p. 7).  For example, Bass and Caro 

(2001) defined productive aging as “any activity by an older individual that contributes to 

producing goods and services, or develops the capacity to produce them (whether or not 

the individual is paid for this activity)” (p.39).  Others have attempted to broaden the 

definitions of productive aging.  I discuss these attempts later. 

Researchers have expressed concerns over the concept of productive aging and 

the policy recommendations that might arise from a productive aging framework.  

Productive aging, like successful aging, can cast those who fail to make productive 

contributions as failing to age in the correct way and overlook how resources, health, and 

access contribute to the ability to remain productive in old age.  For example, the 

emphasis on economic productivity could have negative consequences for those who 

cannot work due to illness or disability (Hinterlong, Marrow-Howell & Sherraden, 2001).  

On a societal level, macroeconomic forces affect how much employment the workforce 

can handle.  Retirement has long served as a buffer mechanism to deal with decreases in 

demand for labor.  Thus, keeping the elderly in the workforce en mass is a larger question 

than one of individual productivity (Schultz, 2001).   

Productive aging can seem conspicuously narrow in its exclusion of the emotional 

and spiritual aspects of aging and its lack of concern for the meaningful ways of engaging 

in old age that do not provide an economic benefit to society.  For example, Achenbaum 

(2001) cautioned that productive aging can discount the meaningful leisure activities that 

do not provide any economic value.  Some researchers have suggested broadening the 

definition of productive aging to make room for these non-monetary activities.  For 
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example, Birren (2001) argued that definitions of productive aging can include social 

contributions, such “level of education, life expectancy, disability level and morbidity, 

and level of personal autonomy” or psychological contributions such as: 

….an individual’s engagement in activities that improve his or her physical and 

mental health, increase the effectiveness of personal relationships, increase the 

effectiveness of decision making, and increasing the probability of insight and 

creativity that can reduce the level of dependency in the self or others and 

contribute to raising the quality of their lives. (p. 105) 

While an intriguing proposition, Birren (2001) also discussed the challenges of measuring 

these social and psychological contribution.  Furthermore, does the expansion of the 

definition of productive aging, to include numerous non-economic dimensions, leave us 

with a definition that is too broad to be meaningful? 

Productive aging and successful aging contain underlying normative conceptions 

about individuals and society (Katz & Calasanti, 2015).  According to Moody (2001) 

these concepts “embod[y] quintessential American values of success and productivity” 

(p. 176).  A common criticism of both productive aging and successful aging is that they 

conceive of aging as an individual rather than a social process.  When we view aging as 

an individual process, it becomes the individual's responsibility to age in the right way.  

Failure to age in the "right" way results (implicitly) in unsuccessful and unproductive 

aging. 

These positive models of aging will serve as a point of comparison to creative 

aging that I will develop in Chapter 5.  Can we levy the same criticisms against creative 

aging that we levy against successful aging and productive aging?  Does creative aging 
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serve a similar purpose as these positive models?  How can we frame creative aging to 

avoid to these shortcomings? 
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Chapter 3: Methods 

For this research, I employed an informed, constructivist grounded theory 

approach.  In grounded theory, rather than testing an existing hypothesis, the researcher 

develops theory through an iterative process of interaction with the data (Charmaz, 2014; 

Jones & Alony, 2011; Thornberg, 2012).  Grounded theory does not refer to a specific 

theory but to a research approach.  Charmaz (2014) described grounded theory methods 

as "consist[ing] of systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing 

qualitative data to construct theories from the data themselves" (Charmaz, 2014, p. 1).  

My approach to grounded theory combines the constructivist grounded theory developed 

by Charmaz (2014) and the informed grounded theory developed by Thornberg (2012).  

In the following, I justify my selection of a grounded theory approach, discuss the 

difference between inductive, abductive, and deductive reasoning, and, lastly, detail the 

methods I used for this research. 

I arrived at an informed, constructivist grounded theory approach for this research 

for a multitude of reasons.  First, grounded theory suits my personal preferences and 

strengths.  Importantly, grounded theory requires divergent, conceptual thinking, which 

complements my particular assets as a researcher.  Second, a grounded theory approach 

allows for an exploration of what is happening in a field/area of interest without relying 

on prior theories (Charmaz, 2014; Jones & Alony, 2011).  While the practice of creative 

aging has forged ahead, the academic discourse and theory around creative aging is 

limited.  This includes a limited understanding of what the emergence of creative aging 

means for aging policy.  Grounded theory is a pragmatic approach to studying an 

undertheorized topic.  Relatedly, since theoretical frameworks in both public policy and 
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public administration are numerous, grounded theory allows for an analysis without 

committing to a theory a priori. 

Third, a component of this research is the way in which senior center 

administrators conceptualize programming within senior centers and the way that 

proponents of creative aging have conceptualized creative aging.  Grounded theory, 

especially when used in combination with intensive interviews, allows for insight into 

concepts and meaning-making around these concepts.  Fourth, the goal of a grounded 

theory approach is to build interpretive theory around an area of interest through the 

iterative process of data collection and analysis (Charmaz, 2014).  Grounded theory 

attempts to "achieve a practical middle ground between a theory-laden view of the world 

and an unfettered empiricism" (Suddaby, 2006, p. 635).  Since my research is concerned 

with developing theory around creative aging within a specific context, this middle 

ground approach is appropriate. 

Constructivist Grounded Theory 

  As described above, I take a social constructivist perspective, which takes reality 

to be "multiple, processual, and constructed" (Charmaz, 2014, p. 13).  Within a 

constructivist framework, the researcher must be open and reflective about his/her own 

role in constructing reality throughout the research process (Charmaz, 2014).  As 

Thornberg (2012) described, constructivist grounded theory, "rooted in pragmatism and 

relativist epistemology, assumes that neither data nor theories are discovered, but are 

constructed by the researcher as a result of his or her interaction with the field and its 

participants" (p. 248).  In other words, a constructivist approach views data not as 

objective reality, as it would be in a positivist approach, but as socially constructed.  
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Informed Grounded Theory 

The use of extant knowledge in grounded theory is a beguiling and ongoing 

debate.  Without parsing the various disagreements, I draw the contours of this debate 

and argue that abduction is a sensible, pragmatic way for conducting grounded theory 

research.  A deductive approach, which is characteristic of most quantitative research, 

starts with a hypothesis and collects data to test said hypothesis.  Within a deductive 

approach, the researcher uses existing literature to develop the hypothesis and 

conceptualize the research.   

In contrast, grounded theory is an inductive approach; the use of induction is a 

crucial factor that distinguishes grounded theory from other methods of inquiry.  

Induction involves starting with data and then moving from the data into more abstract 

categories through a process of constant comparison.  However, a purely inductive 

approach assumes naivety in reference to the topic, existing theories, and research and 

personal experience.  The argument for such an approach is to avoid biasing the research 

with preconceived concepts (Charmaz, 2014).  Under a purely inductive model, the 

researcher conducts the literature review at the end of the research process. 

Thornberg (2012) argued that pure induction is neither desirable nor feasible.  

Instead, he advocates for an informed grounded theory in which the researcher uses 

abduction as the mode of inquiry.  Taking an abductive approach, the "theorist sees the 

advantage of using pre-existing theories and research findings in the substantive field in a 

sensitive, creative and flexible way instead of seeing them as obstacles and threats" 

(Thornberg, 2012, p. 249).  An informed grounded theory approach allows for openness 
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with one's prior knowledge and for the use of extant literature throughout the research 

process. 

Following Thornberg's approach, I used the extant literature to develop and 

describe the context of the research.  Before beginning data collection, I reviewed 

literature on aging and aging policy, creative aging, and senior centers.  This allowed me 

to gain familiarity with the area of interest.  By reviewing the literature a priori, I was 

assured that my research did not tread over well-worn ground but attempted to push our 

understanding forward (Charmaz, 2014; Thornberg, 2012).  I also consulted the extant 

literature to aid in the formulation of my research design, research questions, and 

interview questions.  Without sufficient knowledge of the topic, it was unlikely that I 

would have designed my research in a way that allowed for insight and theory building. 

I also used the literature to identify sensitizing concepts (Bowen, 2006).  Bowen 

(2006) described the purpose of sensitizing concepts to “draw attention to important 

features of social interaction and provide guidelines for research in specific settings" 

(Bowen, 2006, p. 3).  Unlike testing existing theories, sensitizing concepts allow for 

familiarity with the area of research (Bowen, 2006; Charmaz, 2014).  This familiarity 

allows for deeper insights and greater possibility of theory development (Thornberg, 

2012).  I treated these sensitizing concepts as provisional throughout the analysis process 

in terms of their ability to account for the data.  

I continued to consult the literature in order to provide insight into the data as the 

analysis proceeded.  I used Thornberg's (2012) model of theoretical sampling to guide me 

in this process: 
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[T]he researcher searches and reads literature guided by the codes, concepts, 

questions, and ideas that he or she develops during data collection and analysis.  It 

is a highly interactive process in which the researcher's coding and questions take 

him or her to some of the literature, which in turn sends him or her back to the 

empirical field and to his or her tentative codes and concepts with new lenses and 

questions, and so on. (p. 252)  

By continually exploring the literature I was able to make creative connections between 

data, codes, categories, and the literature, while limiting the possibility that extant 

literature would bias the analysis. 

Additionally, I employed theoretical agnosticism and theoretical playfulness in 

order to maintain a grounded theory approach and prevent the extant literature from 

skewing my analysis.  When maintaining theoretical agnosticism, the researcher "treat[s] 

all extant theories and concepts that one already knows or might encounter during the 

pre-study or on-going literature review as provisional, disputable and modifiable 

conceptual proposals" (Thornberg, 2012, p. 250).  Theoretical playfulness refers to being 

open to new ways of seeing things and "playing with [extant theories and concepts] in 

new, innovative, creative and unorthodox ways during the constant comparison process" 

(Thornberg, 2012, p. 253). 

Presenting Grounded Theory 

One of the challenges I encountered in this research was how to present (in 

writing) a research process that is by definition iterative, circular, and messy.  The agreed 

upon format for presenting one's research is derived from a positivist paradigm, which, as 

Suddaby (2006) explained, "impose[s] discrete and sequential categories of data 
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collection and analysis on authors trying to present grounded theory research” (p. 637).  I 

discuss this challenge here (as opposed to the limitations sections) since it provides 

context for the following chapters. 

 Charmaz (2014) instructs grounded theorists to “[r]ethink and adapt a prescribed 

format in ways that work for your ideas rather than compromise your analysis” (p. 290).  

However, Charmaz (2014) concedes that the freedom to stray from the traditional format 

is not always possible.  She warns the researcher not to allow these restrictions to “stifle 

your creativity or strangle your theory," and suggests allowing the literature review to 

help “set the stage for what you do in subsequent sections or chapters” (p. 308, italicized 

in original).   

Suddaby (2006) suggests conforming to a traditional style of presentation despite 

the challenges.  A traditional format provides a sense of coherence for the reader, 

whereas a chronological narrative of the research process could be unduly confusing 

(Suddaby, 2006).  To maintain transparency, Suddaby (2006) advises acknowledging the 

iterative "process of data analysis, including coding techniques and category creation" (p. 

637).  This entails acknowledging when concepts and theories emerged in the study 

(during the process or at the end) versus the way the researcher presents then in the 

written report (at the beginning) (Suddaby, 2006).  

Following Suddaby’s (2006) advice, I conform to a linear (traditional) approach 

to writing this research.  However, I acknowledge when concepts emerged in the analysis 

in order to be transparent and to do justice to the process of grounded theory.   

Furthermore, since there was continuous feedback between data collection and analysis, 

it was impossible to create a clear separation between research design and findings.  As a 
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compromise, my findings section provides a description of how my initial findings 

altered my subsequent research and analysis.    

A related issue I ran into during the writing of this dissertation was dealing with 

theories and sensitizing concepts that ended up having limited applicability to my final 

research.  For example, the concepts of the “roleless role” of the elderly, self-

actualization, and structural lag become less important in terms of their ability to account 

for the data.  Furthermore, other concepts arose during the course of my research that, for 

various reasons, did not become part of my final analysis.  I set aside these concepts and 

instead focused on the concepts that did end up allowing for insight into the data and for 

theory building around the data.  These concepts include the positive models of aging, 

such as successful aging, which I presented in Chapter 2.    

Theory development 

Theory development is a fundamental part of grounded theory.  While grounded 

theory aims for theory development, the goal is not to develop grand, universal theories 

or to test causal relationships (Charmaz, 2014).  Rather the goal is to build interpretive 

theory, which “allow[s] for indeterminacy rather than seek causality and aim[s] to 

theorize patterns and connections" (Charmaz, 2014, p. 231).  Within grounded theory, the 

aim is to situate theory within the context of the research rather than strive for theory with 

broad generalizability.   

Methods 

In this section I detail the steps involved in the grounded theory research process.  

Grounded theory provides guideposts rather than step by step rules for the research 

process (Charmaz, 2014).  This process is iterative and flexible, requiring creativity in 
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one’s interactions with the data.  The analysis process moves back and forth between data 

collection, coding, and analysis, which then feeds into subsequent data collection, coding, 

and analysis.  Throughout this process, the researcher engages in constant comparison 

between and within data, codes, and categories, and, in informed grounded theory, the 

extant literature.  Figure 2 outlines the steps involved in grounded theory approach.3   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research Questions 

Within a grounded theory approach, the researcher starts by developing a general 

research question or questions around an area of interest.  This approach differs from 

deductive research approaches in which the researcher develops specific research 

questions around a testable hypothesis (Charmaz, 2014).  In grounded theory, the 

researcher modifies these research questions throughout the data collection and analysis 

process. 

                                                           
3 Figure 2 is my own elaboration inspired by many online diagrams of grounded theory methods.  For 

example, see Marey-Pérez, Calvo-González, & Domínguez-Torres (2014). 
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I developed my initial research questions around my general interest in 

understanding what was happing in the field of creative aging within the context of senior 

centers and what this could mean for seniors, aging policy, and society: 

1. How is the concept of creative aging understood within the context of 

senior centers? 

