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The purpose of this qualitative study was to determine the perceived meaning of recreation/
leisure activities to thirty elderly residents of a non-profit intermediate care nursing home in
a large southwestern city. The participants ranged in age from 64 to 93. The findings
revealed that many of the recreation activities engaged in by the residents were the same as
those of the general elderly population but participants also had their own personal reasons
for choosing specific activities such as self-checking their physical and/or mental condition,
continuing learning, exercising their mind, testing their memory, reminiscing, helping
others, and keeping up with their language proficiency. These are emergent themes that
suggest further investigation.

KEY WORDS: Elderly Residents, Leisure, Perceived Meaning, Recreation as Research
Vehicle.

The growth of the elderly population is tial demographic data exist that indicate the
one of the most remarkable phenomena of elderly will continue to make up an increas-
present day America. There are more than ingly larger sector of the world's population.
30 million people over 65 and this number Residents of nursing homes currently
is expected to double early in the next cen- make up about five percent of the elderly
tury. Scientists are calling this era "The Ag- population in the United States (Olson,
ing Boom" (Roy & Russell, 1992). Substan- 1992) and that rate is expected to increase
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due to the rapid growth of the elderly popula-
tion over 85 years of age. As nursing homes
increase in population, there is a growing
interest in understanding measures that con-
tribute to an enhanced quality of life for in-
stitutionalized elders. Among the measures
which have received considerable attention
in recent years are recreation/leisure activi-
ties (Teague & MacNeil, 1992).

It is clear that free time activities play an
important role in the lives of nursing home
residents. For one thing, residents poten-
tially have more free time than their nonin-
stitutionalized cohorts due to the fact that
most of them have physical and/or mental
disabilities which impair their ability to
function independently. In addition, recre-
ation/leisure activities are suspected to
make important contributions to the
achievement of health maintenance and re-
habilitative goals of long term care institu-
tions (Teague & MacNeil, 1992). In spite of
this situation, however, systematic research
designed to study recreation/leisure as expe-
rienced by institutionalized elders remains
limited. The intent of the present study was
to help fill this void. The specific purpose of
this work was to investigate the perceived
meaning of recreation/leisure participation
among a select group of nursing home resi-
dents.

Procedures
Personal oral interview was the method-

ological procedure chosen for this study.
This methodology appears to be one of the
most productive means of collecting qualita-
tive data (Henderson, 1991). Many nursing
home residents have difficulty reading and
writing, consequently expecting them to fill
out a questionnaire would be unrealistic.
Observations and document collection were
also used to supplement the data collection.

Study Locus
The nursing home facility chosen for this

study was a one story building in a large

southwestern city. This facility was chosen
because of its non-profit status and its inter-
generational program. There were approxi-
mately 135 residents in this intermediate
care institution during the course of the
study. The facility consisted of three resi-
dent wings and an attached child care center
for children ranging in age from 6 weeks to 6
years. The one story home was modern,
clean, and nicely furnished, revealing a
homey atmosphere. Most rooms had three
beds and were furnished like a home bed-
room, unlike a hospital room. The use of
color, wallpaper and wall hangings made
the rooms quite pleasant.

Study Population
All residents who were at least 60 years of

age and oriented to person, place, and time,
as judged by the nursing home activity direc-
tor and the researchers, were asked to partici-
pate. Application of the screening criteria
led to the selection of a study population of
30 participants. The participants ranged in
age from 64 to 93 and included 18 women
and 12 men.

Two-thirds of the participants were wid-
owed, and the balance were single with one
divorced. Their average years of schooling
was eleven. The participants all spoke En-
glish although about one third were His-
panic. About three quarters were Catholic
and the rest were Protestant.

Procedures
Initially the interviewer approached the

resident and asked if they would like to talk
a while. The interviewer wore a name tag
with "volunteer" on it. The interviewer en-
gaged in "chit-chat" with the resident to es-
tablish rapport, did some self-disclosing of
his background and if the resident agreed to
be interviewed they were asked to read and
sign a consent form. Most interviews took
place in the resident's room. Observations
of the participant, the activities, the setting
for interviews and collection and examina-
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tion of relevant documents (mission state-
ment, admission forms, and activity sched-
ules) were utilized. Several types of triangu-
lation were employed to guard against
potential threats to credibility. Included
were the use of activity staff, nurses and as-
sistants as collaborators and informants,
and using interviewees as co-researchers.
The subjects were chosen by the activity di-
rector and the researchers as being oriented
and willing to contribute to this research.
Residents were interviewed repeatedly over
a seven month period by the principle inter-
viewer, a 70 year old gerontologist with pre-
vious interview experience in nursing
homes. Also, repeated observations of the
residents and their activities were conducted
to insure credibility.

Interviews
The interviews were held in either the res-

ident's room for privacy or in the garden
court, according to their wishes. A voice ac-
tivated tape recorder was used to record
each resident's answers. The data was then
transcribed along with observation notes.
The first question asked of the participants
was "Which leisure or recreation activities
do you take part in?" After finding out
which activities the residents participated
in, the questions and probes then began to
focus on the perceived meaning of each resi-
dent's participation. "What does this activ-
ity do for you, how does it make you feel?"

Findings
Responses of the participants indicated

that the most popular activities were visiting
with friends and relatives, interacting with
children, walking, watching television, at-
tending Mass and participating in exercise
classes. This finding was understandable in
light of the fact that most of these activities
were offered daily by the facility recreation
staff. Other popular activities included
bingo, card games, crafts, Bible study, sing-
a-longs and dances.