2. To what extent and in what ways are senior centers pursuing creative 

aging? 

3. How does creative aging fit into aging policy and aging discourse? 

4. In what ways does creative aging affirm or challenge the roles and 

responsibilities of seniors in US society? 

Due to the limited familiarity with creative aging within senior centers, I had to reorient 

my research questions from the current use of creative aging within senior centers to the 

potential use of creative aging within senior centers.  I continued to modify these 

questions throughout the research process.  The final research questions are as follows: 

1. How do senior center administrators conceptualize senior center 

programming in general and arts programming, in particular?  

2. Does the current structure and culture of senior centers allow for the 

incorporation of creative aging programs? 

3. How can creative aging be incorporated into senior centers and aging 

policy? 
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4. How does the model of creative aging compare to other “positive” 

models of aging? 

I discuss the process of modifying these research questions in more details in the finding 

section. 

Data Collection: Intensive Interviews 

Intensive interviews are one of the most common data collection method in 

grounded theory research and are an effective method for interpretive theory building 

(Charmaz, 2014).  As Charmaz (2014) argued, intensive interviews are an appropriate 

method for grounded theory: 

Both grounded theory methods and intensive interviewing are open-ended yet 

directed, shaped yet emergent, and paced yet unrestricted.  Researchers adopt 

intensive interviewing precisely because it facilitates conducting an open-ended, 

in-depth exploration of an area in which the interviewee has substantial 

experience. (p. 85) 

Since my goal was to explore senior center administrators’ conceptualization of senior 

center programming and the potential of creative aging within senior centers, intensive 

interviews offered a high potential for insight in comparison to other data collection 

methods.   

I began the interview process by consulting the existing literature on senior 

centers and creative aging to gain insight into the current state of the field.  I used the 

literature to formulate interview questions to use in pilot interviews with senior centers 

administrators.  Since the existing literature on creative aging within senior centers was 

limited, the purpose of these pilot interviews was to gauge the current state of creative 
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aging and test my interviews questions.  The pilot phase included three interviews with 

senior center administrators, one in each of the following localities: Alexandria, VA; 

Fairfax, VA; and Washington, DC.  

By pilot testing my interview questions in different localities, I hoped to gain 

insight into different approaches to and understandings of creative aging within senior 

centers.  However, the primary finding from these initial interviews was that senior center 

administrators were not familiar with the concept of creative aging.  I used this finding to 

reframe my research questions, interview questions, interview approach, and research 

questions (discussed more in chapter 4).   

After modifying my research and interview questions, I proceeded to contact 

senior center administrators within localities in the greater DC Metro area.  I conducted 

six interviews with senior center administrators as part of this phase of my research.  

Table 2 lists the localities in which senior centers were located. 

Table 2 

Senior center interviews 

 

Grounded theory does not require a representative sample of senior centers, so it was not 

requisite to have an equal distributions of senior centers, geographically or otherwise.  

Rather, I interviewed as many senior centers as necessary to reach theoretical saturation.  

Senior center location Number of senior centers 

Fairfax County, VA 1 

Frederick County, VA 1 

Montgomery County, MD 3 

Washington, DC 1 
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Theoretical saturation is reached when interviews are no longer providing data for 

building theory (discussed more below).    

I restricted interviews to the DC Metro area to facilitate in-person interviews at 

the senior center.  While observations of the senior centers were not part of my data 

collection methods, conducting these interviews at the senior center allowed for a more 

relaxed and balanced environment, as compared to phone interviews.  I also used a 

number of techniques to create an environment in which participants could speak freely.  

I began interviews by asking interviewees if they had any questions about my research.  I 

was open about my research goals, my background, and my methodological approach.  

Specifically, I openly shared my interest in creative aging and aging policy.  I believe that 

this introduction set a tone for collaborative conversations rather than the traditional 

power dynamics that often emerge in interviews.  

I tried to continue this dynamic throughout the interview.  To this end, when 

possible, I framed questions as "can you tell me about..." or "what are your thoughts 

on…".  This format allowed for in-depth and candid responses and often lead to 

surprising insights.  Tension can arise between the interviewer’s goal of gathering data 

needed for theory building and allowing participants the space to tell their stories 

(Charmaz, 2014).  To address this tension, I allowed participants to speak freely but 

provided subtle redirects when needed.   

Initial Coding 

Coding is the first step in the analysis process.  Charmaz (2014) described coding 

as "categorizing segments of data with a short name that simultaneously summarizes and 

accounts for each piece of data" (p. 111).  In grounded theory, the codes emerge from the 
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data itself.  Researchers can code in a number of ways (e.g. word-by-word, line-by-line, 

incident-by-incident, or theme-by-theme) as long as the researcher remains grounded in 

the data (Charmaz, 2014).  Unlike deductive analysis, which usually starts with a 

predetermined code list and then codes for specific concepts or frames, in grounded 

theory the researcher generates codes from the data in an iterative process.  The goal is to 

avoid forcing the data into preconceived codes, categories or ideas.  The researcher treats 

initial codes as provisional by "remain[ing] open to other analytic possibilities" 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 117).  I used Atlas.ti software for the coding process.   

I intended to code line-by-line for the initial coding, however, due to the nature of 

the senior center interviews, it become clear that line-by-line coding was not helpful.  

Rather, I took more of an idea-by-idea approach to initial coding.  I coded interview 

responses with more than one code if more than one idea was present within the data.  

For example, in responses to my questions about programming at senior centers, many 

concepts emerged, ranging from descriptive accounts of the programs available, to issues 

about program structure and limitations, to ideas about the aging processes.  The number 

of codes does not hold special significance (unlike content analysis) as this was an 

iterative process used to parse the data.  For example, many of these codes were 

synonymous with each other but coded with slightly different names.  The purpose of 

initial coding was to remain grounded in the data and not push the data into preconceived 

concepts.  
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Focused Coding/Selective Coding 

  The next step in the coding process is to develop focused or selective codes.  

These codes are often more conceptual and highlight something in the data that reoccurs, 

provides insight into the data, or highlights a puzzle for the researcher to explore further:  

Focused coding means using the most significant and/or frequent earlier codes to 

sift through and analyze large amounts of data.  Focused coding requires 

decisions about which initial codes make the most analytic sense to categorize 

your data incisively and completely.  It can also involve coding your initial codes. 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 138) 

During the process of focused coding, the research remains grounded in the data, going 

back to previously coded data and the data itself to see what focused codes emerge.  

Table 3 lists the focused codes that emerged from coding senior center interviews.  The 

second column in the table lists the number of senior centers that I coded with each 

focused code.  The list does not include focused codes that only applied to one senior 

center. 
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Focused codes Number of senior centers coded (out of six) 

Aging in place 2 

Changing demographics 2 

Changing role of senior centers 2 

Craft activities 2 

Diverse needs 2 

Diversity 2 

Emotional component of job 2 

Evolving field 2 

Feedback from seniors 2 

Personal experience of aging 2 

Power of art 2 

Program limitations 2 

Technology 2 

Volunteers 2 

Eligibility 3 

Going into the community 3 

Intergenerational 3 

Special events 3 

Art programing (limitations) 4 

Fees 4 

Flexibility to add classes 4 

Language about aging 4 

Staff 4 

Structure 4 

Uniqueness of senior center 4 

Active and engaged 5 

All day vs. one activity seniors 5 

Arts programing 5 

Funding 5 

Society’s perceptions of older adults 5 

Transportation 5 

Baby boomers 6 

Congregate meals 6 

Job details 6 

Program descriptions 6 

Table 3 

Focused codes from senior center interviews 
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Memoing and Conceptual Categories 

The memo writing process is a creative and flexible way to reflect and ask 

questions about your emerging analysis.  Within memo writing, the researcher uses a 

process of constant comparison to compare and contrast data, codes, concepts, and, in 

informed grounded theory, the extant literature.  Memo writing can begin early in the 

analysis process, concurrent to the coding process.  The foremost goal of memo writing is 

to begin to flesh out emergent categories and relationships between categories.  These 

categories emerge during the focused coding; during memo writing the researcher 

decides “which codes best represent what [the researcher sees] happening in [the] data” 

and these codes become “conceptual categories for [the] developing analytic framework" 

(Charmaz, 2014, p. 189). 

Through the process of interaction with the data, I constructed memos centered on 

(1) senior center programing; (2) keeping seniors active and engaged; and (3) the 

emerging baby boom generation.  I used these memos as the initial foundation for 

drafting my findings on senior centers.  I continued to build on these findings through my 

interaction with the literature, the data, and subsequent interviews with organizations 

involved in creative aging. 

Theoretical Sampling 

In order to build theory, I conducted additional interviews using theoretical 

sampling.  Theoretical sampling is "a type of grounded theory sampling in which the 

researcher aims to develop the properties of his or her developing categories or theory, 

not to sample randomly selected populations or to sample representative distributions of a 

particular population" (Charmaz, 2014, p. 345).   
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To engage in theoretical sampling, I identified individuals and organizations that 

would serve to "illuminate and define the properties, boundaries, and relevance" of my 

emerging theoretical categories (Charmaz, 2014, p. 345).  I determined which 

organizations to include in these interviews through a combination of snowballing 

technique and consultation with the literature, data, findings, and existing literature.  I 

conducted nine additional interviews in order to gain insight into my developing 

categories.  Table 4 describes the organizations and individuals interviewed. 

 

                                                           
4 I interviewed Julie Ellis as part of my first round of senior center interviews but included questions about 

the creative aging festival within this interview. 

Organization/Individual4 Description 

National Center for Creative Aging Advocacy organization for creative 

aging and creative aging programs. 

State Arts Agencies (SAAs) 

¶ Maine Arts Commission 

¶ Pennsylvania Council on the Arts  

¶ Arizona Commission on the Arts  

¶ Ohio Arts Council  

State level organizations dedicated to 

increasing arts opportunities within their 

state through grant funding, training, 

and research (National Assembly of 

State Arts Agencies, n.d.).   

Aroha Philanthropies Organization dedicated to funding arts 

programs for older adults, children, and 

adults with mental illness. 

Lifetime Arts, Inc. 

 

Organization that provides consulting 

services on the development of arts 

programing for older adults 

Julie Hill Organizer of the Bloomington, IN 

creative aging festival 

Julie Ellis  Organizer of Fairfax County, VA 

creative aging festival 

Area Agency on Aging (AAA) 

 

Local agencies dedicated to providing 

aging services within the community  

Table 4 

Interviews for theoretical sampling 



79 
 

State Arts Agencies (SAAs) 

Once I established the limits of and limitations to arts programming within senior 

centers, I decided to reach out to State Arts Agencies working with NCCA to expand 

SAAs’ creative aging endeavors (NCCA’s Engage Initiative).  I believed that these 

interviews would aid in the development of theory around creative aging.  Furthermore, I 

hoped that they would illuminate some of the barriers to increasing the salience of the 

creative aging framework.  Coding of these interviews proceeded in similar manner to 

senior center interviews, however the initial coding was more focused compared to the 

initial coding of senior center interviews.  Table 5 lists the focused codes that emerged 

from interviews with SAAs.  As above, the second column in the table lists the number of 

SAAs that I coded with each focused code.  I did not include focused codes that only 

applied to one SAA. 

 

 

Focused codes Number of  SAAs coded (out of four) 

Creative aging is evolving 2 

Definition of creative aging 2 

Funding 2 

Training teaching artists 2 

Creative aging in senior centers 3 

Creative aging v arts as entertainment 3 

Responses to creative aging 3 

Creative aging initiatives 4 

Engage initiative 4 

Partnering 4 

Table 5 

Focused codes from State Arts Agencies interviews 
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Organizations Involved in Creative Aging 

To provide more context for my research, I interviewed individuals at 

organizations dedicated to expanding creative aging programing, advocacy and/or 

funding.  As part of my senior center interviews, I interviewed Julie Ellis, administrator 

at Hollins Hall Senior Center in Fairfax County, VA.  Ellis was the head organizer of a 

creative aging festival in Fairfax County, VA.  My interview with Ellis covered both her 

work as senior center administrator and as an organizer of the festival.  As a result of this 

interview, I reached out to Julie Hill, organizer of creative aging festival in Bloomington, 

IN.  My goal in including creative aging festival organizers was to assess the success and 

challenges of these initiatives and whether these efforts could led to the expansion of 

creative aging within senior center and aging services.   

To understand creative aging funding, advocacy, and program development, I 

conducted interviews with NCCA (advocacy), Aroha Philanthropies (funding) and 

Lifetime Arts, Inc. (program development).  Due to the nature of these interviews, they 

served more to provide context for my research than to aid in the development of my 

conceptual categories (discussed more in limitation section).  As such, I provide a section 

on each of these organizations within my findings. 

I also conducted an interview with an Area Agency on Agency (AAA) in order to 

provide more context on aging services.  AAAs “were formally established in the 1973 

Older Americans Act… to “[help] vulnerable older adults live with independence and 

dignity in their homes and communities” (National Association of Area Agencies on 

Aging, n.d., p. 4).  To this end, AAAs work on the coordination, planning, development, 

and delivery of services for seniors within the community (National Association of Area 

Agencies on Aging, n.d., p. 4).  Since this interview did not end up touching on issues 
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related to either senior center programing or creative aging programing, I did not include 

this interview in my analysis and did not pursue interviews other AAAs (discussed more 

in the limitation section).  

Conclusion 

This grounded theory approach had mixed results.  It allowed for insights into 

creative aging that would not have been forthcoming with a deductive approach.  

However, this approach was also challenging in that I did not have a clear idea of where 

the research was heading until I got there.  Furthermore, at times, the processes of 

grounded theory were more tedious than helpful.  I discuss these challenges in more 

detail in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

In this section, I address how senior center administrators conceptualize senior 

center programming (research question #1) and whether the structure and culture of 

senior centers allow for the incorporation of creative aging programs (research question 

#2).  I start with an overview of my pilot interviews and discuss how these pilot 

interviews influenced my research design.  I follow this with a discussion of some initial 

observations from my interviews.  Then I present my findings from interviews with 

senior center administrators and other organizations involved in creative aging.  

Modifications to Research Questions 

During my three pilot interviews, I discovered that my initial research and 

interview questions on creative aging were misguided.  Given the lack of research on 

creative aging and on creative aging in senior centers, this misalignment is not surprising.  

Furthermore, this misalignment exposed my own biases.  I was introduced to creative 

aging though NCCA and, as such, interacted with proponents of creative aging, rather 

than a representative sample of people working in the arts or aging fields.  As a result, I 

had a skewed perception of the reach of creative aging.  Due to this initial finding, I had 

to reframe my research questions.  Figure 3 illustrates how my research questions 

developed in conjunction with my pilot interviews, data collection and analysis, and 

literature review.  
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Figure 3: Modifications to research questions 

 

The term “creative aging” did little to elicit discussions of either arts programs, 

creative aging programming, or creative engagement in old age in my pilot interviews.  

While some interviewees had an intuitive understanding of the term creative aging, which 

included aging as a creative process, the need for individuals to adapt as they age, and the 

need for creativity in the design of senior center programming, these responses did not 

address my initial research questions, which included:   

1. How is the concept of creative aging understood within the context of senior 

centers? 

2. To what extent and in what ways are senior centers pursuing creative aging? 

Unless I specifically targeted senior centers that were actively pursuing creative aging, 

these research questions would provide limited insight.  Since I wanted a broad view of 

the feasibility of creative aging programming within senior centers, I chose to shift the 

first two research questions from a focus on creative aging to focus on administrators’ 

perceptions of: (1) senior center programming, especially senior center arts 

programming; (2) their role as senior center administrators; and (3) the structure and 
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culture of senior centers and how changing demographics affect this structure and 

culture.  My new goal was to understand the potential for incorporating creative aging 

into senior centers by addressing the following modified research questions: 

1. How do senior center administrators conceptualize senior center programming in 

general and arts programming, in particular?  

2. Does the current structure and culture of senior centers allow for the incorporation 

of creative aging programs? 

 I reframed my interview questions to correspond to these modified research 

questions.  While my initial interview questions included questions about senior center 

programming, I presented (and conceived of) these questions as background information 

for my interviews, rather than as the focus of the interviews.  As I reworked my interview 

questions, these programming questions became fundamental to my understanding of the 

potential of creative aging within senior centers.  To these I added specific questions 

about current arts programming within senior centers and the challenges to providing 

such programming. 

 I also had to reframe my original research question #3 on aging policy and 

discourse (How does creative aging fit into aging policy and aging discourse?).  My 

original focus on aging policy and discourse was too broad given the lack of familiarity 

with creative aging within senior centers.  To account for this, I shifted from the broad 

focus on aging policy to a narrower focus on senior centers and aging services.  This lead 

to the following modified research question: How can creative aging be incorporated into 

senior centers and aging services?  This modified question calls for specific policy 
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recommendations on incorporating creative aging into senior centers and aging services, 

rather than the more theoretical framework of the original research question. 

Finally, I had originally intended to explore how creative aging challenged the roles 

and responsibilities of seniors.  However, in consultation with the literature, I found that 

the term “roles and responsibilities” was outdated.  Furthermore, given the newness of 

the creative aging framework, it was premature to explore how creative aging is 

influencing the roles and responsibilities of seniors within senior center (or more 

broadly).  To parallel the current state of aging discourse, I modified my final research 

question to focus on how creative aging compares to other positive models of aging 

(discussed in chapter 2).  Positive models of aging are a dominant part of current 

discourse within aging policy, practice, and research.  Since the definition of creative 

aging is evolving, I used this research question to explore the ways in which proponents 

of creative aging could frame creative aging moving forward.  By modifying this research 

question, I was able to focus on the current discourse within the aging field and to 

explore how creative aging fits within this discourse.  Furthermore, by comparing 

creative aging to other positive models of aging, I was able to develop recommendations 

for promoting creative aging based on the success (or lack thereof) of other models of 

aging within senior centers. 

Modifications to Interview Format 

My initial interview format was also misguided.  I first developed interview 

questions as a set of scripts based on the use of creative aging within the senior center.  

One script included questions for senior centers that had already incorporated creative 

aging programming, whereas another script included questions for senior centers that had 
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no knowledge of creative aging.  The remaining scripts fell somewhere in between these 

two.  I developed this format based on my belief that senior centers’ commitment to 

creative aging programs would differ (as would the reasons for their commitment).  

However, this structure was too rigid for semi-structured interviews and too difficult to 

follow during the interactive process of the interview.  I pared down my interview scripts 

to one master document, which I modified prior to each interview based on my 

knowledge of the specific senior center.   

 Additional insights from the pilot interviews helped me reframe my interview 

approach.  The interviews were most insightful when I was completely open with 

interviewees about the intentions of my research.  While I never intended to withhold 

information about my research, the initial interview questions attempted to elicit 

responses without biasing the interviewee with preconceived notions of creative aging.  

This strategy was not amenable to engaging the interviewee.  By providing interviewees 

with more background on my research goals, the discussions were more in-depth and 

candid. 

 I had prepared for a semi-structured approach to these interviews.  However, I 

became concerned that my interview style was not structured enough to gather the needed 

information.  I tested the semi-structured format in pilot interviews and found that these 

interviews provided in-depth and insightful information about senior centers that might 

not have been forthcoming within a more structured interview format.  Interviews 

became a back and forth discussion in which I would rephrase something that interviewee 

had said in order to confirm their meaning.  This became a way to incorporate more 
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terminology into the interviews, to increase theoretical insight, and to maintain an 

engaging conversation.  

As I reworked my interview questions and approach, I reframed the roles of 

interviewer and interviewee to that of co-participants.  Conceptualizing interviewees as 

co-participants is in line with a grounded theory approach.  Switching my role to co-

participant required reorienting myself to the principals of grounded theory in which the 

interviewer is not discovering existing facts, but creating meaning through the interview 

discourse.   

Initial Observations 

One of the first things I noticed during the data collection process was senior 

center administrators’ enthusiasm for participating in my research.  This was apparent in 

their email responses to interview requests, in the interviews themselves, and in follow-

up emails after the interviews.  Senior center administrators seemed to value being heard 

and having their work recognized.  For example, one interviewee said “thanks for letting 

me talk about this” at the end of the interview and expressed feeling that her work was 

often unnoticed.  Another interviewee paused the interview to make a note of something 

they had said during the conversation (“I am going to add that to my list”), while another 

interviewee asked for a copy of the interview transcript.  I share this to suggest that there 

is a need for people to listen to and notice the work that these individuals are doing.  The 

surprise that some of the interviewees expressed in being included in my research further 

emphasized this point.  

Another aspect of senior center interviews that stood out was the personal 

connection that many of the administrators had with the topic.  Many of the senior center 
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administrators were seniors themselves (and acknowledged this in the interview).  They 

shared how their experience working with seniors positively influenced their perspective 

on aging.  Interviewees also expressed their close connection with the senior participants 

and some shared stories about these seniors.  Many described a strong emotional 

component to their job.   

In interviews with State Arts Associations (SAAs) and other organizations 

involved in creative aging, interviewees expressed enthusiasm for my research and the 

growing momentum behind creative aging.  Many expressed their personal connection to 

the field and how their discovery of the creative aging framework was an eye-opening 

experience for them.  These individuals were appreciative of the work I was doing and 

expressed their hope that the creative aging framework would continue to expand. 

Senior Center Programming 

In the following section I provide an overview of my findings on senior centers by 

focusing on administrators’ perceptions of senior center programming, seniors and the 

aging process, and the challenges of programming for new cohorts.  I conducted six 

interviews with senior center administrators.  Despite variations in size, structure and 

demography of these senior centers, administrators had similar perceptions of 

programming, their role as administrators, and the role of senior centers.  As a result of 

these similarities, I reached theoretical saturation early in the process.  Theoretical 

saturation refers to the point at which interviews are not providing more data for building 

theory.      

All senior center administrators focused on providing a wide variety of programs, 

as seen in the following excerpts: 
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And it goes from exercise, to culture and arts, to lectures, health – anything 

related to senior awareness, development, [and] education. 

 

We offer a variety of recreation activities including exercise, music, dance, art, 

health education, and lots of other areas. 

 

Some of those programs will include chair aerobics; entertainment and events; 

educational classes: Spanish classes, tap classes, ballroom dancing; coping with 

change, which talks to seniors about changing from a being mature adult to an 

older senior, and how to cope with the different things that you are not able to do 

anymore as an older adult, maybe whether it’s cognitive or physically you can’t 

do.  So, we try to provide those opportunities to do that for our seniors.  

 

The smallest senior center was more limited in its programming but still aimed to provide 

a variety of opportunities for seniors.  In addition to the programs listed above, senior 

center activities included field trips, computer classes, nutritional programming and 

services, and special events, like Senior Prom.  Additionally, all of the senior centers 

were congregate meal sites.  At some of these centers congregate meals only had a few 

participants (<5), while others had larger number of participants (>50). 

Senior center administrators described their positions in similar terms, framed 

around coordinating a wide variety of activities for seniors and serving the needs of 

senior center participants. 

[M]y job…is to serve those seniors and give them a variety of recreation – not 

assisted living, but recreation programs for active seniors to be involved in.   

 

Anyway, I oversee all the programs and activities that we have.  I bring them in. 

 

So I pretty much organize and oversee things. 
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My primary responsibility is twofold – planning the various activities and 

programs here at the center, and then also doing the administrative side of being 

the director here at the center. 

 

Senior center administrators often remarked on the flexibility they have to work within 

the constraints of various external and internal limitations.  That is, they felt that they had 

the freedom to be creative in their programming within the limits of funding, space, and 

regulations.  Administrators viewed creativity in the design of programs as a necessary 

and enjoyable part of the job.   

To the extent possible, senior center administrators tried to meet the needs of 

participants and modify programming as these needs and demands changed. 

 [O]ur calendar, our schedule is fluid.  I always mention it to the seniors…nothing 

is really in stone here.  If you’re looking for something new, we can add it.  If you 

want something changed, we can discuss it, and see how we can make both 

coexist.  Of course we can’t make everyone happy all the time, but we try. 

 

Senior centers had multiple ways to gather feedback from participants including 

suggestion boxes and town hall meetings.  Furthermore, since senior center 

administrators had frequent interactions with seniors, they received feedback and 

suggestions for programming on an ongoing basis.    

Administrators described their job as constantly evolving to meet changing needs 

and demand.  As one administrator explained: “[I]t’s a constantly challenging and 

changing job with the senior center.”  While they enjoyed the creative aspect of their 

jobs, some administrators commented that the responsibilities of the job could be 
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overwhelming due to limited staff.  Furthermore, the evolving demands of the job made it 

difficult to find new avenues for funding and programming.   

Fitness Programs 

At most of these senior centers, fitness programs were both the most popular type 

of programs and the priority of senior center administrators. 

So with our programming, starting with fitness, we offer 22-24 classes a week. 

That’s the biggest demand.  Most people that come in, they’re interested in the 

physical activity programming.  So, the exercise classes vary from yoga, stretch 

and tone, chair aerobics, aerobics, Pilates – so, it runs the gamut of taking their 

interests and making it happen, either by having my fitness specialist on staff or 

hiring a consultant to come in to provide that fitness class. 

 

My programming priority is always, I guess what I would call, moving.  They call 

it exercise, but that would include dance, gardening.  Every day I want to offer 

some kind of an opportunity for exercise and movement.  That’s something I’ll 

never change for any reason or bump from the schedule.  

 

I would say the most popular programs of course for older adults would be 

exercise, physical activity. 

 

The smallest senior center did not have fitness programming due to space and funding 

limitations, but the administrator expressed that fitness programming was a priority for 

seniors.  

Senior center administrators focused on fitness programs because of their 

knowledge of the benefits of exercise, participant demand, and/or departmental focus on 

health and wellness.  The benefits of exercise have been well-established in the literature 

and are readily accepted in the academic and public discourse (Roberts & Adler, 2004).  
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Some localities structured senior centers around a fitness or wellness framework, with a 

primary focus on health and wellness related programming and services.  Additionally, 

some of the administrators had a background/training in physical fitness and, thus, were 

able to teach fitness classes and focus on the fitness needs of their participants.  The 

multiple levels of focus on fitness appear to act as a mechanism which continuously 

reinforces the importance of fitness within senior centers.     

Senior center administrators remarked on experimenting with their fitness 

programming to meet the changing needs and demands of new cohorts of seniors.  As the 

preference for fitness activities was especially high among the younger seniors attending 

senior centers, the demand is likely to increase as emerging cohorts of seniors bring with 

them a more comprehensive experience with physical activity and wellness.  This will 

likely add to the continual reinforcement of the importance of fitness programs within 

senior centers. 

Active and Engaged 

  The majority of senior centers did not use current academic models of aging, like 

“successful aging”.  However, administrators had a common understanding of aging and 

the role of senior centers in helping seniors to age well.  Their perspective on aging 

focused on keeping seniors active and engaged, similar to the older model of activity 

theory.  To this end, senior center administrators saw their primary role as promoting 

activities that would encourage engagement, social engagement, and wellness.   

That’s the goal, to keep them active and engaged, because that helps with 

longevity and quality of life, as opposed to just being sedentary. 

This is a place where seniors go to have fun and socialize. 
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I am really liking the word wellness. ...I think that would be a word that would 

suit what I try to do as much as anything because it’s very comprehensive. 

  At the top of the list in my book, number one, is socializing because I read some 

literature that says socialize, and many of our folks are isolated.  Socializing 

would be one.  I would say exercise would be two. 

  As far as our programming that I oversee, the big picture, we focus on wellness.  

So, wellness is mind, body, and spirit.  Our overall mission and vision of our 

programming here is to keep the seniors engaged and to keep them aging in 

place….[S]tudies have shown that being at home, isolated, is a negative way of 

aging, and being out and socializing, engaging is a more proactive, positive.... 

 

As seen in the interview excerpts above, administrators frequently referred to research on 

the benefits of socializing and engagement.  In addition, these excerpts show that 

administrators view socializing, engagement, and/or wellness as encompassing, 

comprehensive goals.  

  These perspectives on aging are similar to prescriptive models of aging as seen in 

the academic literature.  However, unlike some of these academic models, senior center 

administrators focused largely on the subjective perspectives of the individual participant.  

That is, beyond the general belief that remaining active as one ages is important, 

administrators believed that individuals should determine how they want to remain active 

and engaged.    

  And whatever that “active” is for them. . . It could be physical.  It could be 

mental.  Whatever that is. . . So that’s why we try to provide that range, because 

it’s not just exercise.  It could be meditation, or even going to our social events.  
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Senior Centers and Baby Boom Generation 

  The senior centers were at different phases in terms of experiencing an influx of 

the baby boom generation and in terms of providing programming geared toward these 

new cohorts of seniors.  Despite being at different stages in the generational shift process, 

all senior centers administrators were anticipating how to meet the demands of an aging 

population and the baby boom generation.  Senior centers that were experiencing an 

increase in the baby boom population remarked on the challenges of programming for a 

wider range of ages and demands.   

Administrators had similar perceptions of the baby boomers and their preferences 

in terms of senior center activities.  According to administrators, baby boomers preferred 

to attend a class or two, rather than staying for the whole day, and preferred fitness 

classes to other senior center activities.  

Different demand, different attitude – a different kind of senior, but it’s good.  

There’s a lot more of them coming into a facility looking for – I’ll give you a 

prime example.  The World War II seniors would want to be here all day, and 

they would come in and they would be here from 9:00 until 2:00.  Whereas the 

baby boomers want to come in, do an exercise program, see a show, come in for 

an hour; then they leave. 

 

I know those that are in their 50s, there’s no way they’d come in here and spend 

hours.  They’d come in for a class, and they’d leave.   

 

Administrators believed that baby boom generation were involved in range of activities 

and responsibilities outside of the senior center.  As such, they did not need the senior 

center in order to remain actively engaged.  Rather, younger seniors used the senior 
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center as a resource for fitness classes and other activities, for special social events, 

and/or as an option for weekend classes but not programming during the week. 

Senior center administrators largely agreed that baby boom generation was 

changing society’s perception of aging and that senior centers would have to 

accommodate to these changes to remain relevant. 

I think that the boomers are changing the perception a little bit, because they’re 

more vocal and are saying that, “We don’t want to be called a senior”....So I think 

they don’t want to be associated with that. 

 

It has to change because there’s so many baby boomers.  We’re not just going to 

sit around in a rocking chair.  It’s just inevitably going to change. 

 

So, a lot of generational gaps there as far as programming, and that’s the 

challenge... we’re trying to have that one segment of the baby boomer population 

come in, but then still be sensitive to those that are in their late 80s and 90s, 

because their interests....are totally different.  And that’s the challenging part of 

program planning here at the center. 

 

And [other senior center administrators] are sharing with me what they’re hearing 

when somebody that’s 62 [is] coming in, because a lot of times they shy away, 

thinking it’s just the senior center, this isn’t for me.  Because the way a lot of the 

baby boomers think… I’m not old, I’m not part of that group.  And they’re pretty 

much amazed when they do come into the site, like okay, and then they get the 

calendar, okay, you’re offering all of this, okay.  So, the defenses come down a 

little bit. 

 

Meeting the demands of the different cohorts of seniors is challenging due to 

limited operating hours, staff, and space.  All but the smallest senior center provided 

numerous drop-in activities and had a large segment of their seniors participate in this 
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way.  However, many senior centers are only open until midafternoon and as such, do not 

cater to individuals who are still in the workforce or have other daytime responsibilities.  

Furthermore, all of the senior centers in this study continue to have a segment of 

participants who typically attend all day.  Most of these all-day attendees were older 

and/or had to rely to senior center transportation to reach the center.  Disparate needs like 

these will likely increase as the population ages and more baby boom cohorts enter the 

senior population. 

One senior center already catered to a more active population due its specific 

structural factors.  This senior center provided the majority of its programming using 

internal volunteers.  Furthermore, this senior center had more limited transportation 

options.  As such, it attracted an active senior population and had few seniors who 

remained there all day.  Since their programming was already tailored to a more active 

senior population, the center was trying to increase its services to the needier senior 

population.  To this end, the county had begun offering more social services that the 

center could utilize to help needy seniors. 

As the population ages, senior centers will need to cater to more active seniors 

and accommodate a wider range of interests.  Likely, they will have make modifications 

to their programming without large increases in funding and resources.  One senior center 

administrator described the challenge as follows: 

We’re the only component in any county program that programs for a span of 50 

years.  Nobody else does that.  Think about that.  From 55 to about 105. 

 

Phrased as such, it is not surprising that senior centers were struggling with how to 

reinvent themselves.  However, meeting the diverse needs of this entire population might 
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not be feasible given limited staff, resources, and funding.  Furthermore, senior center 

administrators commented that some emerging senior cohorts might not want to be 

involved in age-segregated centers at all.    

Senior center administrators mentioned “easy” changes to accommodate baby 

boomers, such as offering more evening activities, increasing the number of fitness 

classes, creating more drop-in activities, increasing the use of technology, and extending 

the hours of operation.  Higher-level changes included shifting from a senior center 

structure to multigenerational structure.  However, for the most part, senior center 

administrators did not focus on these higher-level policy changes, likely because they had 

little direct influence on these types of changes.  In the excerpt below, one senior center 

administrator differentiated between easier changes that an individual center can make 

and the more difficult changes that will require policy changes at a higher level: 

…I feel that you definitely need to start changing the way these senior centers 

look and feel.  [It’s] the low-hanging fruit first – changing the name, [taking] 

senior completely out.  Community center is one example of a title change.  So, 

looking at the lower-hanging fruit first.....Changing how the centers look, pouring 

money into [congregate meal programs] so there’s more of that grab and go....So, 

really looking at.... that outer layer, the policy and funding to trickle down to… 

the services and the programs.  We have to set it up in a way that we can meet the 

demand, and that we’re looking at the interest of that particular population.  But I 

feel that it’s the outer layer, the policy, and funding, that needs to change in order 

to meet the demand that’s about to happen. 

 

The tension between serving all seniors and focusing on needy seniors is a long-held 

issue in US aging policy.  This tension is likely to become more acute as more healthy 
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and active cohorts enter the senior population and the population continues to age.  The 

ways that senior centers will deal with this tension is still evolving. 

Arts Programming 

As I described above, the provision of arts programs is one of the fundamental 

components of current definitions of creative aging.  Since most senior center 

administrators were not familiar with the concept of creative aging, I focused on the 

provision of arts classes within senior centers.  While not all arts programming will meet 

the threshold of creative aging (as professionally run arts programs), the provision of arts 

programming provided insight into the potential of creative aging programs within senior 

centers. 

 Arts programming varied from center to center with most centers only offering 

limited arts programming.  Some centers had a few classes that were part of their regular 

schedule (ceramics, painting).  Most centers occasionally offered single-session 

workshops with artists who had external grant funding or who volunteered to teach a 

single class.  Some senior centers offered traditional crafts, like knitting and quilting, as 

group activities/clubs rather than as classes.  Administrators largely associated these 

crafts activities with older seniors and not necessarily of interest to the baby boom 

population.    

All senior center administrators expressed the desire to offer additional arts 

classes.  The major barrier to providing these classes was a lack of funding.  Senior 

centers that offered arts programming had found a way to do so without additional 

funding.  As mentioned above, occasionally these types of arts programs were available 
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when a grant-funded artist was able to provide programming.  However, these programs 

were often short-lived and limited, as they were contingent on grant funding.       

Two of the six senior centers had a more robust focus on the arts.  At both of 

these centers, the senior center administrator had a personal connection to the arts.  As 

one of these administrators explained: “I’ve always felt this about art.  It’s just positive 

on so many levels.”  These two senior centers also benefited from specific features that 

allowed for the provision of arts program without additional funding.  One center had a 

staff member who was also an artist and was able to offer arts classes at no additional 

cost to the center.  This senior center also had an on-going arts program provided by a 

non-profit arts organization. 

The second senior center had a unique structure in which volunteers taught almost 

all of the center’s classes and activities.  Most of these volunteers were participants at the 

senior center.  Within this structure, artists could volunteer to teach programs without the 

center incurring additional costs.  Furthermore, the administrator of this center had been 

involved in the creative aging movement through her connection with NCCA and 

adopted a motto for the senior center around creativity in retirement.  Additionally, this 

administrator had decided to organize a creative aging festival within her county.  It is 

efforts to promote creative aging like this that I turn to next. 

Promoting Creative Aging 

As mentioned above, with one notable exception, creative aging was not a 

familiar concept within most senior centers.  Furthermore, arts programming in senior 

centers was limited by funding, staff, and space.  These barriers would likely hamper 

efforts to incorporate creative aging programs.  Proponents of creative aging have 
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differentiated creative aging programming from “arts and crafts” activities, by focusing 

on professionally taught, sequential arts classes that emphasize skills mastery and social 

engagement.  As such, these programs require more commitment (planning, funding etc.) 

than arts and crafts activities.    

 To explore the potential of creative aging programming at senior centers, I 

identified organizations that were working to promote creative aging.  These efforts 

included creative aging festivals, NCCA’s Engage Initiative, philanthropic funding for 

creative aging, creative aging program development, and creative aging advocacy.  I 

conducted a total of nine interviews on creative aging initiatives, including four State 

Arts Agencies involved in NCCA’s Engage Initiative, two individuals involved in 

creative aging festivals, three other organizations working to promote creative aging 

(NCCA, Lifetime Arts, and Aroha Philanthropies), and one local AAA.5  I conducted 

most of these interviews over the phone.  I took extensive notes during these interviews 

and/or audio recorded the interviews and had them professionally transcribed.    

Defining Creative Aging 

Interviewees involved in creative aging held similar definitions of the creative 

aging framework, and these definitions paralleled the definition provided by Lifetime 

Arts and promoted by other creative aging advocates, i.e. professionally run arts 

programs for seniors with a focus on skills mastery and social engagement.  Interviewees 

described creative aging as an emergent field that is in the process of evolving.  However, 

despite this continual development, interviewees emphasized that creative aging should 

retain its focus on quality, sequential arts programs.  The similar understanding of 

                                                           
5 One of the interviews with a creative aging festival organizer was part of the first round of interviews as 

this individual was also a senior center administrator. 
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creative aging is not surprising given that most of these organizations first discovered 

creative aging through contact with NCCA or Lifetime Arts.  Many of these 

organizations were in the early processes of developing strategies for their creative aging 

initiatives. 

While these organizations held similar definitions of creative aging as 

professionally run arts programs for seniors, one area in which they differed was their 

perspective on the age threshold for creative aging programming.  Recently, many 

counties had shifted senior programming from 60 or 65 plus programming to a 50 plus or 

55 plus programming.  In my interviews, some organizations were grappling with 

whether they should take a similar approach to creative aging.  One interview mentioned 

the challenges of programming for such a large age range and that lowering the age 

threshold could water down creative aging efforts.  On the other side, some individuals 

expressed the desire that future arts programming would focus on lifelong learning and 

not silo seniors into a separate group.  They hoped that future arts initiatives would center 

on flourishing across the lifespan, a goal that parallels NCCA’s broad mission but not 

necessarily their current programming focus.  Policies to promote a lifelong learning 

approach would differ from a creative aging approach that focuses on the older 

population.  While not the focus of this research, the idea of lifelong engagement in the 

arts presents some interesting questions about the future of arts programming and the 

relevance of senior centers as locations for arts programming. 

Creative Aging Festivals 

While the specific goals of creative aging festivals vary, the general premise of 

these festivals is to engage seniors in variety of arts programming (broadly defined) and 
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to honor the creativity of seniors.  Creative aging festivals usually take place over weeks 

or a full month, and they generally consist of arts programming dispersed throughout the 

participating area.  I interviewed organizers of creative aging festivals in Fairfax County, 

Virginia and Bloomington, Indiana.  

Julie Hill started the Bloomington Creative Aging Festival in 2011.  Hill had been 

working in aging services and had a long held interest in providing quality creative/arts 

programming for seniors.  In researching creativity and aging, Hill discovered the work 

of Gene Cohen, Susan Perlstein and Robert Butler and the emergent creative aging 

framework.  She became involved in early efforts to create NCCA and, years later, after 

hosting the Liz Lerman Dance Company in Bloomington, learned about Ireland’s 

National Bealtaine Festival, a creative aging festival held in Ireland since 1995. 

In late 2009, Bloomington formed an official Commission on Aging with Hill as 

the leader.  The Commission decided to launch a creative aging festival in 2011.  The 

festival sought to capitalize on Bloomington’s identity as an arts mecca and retirement 

community.  Now in its sixth year, Bloomington lists the following as the goals of the 

creative aging festival: 

1. To identify & promote best practices that create opportunities for older persons to 

explore, discover, and tap their potential; 

2. To increase older adults’ participation in creative and civic activities; [and] 

3. To enhance the quality of life for the citizens of our community. (Bloomington 

Center of Aging and Community, 2016, p. 2) 

Hill also remarked that the festival provides healthcare providers a way to connect with 

older people in the community. 
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In Fairfax County, Julie Ellis learned about the creative aging festival during her 

attendance at NCCA’s 2014 conference.  She reached out to the local community to 

gauge interest and decided to organize a creative aging festival in 2015.  Like the 

Bloomington festival, the Fairfax festival was an all-volunteer effort.  Due to 

overwhelming interest, the first festival also included programming in neighboring 

counties.    

Both Ellis and Hill view their role in the creative aging festivals as primarily 

organizational, with a focus on marketing the festival and its programming, rather than 

providing programming directly.  These festivals center on what already exists within the 

community, with the goal of highlighting available arts programming and bringing 

seniors and teaching artists together.  Both Ellis and Hill found that marketing these 

festivals was challenging, as this was a new activity for them and the other festival 

volunteers. 

Other challenges to organizing creative aging festivals included the reliance on 

volunteers, the lack of financial support, and a lack of knowledge of creative aging.  The 

amount of work involved was sometimes overwhelming.  The high volume of interest by 

artists and others in the initial year of these festivals compounded this challenge.  For 

Ellis, one of the main challenges in promoting the creative aging festival was convincing 

seniors to engage in the arts when they did not think of themselves as artists.  However, 

she views the festival as an opportunity to challenge this way of thinking. 

Festival organizers worked to modify programming based on lessons learned in 

previous years.  In the second year, Fairfax festival organizers scaled down the scope of 

the festival; the first year’s programming was too broad, with many programs 
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overlapping.  Similarly, in their sixth year, Hill and others are working on scheduling 

programming to facilitate participants’ ability to attend multiple events.  They hope that 

this modified scheduling will attract people from out of town and add an economic 

development component to the festival.  Hill and other organizers added a symposium to 

the festival in 2015 and 2016 to promote efforts to teach the community of practitioners 

about creative aging and to encourage networking around creative aging.      

Ellis’s and Hill’s motivations for organizing these festivals included: 

¶ Their prior appreciation for the arts and their belief in the benefits of arts 

programming for seniors;    

¶ Their prior efforts to bring the arts into their work with seniors; 

¶ Their discovery of the creative aging framework through networking and 

chance encounters with people in the field; and    

¶ Their belief that the creative aging framework is helpful in promoting 

quality arts programs for seniors.   

As with senior center administrators, their inherent passion for the arts seems to create 

favorable conditions for the implementation of creative aging initiatives.  Furthermore, 

like creative aging programming in senior centers, creative aging festivals were 

challenging to implement due to the lack of funding and existing structure around which 

to organize these festivals.  As with senior centers, favorable structural conditions appear 

to an important precondition for these creative aging efforts. 

Since these festivals mostly offer one-session workshops rather than sequential 

arts programs, creative aging proponents might not consider these festivals to fit the 

definition of creative aging programming, strictly speaking.  Perhaps a more appropriate 
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way to think about creative aging festivals is as way to introduce arts organizations, aging 

services, and seniors to each other and to build relationships that could lead to future 

creative aging programs.   

State Arts Agencies and NCCA’s Engage Initiative 

NCCA’s Engage Initiative was started in 2014 with the goal of helping State Arts 

Agencies (SAAs) promote creative aging within their states.  In the first year, the 

initiative included 13 states.  The Engage Initiative focuses on building communities of 

practice around creative aging.  NCCA defines communities of practice as: 

A grouping formed by people who engage in a process of collective learning in a 

shared domain of human endeavor: a tribe learning to survive, a band of artists 

seeking new forms of expression, or a united coalition of like-minded 

organizations. (as cited in “Communities of practice,” n.d., para. 1) 

As part of the Engage Initiative, NCCA has conducted conference calls with SAAs 

cohorts and provided guidance on creative aging and access to NCCA’s research and 

resources.  The goal of the initiative is to build knowledge of creative aging, to create a 

network of SAAs committed to creative aging, to disseminate promising practices among 

SAAs, and to develop creative aging initiatives within these states.  In the second and 

third years of the initiative, NCCA added additional cohorts of states, for a total of 40 

states.  The states not currently taking part in the Engage Initiative have less active SAAs.     

NCCA decided to focus on SAAs based on their belief that SAAs would ensure 

that arts programs were of the highest quality.  The purpose of SAAs is to “increase 

public access to the arts and work to ensure that every community in America enjoys the 

cultural, civic, economic and educational benefits of a thriving arts sector” (National 
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Assembly of State Arts Agencies, n.d., para. 2).  To accomplish these goals, SAAs 

provide grants, conduct training, educate the public, and facilitate research (National 

Assembly of State Arts Agencies, n.d.).  SAA’s structure and programs vary from state to 

state.  While many SAAs are committed to lifelong arts education, most of their recent 

educational efforts have focused on K-12 education. 

I conducted interviews with four SAAs involved in the first Engage Initiative 

cohort: Maine, Arizona, Ohio and Pennsylvania.  As these SAA’s were in the initial 

phases of their creative aging focus, they were still grappling with how to structure their 

creative aging initiatives.  However, each of these SAAs had begun to implement 

initiatives to promote creative aging within their state.   

  SAAs interviewees expressed enthusiasm for their SAA’s creative aging 

initiatives and for creative aging as a field.  Each interviewee felt that the NCCA Engage 

Initiative had been helpful in terms of providing them with groundwork on creative aging 

and access to resources to facilitate their initial creative aging efforts, such as asset 

mapping tools.  Most SAAs viewed this initial period as a time of learning and assessing 

what was available in their state.  As one interviewee explained, we were “trying to get 

[our] arms around what this creative aging thing was.”   

The SAAs definition of creative aging paralleled that provide by Lifetime Arts, as 

“the practice of engaging older adults (55+) in participatory, professionally run arts 

programs with a focus on social engagement and skills mastery” (Lifetime Arts, Inc., 

n.d.-b, sidebar).  Again, this is not surprising, given the SAAs involvement with NCCA 

and the SAAs’ dedication to providing quality art programming.  Specific definitions 

from SAAs include: 
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Arizona: “Creative Aging is a national movement to advance understanding of the 

vital relationship between creative expression and healthy aging, and a term used 

to encompass the many types of quality arts programs which support and enrich 

the lives of adults across the aging spectrum” (Arizona Commission on the Arts. 

n.d., para. 4). 

Maine: “Creative Aging is the practice of engaging older adults (55+) in 

participatory arts programs, with a focus on mastery of new skills, social 

engagement and life review” (Maine Arts Commission, n.d., para. 11). 

As one SAA interviewee explained, they are trying to be broad in their definition of 

creative aging but believe that is vital to retain the program elements of professionally 

run arts programs with a focus on skills mastery and social engagement.  

SAAs found the creative aging framework helpful in terms of providing a way to 

expand their programming for seniors.  One interviewee described their SAA’s mission 

to promote lifelong learning in the arts, but expressed that the SAA had not always done 

a good job of promoting senior programming.  Another SAAs expressed wanting to 

increase programming for their older population and that creative aging provided them 

with a viable framework for this work.  As to the enthusiasm on the part of SAAs, one 

interviewee commented on the eagerness of SAAs to be part of the NCCA initiative even 

though there was no funding attached.    

Much of SAAs’ initial work on creative aging involved teaching the creative 

aging framework to teaching arts and/or aging organizations.  A large part of this 

educational component was distinguishing creative aging from “arts and crafts” activities.  

Similar to my findings from senior center interviews, SAAs found that organizations 
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wanted to provide arts programming for seniors but they were not necessarily familiar 

with the creative aging framework. 

I think …this approach is very new.  When I do workshops now, people still have 

that model of arts being… entertainment…more than… something that… can 

have meaningful benefit and really have an impact on people's lives….When I 

talk to people and the artists talk to people about this, it's like the lightbulb goes 

off.  They never thought of it that way, but they totally get it, I think.  So that's 

exciting…..I just don't think they know that much about this approach, kind of the 

Gene Cohen approach.  The approach…in the past has been more [that] older 

adults are a passive audience; they're not fully, actively engaged in their own 

creativity.  And that's different. 

 

[My experience has been] that creative aging, as a term and as a movement that 

carries with it some specific ideas about quality, is less known or 

understood…But the arts, in general, are on people's radar and something that 

they're interested in…. [F]or some people, they've really latched in to what that 

idea of creative aging is and they're developing programs that they have named 

creative aging programs.  But for us here at the moment …it’s fewer and far 

between.  But the interest is really high. 

 

As I discovered from senior center interviews, senior center art programming is often 

volunteer-run and offered on an ad-hoc basis.  Thus, these programs may not meet the 

definition of creative aging programming.  In general, SAAs found that other arts and 

aging organizations were receptive to this new framework.  As one interview explained “I 

think creative aging brings an alternative approach that people who are …working on the 

ground with older adults appreciate, and they're interested in that.” 
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As part of their efforts to promote creative aging, each of these SAAs have 

attempted to build the creative aging infrastructure in their state.  While the specifics of 

these programs varied from state to state, I categorize these efforts as follows: 

1. Artist Residencies in Senior Centers/Demonstration Projects.  Similar to 

artists in school residencies, SAAs have worked to set up residencies for 

artists in senior centers and/or other facilities for seniors.  During these 

residencies, artists provide arts programming for seniors over a defined period 

of time.  In most states these were short-term residencies, and SAAs viewed 

them as demonstrations or experiments in creative aging.  Unlike other 

initiatives, these demonstrations allowed SAAs to experiment with direct 

program provision rather than grant funding. 

Interviewees felt that these demonstration projects provided examples of 

the creative aging framework and lessons on how to structure future creative 

aging programs.  However, for many reasons these demonstration projects were 

challenging.  SAAs are primarily grant funding organizations so they have 

limited experience with direct program provision.  Furthermore, the model of K-

12 arts education was not always applicable to creative aging programs.  Some 

SAAs are just now starting demonstration projects, so lessons learned are not 

yet available.  

2. Artist Training.  All SAAs interviewed provided some sort of training for 

teaching artists, sometimes in conjunction with another initiative (see #1 and 

#3).  This training focused on introducing teaching artists to the creative aging 

framework and teaching these artists how to engage with and teach the senior 
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population.  An important aspect of this training was combating prior beliefs 

about working with older individuals.   

3. Grant Funding.  SAAs were beginning to experiment with grant funding to 

arts organizations and/or aging services organizations.  These grants were 

available to nonprofit organizations (either arts and/or aging service 

organizations) to design and implement a creative aging program.  These 

grants usually required partnering with a teaching artist.  Grant size varied 

across states.  Some states had the financial support of philanthropic 

foundations for this initiative.  Grants came with a variety of program design 

assistance, training, and/or convening of grantees. 

NCCA had initially considered the idea of creating teams within states that would 

bring the arts infrastructure and aging infrastructure together.  However, this proved 

untenable as SAAs preferred to start working internally to build the creative aging 

infrastructure within their individual states.  As SAAs move forward with creative aging 

initiatives, they are beginning to develop relationships with other arts and aging 

organizations in their state, including Departments of Aging.  SAAs had different 

experiences with these collaborations, but agreed that the support of the aging services 

field was helpful to the implementation their creative aging initiatives.   

Throughout the SAA interviews, interviewees reiterated that creative aging was 

an evolving field and their SAA’s creative aging initiatives were still in the initial phases 

of development.  Most SAAs do not have a history of focusing on participatory arts 

programs for seniors and, as such, are learning as they go in terms of how to build the 

infrastructure and cater to a senior population.  
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Creative Aging Infrastructure 

One of the significant barriers to creative aging programming is the challenge of 

finding a conceptual and physical location for creative aging programs.  I selected senior 

centers for my research because senior centers seemed to be a logical place for locating 

creative programs based on the following: 

¶ Senior centers have a long history of providing programming and services 

for seniors; 

¶ Senior centers are dispersed throughout the country; 

¶ Senior centers focus specifically on senior population; and 

¶ Senior centers are easily accessible to participants. 

However, at present, senior centers have limited arts and/or creative aging programming.  

Furthermore, findings from my interviews challenged my initial assumption that senior 

centers should or could be the primary locations for creative aging programming. 

As SAAs and other organizations continue to figure out how to structure creative 

aging initiatives, the question of where to locate creative aging programs will continue to 

be an issue.  Deciding where to locate creative aging is more than a question of physical 

space; it influences the funding and structure of these programs, including issues of 

access and equity in programming.  In the broader picture, the location of creative aging 

programs affects the long term viability of these programs. 

As mentioned above, K-12 arts education often serves as a point of comparison, 

which, unlike creative aging, has created a physical and conceptual location within the 

education system.  There is no comparable institution for seniors that has the reach of the 

education system.  Furthermore, at venues that provide services for seniors, such as 
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senior centers, participants can come and go as they please and participation is 

completely voluntary (Larson & Perlstein, 2003).   

Creative aging programming has an interesting predicament in that there are many 

possible locations for programs, but no location that would necessarily allow for 

widespread senior access.  To give some perspective on the range of possible locations 

for creative aging, I include the following list of locations and organizations currently or 

potentially involved in creative aging: 

Area Agencies on Aging 

Art Galleries 

Artists 

City and Regional Planning Departments 

Community Colleges 

Hospitals 

Libraries 

Lifelong Learning Organizations 

Nonprofit Arts Organizations 

Nonprofit organizations focused on aging 

Nursing Homes 

Public Schools  

Respite Day Care Facilities 

Senior Centers 

State Arts Agencies  

Universities  

Yoga and Dance Studios 

 

This list highlights some of the various potential locations for creative aging, which cross 

sectors, departments, and fields.    

Another aspect of this challenge is that creative aging spans both the aging field 

and arts field.  Creativity Matters: The Arts and Aging Toolkit, a guidebook for creating 

creative aging programs, includes separate sections on the arts and the aging 

infrastructures, as navigating these two existing infrastructures requires knowledge of 

different funding sources, regulations, discourses and norms (Boyer, 2007).  Furthermore, 
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each of these fields has its own challenges.  The aging infrastructure is vast and 

fragmented, while the arts infrastructure varies from state to state, has limited funding, 

and has to contend with frequently shifting priorities.  As I discussed in Chapter 1, efforts 

to bring the arts and aging infrastructures together started in the early 1970s.  That these 

efforts had met with limited success for many decades exemplifies the inherent 

challenges in breaking down these silos. 

Creative aging in libraries.  Among the potential locations, libraries have 

become an active setting for the creative aging movement due in large part to the work of 

Lifetime Arts.  I conducted an interview with the cofounders of Lifetime Arts as part of 

the second round of interviews.      

Founded in 2008, Lifetime Arts is a nonprofit arts service organization that offers 

a positive, modern, artistic and social lens through which to serve, inspire and 

engage America’s growing population of older adults. 

 

[Lifetime Arts’] mission is to encourage creative aging by promoting the 

inclusion of professional arts programs in organizations that serve older adults; to 

prepare artists to develop the creative capacity of older adult learners; and to 

foster lifelong learning in and through the arts by increasing opportunities for 

participation in community based programming. (Lifetime Arts, Inc., n.d.-a, para. 

1-2) 

One of the projects of Lifetime Arts is The Creative Aging Libraries Project, which aims 

to “[build] the capacity of libraries to deliver and sustain arts education programs for 

older adults and [help] establish public libraries as centers for creative aging” (Lifetime 

Arts, Inc., n.d.-c, para. 3).  When Maura O'Malley and Ed Friedman began their work to 
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promote creative aging they ran into the problem of where to locate their creative aging 

initiatives.  They selected libraries for variety of reasons: 

¶ Libraries are age-neutral and seniors may not want to attend age-segregated 

places like senior centers; 

¶ Many seniors already frequent libraries and are comfortable in the library setting; 

¶ Libraries are centers of learning; 

¶ Libraries are located throughout the country (urban, suburban, rural); 

¶ Libraries are popular and trusted institutions; and 

¶ Libraries have spent the last decades building robust and institutionalized 

programming for children.  They should be able to do the same thing for older 

adults.  

Like senior centers, there are barriers to providing creative aging programs in libraries: 

¶ Libraries are often not familiar with the concept of creative aging;  

¶ Libraries often lack experience in designing and providing longer term 

programming; 

¶ Libraries have not previously focused on seniors in this way and may have 

preconceived (ageist) notions about seniors’ capabilities; and 

¶ Libraries may not have experience working with artists and arts organizations.  

Furthermore, library systems vary across the county.  To develop their model for 

libraries, Lifetime Arts had to create a model that was both replicable and modifiable to 

meet the needs of various local library systems.  Despite these barriers, libraries have 

proved successful locations for creative aging programs.  To date, Lifetime Arts has 

worked with 20 library systems to develop creative aging programs.   
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Creative aging may provide libraries the opportunity to further incorporate the 

aging population.  Marshall and Marshall (2010) suggested that libraries and other 

cultural institutions need to be on the forefront of combating negative stereotypes of the 

elderly and creating programs that reflect seniors’ evolving preferences.  Similarly, 

Lachman and Agrigoroaei (2010) suggested that libraries can facilitate healthy aging 

behaviors, such as lifelong learning and social engagement, but have not fully embraced 

their role in providing programming for older adults.  These goals overlap with the goals 

of creative aging and creative aging programing. 

Creative Aging Research and Funding 

Another major challenge for creative aging is the lack of sustained funding and 

research.  This is especially difficult given the shifts in the missions and leadership of 

organizations that support these activities.  Two prominent examples include The 

MetLife Foundation and National Council on Aging (NCOA).  As mentioned above, 

NCOA moved away from their work on arts and aging initiatives under the directives of 

new leadership.  Similarly, The MetLife Foundation had provided grants for arts and 

aging until 2013.  Under a change of mission and leadership, MetLife discontinued these 

grants and shifted its focus to “providing financial knowledge, tools and support to 

underserved communities in Asia, Europe, Latin America, the Middle East, and the 

United States” (National Guild for Community Arts Education, n.d., para. 1). 

Aroha Philanthropies has taken up funding artful aging programs as part of their 

mission.  Philanthropist Ellen Michelson founded Aroha Philanthropies in 1991 in order 

to provide funding for community organizations in San Francisco and Minneapolis-St.  

Paul.  In 2006, Michelson shifted the mission of her philanthropic efforts to focus on 
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engagement in the arts in specific arenas (Aroha Philanthropies, n.d.-b).  Aroha 

Philanthropies describes their current vision as follows:  

Aroha Philanthropies is devoted to the transformative power of the arts and 

creativity, inspiring vitality in those over 55, joy in children and youth, and 

humanity in adults with mental illness (Aroha Philanthropies, n.d.-a, para. 3).   

In partnership with Lifetime Arts, Aroha Philanthropies is funding an initiative to 

provide grants to arts organizations and/or aging services providers to develop and 

implement a creative aging program taught by a professional teaching artist.  This 

initiative has the potential to provide momentum and visibility for creative aging.  

Furthermore, the initiative includes an evaluative component that could provide useful 

data on what works and what does not in terms of providing creative aging programs.  

There was a large response to this initiative in terms of preliminary applications, and 

these initial applications were diverse in terms of the types of organizations applying for 

funding and the types of creative aging programs proposed. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I presented my findings on administrators’ conceptualization of 

their roles as administrators, the role of senior centers, the emerging baby boom cohorts, 

and the design of senior center programming.  I found that despite differences in senior 

center structures, administrators had similar views of the need for seniors to remain active 

and engaged through a wide variety of programming.  Administrators were mindful of the 

needs and demands of participants and believed that the emerging baby boom cohorts 

would bring a wider variety of demands, including an increased demand for fitness 

classes.   
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Arts programming at senior centers was limited, mainly due to a lack of funding 

and staff.  However, two senior centers had more robust arts programs.  These two senior 

centers had similar features: they each had an administrator with a passion for the arts 

and they each had structural factors that facilitated the adoption of creative aging 

programs at little cost.   

From my interviews with organizations involved in creative aging, I found that 

the adoption of creative aging programs is challenging due to the lack of a conceptual or 

physical location for these programs.  Furthermore, creative aging straddles both the 

aging and arts fields, requiring knowledge of different resources, regulations, and norms.  

In the next chapter, I use these findings to build policy recommendations with the goal of 

promoting creative aging within senior centers.  I then develop an argument for how to 

frame the creative aging discourse going forward, using positive models of aging as a 

point of comparison. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

In the previous chapter I presented findings from my interviews with senior center 

administrators, SAAs, and other organizations involved in creative aging.  In this chapter 

I discuss the implications of these findings for creative aging.  The goal of this chapter is 

to develop conclusions and policy recommendations based on these findings, to build 

theory on creative aging as a model of aging, and to provide suggestions for future 

research. 

In the findings section, I addressed how senior center administrators 

conceptualize senior center programming.  This included a discussion of administrators’ 

priorities in designing programming and whether arts programming was included within 

these priorities.  Through this discussion I explored research question #1 (How do senior 

center administrators conceptualize senior center programming in general and arts 

programming, in particular?) and research question #2 (Does the current structure and 

culture of senior centers allow for the incorporation of creative aging programs?).  Below 

I summarize these findings.  Then I provide policy recommendations for increasing 

creative aging programs within senior center and aging services (research question #3) 

and for increasing the resonance of the creative aging framework.  In terms of the later, I 

suggest that creative aging can overcome many of the conceptual and normative 

shortcomings of other academic models of aging (research question #4). 

Research Question #1 

Despite variations in senior centers, administrators have similar perceptions of the 

role of senior centers and their roles as senior center administrators.  Senior center 
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programming varies from center to center according to departmental directives, funding, 

participants’ preferences, and the interests and experience of senior center administrators.  

However, administrators share the goal of offering a wide variety of senior center 

programming. 

Administrators believed that their role was to coordinate programming that 

allowed seniors to remain active and engaged as they aged.  To this end, administrators 

viewed fitness/wellness and socializing as their primary goals when designing senior 

center programming.  However, senior center administrators also valued seniors’ 

preferences for programming and tried to accommodate these preferences whenever 

possible.  Furthermore, rather than dictating an objective definition of “active and 

engaged,” administrators respected participants’ subjective definitions. 

Administrators generally had similar impressions about the need for senior centers 

to evolve in order to remain relevant as the baby boom generation ages.  Administrators 

viewed the baby boom cohorts as more active than previous generations and as more 

likely to attend a class or two rather than remain at the center all day.  Administrators 

acknowledged the need for senior centers to modify their programming, and possibly the 

senior center structure, in order to accommodate these new cohorts.  However, they also 

recognized the challenges of meeting the demands of both younger and older seniors.   

At most senior centers, arts programming was limited due to budget, staff, and 

time constraints.  Although arts programming was not a top priority at most senior 

centers, administrators expressed interest in incorporating more arts programming under 

the right circumstances.  The senior centers that had the most robust arts programming 
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had administrators who had a passion for the arts and certain structural advantages that 

allowed for the incorporation of arts programming at little or no additional cost.  

Research Question #2 

A belief in the benefits of the arts seems to be pivotal to the adoption of arts 

programming at senior centers.  The administrators that had implemented arts programs 

shared with me the powerful way that the arts had contributed to their lives.  Perhaps as 

important, both administrators had witnessed the ways that participation in the arts 

benefited seniors.  However, for senior center administrators to include creative aging or 

arts programming within their senior centers, certain structural factors need to be in 

place.   

The first of these structural factor is flexibility within the senior center program 

operations that allows administrators to add new activities to their programming.  The 

second of these structural factors is the ability to add creative aging programming with a 

minimal increase in funding.  While my findings show that many senior centers have the 

flexibility to make changes to their program offerings (within limitations), few have 

either the funding to add creative aging programs and/or the ability to add these programs 

without incurring additional costs.   

 The two centers with robust arts programs were able to offer creative aging/arts 

programs without incurring additional costs.  As described in the findings section, one of 

these senior centers provided the majority of their programming through volunteers.  As a 

result, adding programs did not incur much in terms of new costs.  The other senior 

center had a staff member who was a trained artist and who was able to provide art 
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programming without additional costs.  This senior center also had a relationship with a 

non-profit organization that provided an arts program at no cost. 

Interviews with SAAs provided additional insight into the challenges of providing 

creative aging programming.  While only some of the SAAs had creative aging initiatives 

within senior centers, their experiences with these initiatives corroborated my finding that 

senior center administrators are enthusiastic about adding creative aging programs under 

the right circumstances, mainly when outside funding is available.  Other challenges that 

SAAs encountered when trying to provide creative aging programming, both in general 

and within senior centers, was the lack of infrastructure, research, and communities of 

practice to support creative aging initiatives.  SAAs had to begin by educating 

stakeholders about the creative aging framework and by training artists to work with an 

older population.  Furthermore, in the process of focusing on creative aging, SAAs had to 

broaden their organizations’ educational focus from K-12 to one that included older 

adults.  Finally, due to the newness of the creative aging framework and the lack of 

existing research, SAAs had to experiment with different types of initiatives (artists in 

residency; grant funding for creative aging programs; artist training) and the structures of 

these programs.  While these challenges are broader than those of creative aging within 

senior centers, they illuminate some of the barriers to providing creative aging 

programming. 

Another challenge to implementing creative aging was determining the most 

appropriate locations for creative aging programs.  As I discussed in the findings section, 

there are numerous potential locations for creative aging programs.  While senior centers 

have certain advantages, they are not the only, or necessarily the most amenable, location 
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for these programs.  The plethora of possible locations presents both opportunities and 

challenges.  Should SAAs and other organizations develop creative aging programs 

flexible enough to fit numerous different locations?  Or, alternatively, should SAAs and 

others tailor these programs to specific locations and their norms, cultures, and 

regulations?  What are the long term implications of focusing on one location over 

another?   

Recommendations 

 In this section I bring my findings together in order to explore how to incorporate 

creative aging into senior centers and aging services (research question #3).  I first 

provide practical recommendations for increasing the likelihood of senior centers and 

other aging services providers offering creative aging programs.  From there I turn to 

broader recommendations for framing and defining creative aging in order to increase the 

salience and sustainability of creative aging and creative aging programs moving 

forward.  Within this discussion, I compare creative aging to other positive models of 

aging (research question #4). 

Increasing Creative Aging Programs 

 Despite the lack of familiarity with creative aging within senior centers, my 

findings suggest that senior centers present a feasible location for providing arts 

program/creative aging programs.  All administrators I interviewed were open to the 

inclusion of more arts programing under the right circumstances and the success of arts 

programs within two senior centers highlights the viability of senior center arts programs.  

Based on my findings, senior centers and seniors would likely benefit from creative aging 
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programs if senior centers are given the opportunity to build and develop these programs 

in manner that suits their own resources, structure, and culture.   

However, I found that recommending the implementation of specific creative 

aging programs was not appropriate given the current state of senior centers and, more 

specifically, the state of creative aging programing within senior centers.  More 

specifically I found that (1) creative aging was not a familiar concept to most senior 

center administrators; (2) arts programs were limited in all but two senior centers 

included in this study; (3) the ability to implement arts programs within senior centers is 

limited due to funding, time, staff, and space constraints; and (4) senior centers are at 

different stages of dealing with changing demands brought on by an aging population and 

emerging cohorts.  Additionally, senior centers vary in their resources, structure, and 

culture.  Given this context, advocating for specific creative aging programs within senior 

centers would be neither sustainable nor generally applicable to all senior centers. 

I also avoid recommending large structural or funding changes, such as increasing 

overall funding to senior centers, changing the structure of senior centers, and/or 

modifying national legislation to fund creative aging programs.  For example, I do not 

recommend that all senior centers work towards providing programs through volunteers, 

even though this could increase the likelihood of creative aging programming.  Structural 

changes to senior centers have additional, perhaps detrimental, consequences to current 

participants.  Furthermore, given the variety of senior centers, larger structural changes 

might not have broad applicability.  Finally, senior centers are grappling with changing 

demographics and with the new demands of emerging cohorts.  As such, structural 
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changes would need to account for these shifts in a broader sense than the provision of 

creative aging programs. 

 Rather than advocating for specific programs and/or larger structural changes, my 

aim is to provide recommendations that, given the current state of creative aging within 

senior centers, could led to sustainable efforts around creative aging and allow senior 

centers and aging services to develop programs that meet their current needs, culture, and 

resources.  To form these recommendations, I identified factors that separated the two 

senior centers with more robust arts programing from the other senior centers in my 

study.  I found that two factors that appear to increase the likelihood of senior centers 

(i.e., their administrators) adopting and implementing creative aging programs: 

1. A personal and/or professional interest in the arts on the part of the senior center 

administrator. 

2. Structural characteristics of the senior center that allow for the adoption of 

creative aging programs. 

 Based on these two factors, I developed recommendations to increase creative 

aging programs by (1) educating organizations and individuals within the aging field on 

the creative aging framework and the benefits of creative aging for seniors and (2) 

increasing opportunities to provide creative aging programs within senior centers at little 

or no cost to the senior centers.  Since cultivating an inherent passion for the arts is 

outside the scope of this research, I focused on introducing individuals and organizations 

to the creative aging framework in order to awaken nascent interests in the arts and in arts 

programming.   
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I also construct these recommendations around my findings on the success of 

fitness programs within senior centers.  The salience of fitness/wellness programs within 

senior centers highlights the importance of reinforcing mechanisms wherein seniors’ 

demands, senior center administrators’ priorities, funding, research, and departmental 

directives reinforce each other to keep fitness a priority at senior centers.  For creative 

aging programs to build similar points of reinforcement, the benefits of creative aging 

need to come from numerous sources.  Namely I recommend building self-reinforcement 

mechanisms by increasing: (1) research on creative aging; (2) funding for creative aging; 

and (3) seniors’ and administrators’ knowledge of and demand for creative aging.  

I frame these recommendations around a new staff position within aging services 

at the state or local level that would coordinate creative aging opportunities throughout 

the state or locality.  However, one can conceptualize this position as consisting of 

separate responsibilities/efforts that, in whole or in part, aim to increase opportunities to 

provide creative aging programs within a given state or locality.  For pragmatic reasons, I 

envision these responsibilities as belonging to single individual, but due to funding 

limitations, various current employees could take on these responsibilities.  Combining 

these responsibilities into one position has the added benefit of minimizing coordination 

costs between employees and allowing for a growing expertise on creative aging.  

Spreading these responsibilities among employees would allow for a more widespread 

knowledge of creative aging throughout the department and the possibility of drawing 

from a wider range of experience in different areas of aging policy.  This position could 

be located in different places within a state or local government.  The Department of 

Aging or Area Agencies on Aging (AAA) are logical places to house this position.  
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Another possibility is to house this position in the department that oversees senior 

centers, which varies from locality to locality.    

To meet the goals of disseminating knowledge of creative aging and increasing 

opportunities to provide creative aging programs at little cost, the position will focus on 

(1) teaching organizations and individuals in the aging and arts fields about creative 

aging; (2) building communities of practice around creative aging by facilitating 

connections between seniors, teaching artists, and individuals and organizations working 

with the elderly; (3) locating funding sources for creative aging programs; and (4) 

disseminating and encouraging research on creative aging.  Below I discuss these 

recommendations in more detail. 

1. Increasing knowledge of creative aging.  The first responsibility of the 

employee in this new position is to increase knowledge of creative aging by 

teaching those working in the aging field about creative aging, the creative 

aging framework, and creative aging programs.  The SAAs interviewed found 

the creative aging framework to be helpful in expanding their programing to 

seniors.  Introducing more senior centers administrators to the creative aging 

framework could have a similar effect.  The employee could use existing 

means of communication such as departmental newsletters and events to 

provide information on creative aging and creative aging programs.  This 

employee would also connect those in the aging field to the work of NCCA 

and other organizations working on creative aging.    

2. Networking, communication, and the creation of communities of practice.   

As mentioned above, bringing the arts and aging infrastructure together has 
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been a continual challenge since these efforts began in the 1970s.  By 

expanding networking and communication between aging and arts 

organization, this employee can help in the development of a shared language 

and purpose around the disparate fields of aging policy and arts policy.   

To this end, the employee would facilitate communication between 

aging organizations and SAAs, as well as other relevant stakeholders in the 

aging and arts fields.  The SAAs interviewed believe that building working 

relationships with aging organizations and service providers is vital to the 

continuing success of their creative aging initiatives.  The employee would 

also work to improve communication within the aging network, which, as 

described above, is vast and fragmented.    

Facilitating communications between the aging and arts fields will 

hopefully have the long-term effect of building communities of practice 

around creative aging.  As discussed in my findings, this is one of NCCA’s 

primary goals.  The employee can work to broaden and strengthen these 

communities of practice by engaging with those working directly with seniors 

on a daily basis, such as senior center staff and caregivers.  For example, 

senior center administrators often find the cost of attending national 

conferences, like NCCA’s annual conference, to be outside of their budget.  

The employee would be able to help locate funding for these types of 

opportunities.  Additionally, the employee could help disseminate information 

about free and low cost creative aging events, like NCCA’s webinars. 
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To increase networking and knowledge of creative aging, the 

employee could assist with creative aging festivals and other creative aging 

events.  Creative aging festivals are challenging to coordinate.  Currently, 

these festivals are mostly volunteer-run.  While a creative aging festival might 

not appeal to all localities, I suggest that many more localities should consider 

hosting these events.  As seen in my findings, creative aging festivals provide 

an opportunity to introduce seniors to the creative aging/arts programming 

available within their locality; to connect aging services, arts services, and 

seniors; and to educate the public about the creative aging framework. 

Including a symposium as part of the creative aging festival provides 

an opportunity to include an educational and networking opportunity at much 

lower cost to the individual attendees than national conferences.  This 

employee could help increase attendance at symposiums by marketing the 

event to the aging network and making attendance at these events more 

feasible for those working directly with seniors.  

3. Locating funding.  The third responsibility of the employee would be to 

increase funding for creative aging programs.  All senior centers expressed 

interest in offering more arts programs, but the ability to offer these programs 

was hampered by budgetary, staff, and time constraints.  For example, senior 

center administrators had limited time to find opportunities to bring in grant-

funded artists.  This employee would be in an ideal position to create 

opportunities to connect grant-funded artists to senior centers, especially as 

SAAs are working to train more teaching artist on the creative aging 
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framework.  This employee could also help locate grant funding opportunities 

for those artists who may have little experience navigating the aging field.  

As mentioned in my findings, while the cost of creative aging is 

relatively low, it is still beyond the budget of many senior centers.  This 

employee could coordinate various resources and funding streams, thereby 

creating opportunities to add creative programs through external funding.  By 

locating and combining funding from multiple sources, this employee would 

be able to increase creative aging programs without senior centers incurring 

much additional costs.   

4. Disseminate and encourage research on creative aging.  The fourth 

responsibility of the employee is to disseminate current research on creative 

aging and to encourage additional quality research on the benefits of creative 

aging.  In order for creative aging to gain traction within senior centers, the 

benefits of creative aging need to be widely disseminated within the aging 

field.  The NEA, NCCA and SAAs are undertaking efforts to promote creative 

aging research on the national and state levels, but this research needs to reach 

more people within the aging field, especially those working directly with 

seniors.  The new position would be responsible for disseminating current 

research on creative aging programs to individuals and organizations within 

the state’s/locality’s aging field.  The employee could disseminate research 

through existing departmental platforms. 

The employee within each state or locality would also work to 

encourage further research on creative aging.  One way to directly increase 
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research on creative aging is to facilitate the evaluation of creative aging 

programs within the state/locality.  As described in my findings, some senior 

centers and other organizations are beginning to experiment with the provision 

of creative aging/arts programs.  The employee can increase the quality and 

knowledge of creative aging by assisting in the evaluation of their creative 

aging programs.  Evaluations of these arts programs allow senior center 

administrators and others to make modifications to these arts programs and 

provide an opportunity to compare different types of arts/creative aging 

programs in order to discover the most effective arts interventions (types, 

doses, etc.) 

While senior centers have a range of tools used to gather feedback on 

their programs, program evaluation would require a more formal mechanism.  

It is unlikely that senior centers would have the staff, budget, or time to design 

these evaluations in-house.  Furthermore, by coordinating evaluation efforts 

externally, the coordinator can work on standardizing measurements across 

senior centers, allowing for comparison among local programs, as well as 

providing data for statewide comparisons.  Finally, these evaluations could 

include comparisons of cost effectiveness of different arts interventions. 

I structured the responsibilities of this position around my finding that creative 

aging programming is more likely to take place in senior centers when the administrator 

has a passion for the arts and when structural factors allow for adding programming with 

minimum additional costs.  Each of these recommendations could increase the potential 

for creative aging programs within senior centers and, more broadly, within aging and 
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arts organizations.  However, as described above, I designed these recommendations to 

be mutually reinforcing, wherein, for example, increasing knowledge of the creative 

aging framework could increase research on creative aging and build communities of 

practice around creative aging.  This, in turn, could lead to more knowledge of the 

creative aging framework.  When taken together, these recommendations could lead to 

self-sustaining creative aging initiatives.  Now I turn to look at broader recommendations 

for promoting creative aging. 

Creative Aging as a Model of Aging 

In this section I move from the tangible recommendations discussed above to a 

theoretical discussion on defining and framing creative aging.  As the practice of creative 

aging has outpaced its theoretical development, creative aging remains undertheorized.  

The purpose of this discussion is explore possibilities for framing creative aging in order 

to build its theoretical foundations and to increase the salience of creative aging within 

senior centers, aging services, and aging discourse.  The nuances of how we define 

creative aging will likely influence the success of creative aging moving forward.  

Debates over the definition of creative aging need not overshadow creative aging in 

practice.  However, those involved in creative aging need to pay attention to how they 

define creative aging and how these nuances shape their creative aging efforts.  

 I build these recommendations around three key findings.  First, current academic 

models of aging have had limited resonance within senior centers.  Instead, senior center 

administrators preferred a self-defined model of aging focused on keeping seniors active 

and engaged, consistent with the older model of activity theory.  Second, SAAs and other 

organizations found utility and inspiration in the creative aging framework.  Third, one of 
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the fundamental tension within senior centers is between addressing the needs of 

vulnerable seniors and the needs of emerging cohorts of seniors.  This tension is 

increasing with the aging of the baby boom population. 

To situate this discussion within the broader discourse on aging, I return to the 

academic models of aging introduced in chapter 2.  These positive models of aging have 

commonalities with creative aging in terms of their underlying goals.  Like creative 

aging, academic models, such as successful aging and productive aging, focus on how 

aging can be a positive experience.  Creative aging and positive models of aging also 

share the underlying belief that continual growth is possible as one ages and that 

continued engagement is vital to aging well.  Finally, like creative aging, these models 

are concerned with increasing wellbeing, with a focus on health and social engagement.  

Due to these commonalities, it is tempting to frame creative aging as part and parcel of 

these models.   

However, as presented in chapter 2, there are a number of the criticisms of these 

academic models of aging.  In terms of conceptual shortcomings, positive models are 

often ambiguous in terms of whether they model independent or dependent variable(s).  

As a result, these concepts become tautological, i.e. to age successfully one must 

successfully age, and ambiguous in terms of specific interventions.  In terms of normative 

shortcomings, critics have argued that these positive models: 

1. Overlook how access to resources affects one’s ability to age well;   

2. Incorporate a neoliberal policy agenda by favoring individual responsibility 

and the marketplace over societal responsibly; 

3. Focus on the goals and values of middle age (success, productivity) rather 
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than accommodating the changes that come with age; 

4. Frame aging as a binary process in which one either succeeds or fails; and 

5. Assume homogeneity among the elderly population in terms of the aging 

experience. 

 To promote creative aging within senior center, I recommend framing creative 

aging in a way that avoids these conceptual and normative shortcomings presented and, 

in doing so, differentiates creative aging from these academic models.  Creative aging is 

already poised to do this; to further this development creative aging proponents need to 

explore and clarify the conceptual and normative dimensions of creative aging.   

Conceptual Dimensions of Creative Aging 

In this section I focus on the conceptual dimensions of creative aging.  My goal is 

to define the boundaries of creative aging to increase its salience and resonance.  I aim to 

define creative aging in way that avoids the ambiguity of positive models of aging, while 

remaining broad enough to evolve over time.  For creative aging to make inroads into 

senior centers, aging services, and aging discourse, our understanding of creative aging 

needs to (1) retain its practical applications by emphasizing tangible, arts-based 

interventions; (2) continue to explore the boundaries between creative aging, arts 

programming, and arts and craft activities; (3) remain open to the multitude of ways of 

embracing one’s creative potential; and (4) consider the full range of possible locations 

for creative aging programs.  

First, creative aging proponents should continue to frame creative aging as arts-

based intervention for seniors.  The tangible definition of creative aging as professionally 

run art programs with a focuses on skills mastery and social engagement resonated with 
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SAAs and other organizations pursuing creative aging.  This tangible definition of 

creative aging inspired SAAs and others to expand their work to the senior population by 

providing a framework for structuring and conceptualizing creative aging initiatives and, 

more specifically, by providing a way for identifying high-quality creative aging 

programs.  Finally, this tangible definition provided a shared sense of language, purpose, 

and community around creative aging initiatives.  A looser, less tangible definition of 

creative aging would likely have had less utility for these organizations. 

The tangible, intervention-based understanding of creative aging would likely 

offer a similar utility for senior centers/senior center administrators.  Models of aging, 

like successful aging, do not have a strong presence within senior centers; defining 

creative aging too abstractly might similarly fail to gain traction within the senior center 

discourse.  Creative aging as tangible, arts-based interventions is compatible with both 

the function of senior centers (to provide programs and services for seniors within the 

community) and with senior center administrators’ priorities (to provide programs that 

keep seniors active and engaged).  Furthermore, the goal of social engagement and skills 

mastery parallels administrators’ goals to help seniors remain active and engaged and to 

prioritize activities that promote social engagement.   

Second, given the challenges of implementing arts programs within senior centers 

and aging services, it is important not to dismiss the benefits of arts programs that do not 

meet the specific creative aging threshold.  Many arts programs, including many arts 

programs at senior centers within this study, do not reach the threshold of the commonly 

used definition of creative aging (professionally run arts programs for seniors with a 
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focus on social engagement and skills mastery).  Furthermore, even programs that are 

touted as examples of creative aging vary in terms of meeting this precise definition.   

To this end, creative aging proponents should continue to explore the relationship 

between creative aging programs, arts programs, and arts and crafts programs.  Currently, 

there is an emphasis on differentiating creative aging programs from arts and crafts type 

activities.  Senior center administrators and creative aging proponents often dismissed 

craft groups within senior centers as subpar compared to instructor led programs.  

However, non-professional or group run programs may provide the same benefits as 

creative aging programs and/or might provide different but important benefits for seniors.  

Additionally, creative aging proponents should be amenable to redefining the parameters 

of the current creative aging framework as more research on creative aging becomes 

available.  For example, research may show that skills mastery and social engagement are 

not the only way that arts programs provide quality of life benefits for seniors.  

Negotiating the boundaries of creative aging is a vital part of the continuing evolution of 

creative aging. 

Third, while it is important to retain the practical, intervention-based approach to 

creative aging, limiting creative aging to this narrow definition risks ignoring other ways 

of embracing creativity as one ages.  To this end, creative aging proponents should 

continue to promote the broader understanding of creative aging as the exploration of 

one’s creative potential.  This broad understanding of creative aging is the foundation of 

creative aging movement and allows the movement to remain open to the various ways in 

which creativity can help seniors adjust and thrive as they age, despite health and other 
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limitations.  Many individuals explore their creativity on their own or as part of a group 

without the need for professional instruction.  

While the broader understanding of creative aging may not directly increase 

creative aging programs within senior centers, it parallels senior center administrators’ 

belief that the individual should self-define what “active and engaged” means to them.  

Creativity is inherently a subjective, expressive experience.  Therefore, this broad 

perspective of creative age may resonate with senior center administrators as they try to 

find new avenues for seniors to remain active and engaged on their own terms.  

Furthermore, the broad view of creativity allows for meeting the diverse needs of 

vulnerable seniors and emerging cohorts. 

Fourth, creative aging proponents need to consider the full range of possible 

locations for creative aging programs.  From my research, I conclude that many senior 

centers would benefit from providing arts/creative aging programs.  However, limiting 

creative aging to senior centers or to any other venue would be too restrictive, as would 

assuming that all senior centers will be able to offer robust creative aging opportunities.  

Senior centers face a number of challenges in terms of incorporating creative aging 

programs.  Furthermore, senior centers are limited in their ability to reach a large segment 

of the senior population.  Finally, seniors will prefer different locations for enrichment 

activities, due to personal preferences, costs, schedules, and transportation options.  To 

reach a broad segment of the senior population, creative aging proponents need to 

incorporate creative aging programs into a wide variety of locations.   
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Normative Dimensions of Creative Aging 

In this section, I propose that building on the normative dimensions of creative 

aging can help promote creative aging as a model for aging within senior centers, aging 

services, and aging discourse.  Namely, I argue that creative aging, both as a framework 

and as specific programs, can address one of the fundamental tensions within aging 

policy between meeting the needs of the most vulnerable seniors and the needs of all 

seniors.  As seen in my senior center interviews, the aging of the baby boom population 

brings new demands that increase this inherent tension in aging policy and programming.  

While creative aging as a model of aging cannot solve this dilemma, I suggest that it 

provides one avenue for meeting these multitude of demands.  In order to do so, 

proponents of creative aging need to differentiate creative aging from academic models 

of aging by emphasizing creative aging’s unique normative foundations. 

To this end, creative aging can and should continue to take seriously how access 

to resources affects one’s ability to age well.  To do this, creative aging needs to embrace 

the wide range of locations for creative aging programs to ensure that these programs 

reach individuals regardless of financial, health, and other resources.  Providing these 

types of creative aging opportunities has been and should continue to be a priority of 

creative aging proponents for both practical reasons (discussed above) and as part of the 

normative foundation of creative aging.  By providing creative aging programming at 

locations such as libraries and senior centers, creative aging is not limited to those with 

independent means to pursue arts programs.  Furthermore, by ensuring that creative aging 

programs are available throughout the community, creative aging as a model is not 

complicit in shifting responsibility for aging from government to the individual and the 
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marketplace.  By providing diverse, accessible programs, creative aging can actively 

encourage individual, familial, and societal responsibility for aging to coexist. 

Creative aging can and should continue to embrace, rather than deny, the 

experience of aging.  Creative aging programs are often tailored to confront and explore 

the aging process.  As such, creative aging does not impose specific definitions of success 

or failure.  This stance towards aging is compatible with senior center administrators’ 

belief in self-defining active and engaged programming and it allows seniors’ needs and 

priorities to evolve over time.  As seen in my senior center interviews, some seniors are 

still in the workforce and attend senior centers only for specific programs, whereas other 

seniors attend all day.  These disparate needs suggest that seniors will have different 

relationships to values such as success and productivity.  Creative aging allows for 

individuals and their needs to change as they age, rather than prescribing notions of 

success and productivity.  In other words, our framing of creative aging should allow the 

individual to explore creativity as a response to, rather than a denial of, aging and accept 

aging as a process rather than a static state. 

By acknowledging the heterogeneity of the aging population, creative aging 

embraces the diversity of experiences of aging, rather than concealing them.  Creative 

aging focuses on creative expression and in doing so conceives of aging as a process that 

is both unique to the individual and experienced within the social world.  By promoting 

both individual expression and group interaction, creative aging can illuminate both the 

differences and similarities among experiences of aging and allow for dialogue between 

different racial, economic, social, and generational groups.  Through this dialogue, 
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creative aging programs can begin to address the tension between meeting the needs of 

vulnerable seniors and emerging cohorts, while also honoring all seniors. 

Limitations 

As an emergent field, literature on creative aging is limited, especially literature 

that focuses on the public policy implications of creative aging.  Furthermore, since 

creative aging is an evolving concept, many organizations were only beginning to explore 

whether and how they should incorporate creative aging initiatives.  In particular, SAAs 

were in the early years of implementing their creative aging efforts.  My interviews with 

SAAs were fruitful in terms of learning how they are beginning to experiment with 

creative aging initiatives.  However, since these efforts were new, it was not feasible to 

draw conclusions about the long-term viability of these programs, nor was it possible to 

know whether these initiatives would affect aging or arts policy.     

Another challenge I encountered was how to incorporate the vast network of 

organizations that are or could be involved in creative aging within the US.  While I 

initially choose to focus on senior centers, I discovered that most senior centers were not 

offering creative aging programs.  I used theoretical sampling to identify additional 

organizations to interview, however, it became overwhelming to discern what 

organizations to include.  For example, I only interviewed one Area Agency on Aging 

(AAA) as the interview provided limited data for theory development.  However, 

according to the literature, AAAs vary throughout the country due to their mandate to 

serve community needs.  Thus, interviewing additional AAAs could have allowed for 

additional descriptive and theoretical insights.  Additionally, I did not interview creative 
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aging providers.  Including these individuals/organizations could have provided insight 

into the challenges and benefits of providing creative aging programs.     

While appropriate for this research, my grounded theory approach presented some 

challenges.  When taking a grounded theory approach there is the risk that the researcher 

may not find data on which to build theory.  The initial challenge I encountered in this 

research was the lack of creative aging/arts programs within senior centers.  As a result I 

shifted to a more limited focus on the potential for creative aging within senior centers.  

This modified focus lead to some interesting findings and discussion.  For example, it led 

me to explore how creative aging should be defined to aid in the development of the 

field.  However, this shift also meant taking a step back from investigating the role of 

creative aging within aging policy more broadly.  Determining whether and in what ways 

creative aging could influence aging policy was an ambitious goal and the limited use of 

creative aging in senior centers meant that extrapolating from senior centers to aging 

policy and aging discourse was challenging.    

I also encountered difficulties with the process of theoretical sampling.  As 

discussed above, the purpose of theoretical sampling is to identify data source that will 

help in the development of your theoretical categories.  Due to my lack of experience 

with this type of sampling, my instinct was to interview organizations that were working 

on creative aging, as this could help in the development of theory around the potential of 

creative aging in senior centers.  However, the fallacy in this rationale is that it did not 

assist in the development of my emerging conceptual categories (around senior center 

programing, baby boom generation and the demands of emerging cohorts, and senior 

center administrators’ beliefs that seniors should remain active and engaged). 
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In hindsight, to build on these conceptual categories (within the context of 

creative aging), a more fruitful endeavor may have been to interview additional senior 

centers that were actively pursuing creative aging.  I could have used these interviews to 

discover whether creative aging fits into my conceptual categories.  My interviews with 

SAAs and other organizations served more to provide context on creative aging 

initiatives, rather than helping in the development of theory on creative aging within 

senior centers or aging policy. 

Some of specific limitations stem from my lack of experience with grounded 

theory coding.  The primary guidebook on grounded theory that informed my work was 

Charmaz’s (2014) manual on grounded theory.  While this book was extremely helpful, it 

had limitations in terms of its applicability to my topic.  For example, the examples of 

coding in this book were primarily interviews that dealt with personal experiences, such 

as with illness.  In these examples the process of line-by-line coding was used to uncover 

how individuals made sense of their experiences with illness.  This coding differed 

significantly from my interviews, which focused on senior center programming and 

creative aging initiatives. 

Future Research 

There are many avenues and opportunities for future research on creative aging.  

As I discussed above, research is needed to increase knowledge of the creative aging 

framework and to understand the specific benefits of different creative aging programs.  

Expanding this research will help senior center administrators, aging service providers, 

and policymakers understand how to structure creative aging programs and how to 

overcome barriers to the adoption and implementation these programs. 
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In addition to quantitative research, qualitative research is also vital to the 

continued growth of the creative aging field.  Qualitative analysis allows the researcher to 

explore the non-quantifiable benefits of creative aging by incorporating the subjective 

experiences of participants, such as increases in creativity, wellbeing, and purpose.  

Including these types of benefits in creative aging research allows for a more holistic 

understanding of creative aging.   

This dissertation begins a discussion on the challenges and possibilities of 

incorporating creative aging into senior centers, but there are many additional areas of 

public policy that researchers could explore.  For example, researchers could examine 

policy dissemination within the aging network and how this may or may not affect 

creative aging.  Case studies of specific creative aging programs are another possibility 

for future research.  By following creative aging programming from adoption through 

implementation, case studies would allow for a more nuanced perspective of the 

challenges and benefits of adding these types of programs to senior centers.   

Creative aging may be new in terms of the specific focus on professionally run 

programs for seniors with a focus on social engagement and skills mastery, but, as 

detailed in the introduction, there have been numerous historical attempts to increase arts 

programming for seniors.  However, these early initiatives appear to have had limited 

long-term success.  Tracing creative aging to these historical efforts is another area for 

future research.  This research could provide lessons for creative aging proponents and 

insight into the challenges of increasing arts programming for seniors.   

As senior centers continue to deal with the changing demands of an aging 

population, the way in which senior centers will evolve is a pressing question.  
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Researchers need to focus on increasing our understanding of the changing role of senior 

centers and whether they can evolve to meet the needs of the baby boom generation while 

continuing to meet the needs of older and more vulnerable seniors.  As mentioned above, 

this tension has long existed within aging policy and is much broader than creative aging 

and senior centers.  However, I posit that both creative aging and senior centers provide 

an opportunity for researchers to explore how we will deal with this tension. 

Conclusion 

From my research, I found that much of the enthusiasm for creative aging has 

occurred within the arts field and with individuals who have an interest in the arts.  It is 

not surprising that the creative aging framework has found traction among those with a 

passion for the arts, as it provides new avenues for arts participation and engagement.   

Based on my findings, I presented a number of recommendations for expanding 

creative aging into senior centers and the aging field more broadly.  I found that senior 

center administrators were more likely to adopt creative aging programs when (1) the 

administrator had a passion for the arts and (2) when structural characteristics of the 

senior center allowed the administrator to add programming at little or no cost.  I 

developed my policy recommendations around increasing the probability of these two 

factors.  My recommendations are framed around a new position at the local or state level 

that focuses on (1) building knowledge of creative aging, (2) encouraging communities of 

practice around creative aging, (3) increasing funding for creative aging, and (4) 

disseminating and encouraging research on creative aging.  These recommendations are 

mutually reinforcing and are designed to increase creative aging within senior centers 

and, more broadly, within the aging field. 
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Creative aging emphasizes specific arts-based interventions based on the 

understanding that creative expression is possible and beneficial throughout the lifespan, 

despite the various limitations that may come with aging.  Creative aging proponents 

should work to retain this emphasis on arts-based interventions; it provides a useful 

framework for organizations to expand their creative aging endeavors and provides 

tangible benefits for seniors participants.  However, I propose that creative aging 

proponents remain open to modifying the creative aging framework to correspond to new 

research findings.  I also stress the importance of retaining the broader definition of 

creative aging as creative potential in later years of life.  Finally, I suggest that creative 

aging proponents differentiate creative aging from positive models of aging by 

emphasizing its unique normative foundations. 

For senior centers to remain relevant in the future, they will need to evolve to 

meet the demands of new cohorts while continuing to meet the demands of older and 

more vulnerable seniors.  Senior centers are doing their best to meet the disparate needs 

of today’s seniors given the limitations of funding and staff.  Creative aging is not a 

panacea for senior centers and the provision of creative aging programs is only one part 

of how senior centers can restructure themselves to meet the changing demands of an 

aging population.  However, as we rethink the role of senior centers in society, the 

creative aging framework may provide an important tool for meeting the diverse needs of 

the senior population. 
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