The focus of this investigation, however
was upon the potential meanings ascribed to
these activities by the residents. Based upon
the analysis of the data, four themes
emerged:

1. a sense of continuity and security
2. a desire to learn and be mentally chal-

lenged

3. a desire to interact with others

4. a sense of helping others

Each of the themes will be elaborated upon
in the following paragraphs and supported
with excerpts from comments made by the
study population.

Sense of Continuity and Security
The use of recreation and leisure to help

provide a sense of security is best repre-
sented by the resident's participation in re-
ligious activities. Most of the participants in
this study were Catholic and going to Mass
and Communion, seemed to be of utmost
importance to them. Most missed Mass
only when they were not able to attend be-
cause they were sick or in therapy. They
seem to want to make sure they will "go to
the right place" after they die, so they make
every effort to stay in God's good graces.

The following are exact quotes. A 93 year
old lady interviewee expressed her views on
religion:

I go to Mass because that's the way we
were raised. It makes me feel very
happy because one of these days I will
depart from this world and I want to
go to the right place. Going to Mass is
because I was raised that way and it
makes me very happy.

An 82 year old woman said:

I go to church, it makes me feel good
to go to Mass and think about the
Lord, I've done that for many years. I
like to go to Bible study and the ro-
sary. It makes me feel remorseful.
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An 81 year old woman said, "I go to services
(Mass) every morning even though I am a
Methodist, a service is a service. It makes
me feel a little bit better. It makes me feel
not quite so sluggish." A 79 year old man
said: "I feel good when I pray and go to
Mass. I believe in heaven and I used to say if
you die don't go to heaven directly, wait for
me and we'll go together." A 75 year old
man said, "I go to Mass as much as I can.
Going to Mass is sort of an anchor." Still
another 70 year old man said, "Mass is a
part of my spiritual life. Be in a state grace."

The use of recreation/leisure activities to
promote a sense of continuity may also be
demonstrated by the resident's reaction to
the intergenerational activities promoted by
the facility. Children from the attached day
care center visit the residents of the nursing
home almost every weekday, taking part in
exercises, games, grandpal lunch, and just
visiting. Some of the residents visit the day
care center and entertain the children with
crafts and story time activities.

The following are direct quotes from
some of the residents. An 85 year old man
told how he spent about 40 minutes every
Tuesday morning:

I go once a week over to the child care
center and play my harmonica. They
are beautiful little people and they en-
joy the music. The kids dance and run
around and they all talk at once. I also
sing to the children. I feel like I am
contributing something worthwhile.

An 8 5 year old lady talked about her involve-
ment with the day care children:

We do something for the children just
about every day, making little things
for them, funny little things. They
take them home with them. I love
children, they are adorable. I only had
two. My son was a rear admiral in the
Coast Guard. I am very proud of him.
My daughter was principal of a big

school here. It makes me feel better to
be around the little ones.

Intergenerational interactions between
the residents and the children brought back
memories for some of the residents. Some of
the residents saw images of their own chil-
dren when their children were that age.

The following are some of the residents
remarks in regard to their reactions to the
children. A 93 year old woman said, "I like
the little children. I had a little boy myself
but I lost him in the war." An 81 year old
woman talked about the children, "I play
with the kids on Wednesdays and Thurs-
days and eat lunch with them. There is one
who looks just like my son did when he was
young." A 77 year old woman said: "I love
the little kids, I had six of my own. The kids
remind me of my own."

Desire to Learn and to be Mentally
Challenged

A second theme that emerged in this
study involved the use of recreation/leisure
activities to promote learning and a sense of
being mentally challenged. This theme was
represented by resident participation in ac-
tivities such as crafts and table games and,
for some residents, watching television.

Participating in crafts and table games
were popular activities with many of the
more alert and active elderly residents. They
not only wanted to keep busy but they
wanted to exercise their mind and be pro-
ductive. The following are quotes from resi-
dents in regard to their feelings about crafts
and table games. A man who liked to keep
active and remain productive said:

When you work with your hands your
mind goes with your work rather than
thinking I want to get out of here or
feeling sorry for yourself. You're con-
centrating everything on your work. I
think it makes you feel fulfilled,
you're doing something and produc-
ing something.
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An 81 year old lady who liked to keep busy
talked about her favorite activity:

I like to work with my hands. I like to
knit and embroider. I like to knit, cro-
chet, embroider and decorate pic-
tures. I like it, I feel it's a great thing. I
feel happy and some people say, 'how
nice.' I give them to people.

Some residents seemed to use crafts and
games for self-checking their mental and
physical faculties as follows: An 81 year old
lady said, "We have trivia games for testing
memory, that concerns me, lord yes." An 83
year old woman said, "I like bingo and
cards, it helps my eyesight and my speech."
A 76 year old lady said, "I like to play bingo
because I can concentrate."

Watching television was a popular activ-
ity among the participants in this study.
While television viewing is oftentimes con-
sidered to be simple diversion, some of the
residents interviewed saw a more utilitarian
use for their viewing. Several identified their
reason for watching as a means of testing
their memory, or keeping up with their En-
glish. An 83 year old woman talked about
why she liked to watch television:

I like to watch TV. I like to watch the
news very much, and the soap operas
too. It makes me feel very good. I
don't want to forget my English. At
home we were taught both languages,
English and Spanish, so I don't have a
bit of trouble. I watch TV for enter-
tainment for one thing and for my En-
glish. I want to keep up with the two
languages. I don't want to forget
them, either one.

A 79 year old lady said she was hooked on
watching game shows on television:

I like Wheel of Fortune because I
watch it on TV and I usually get a
prize every time I go because I can

solve some of it. I watch Wheel of
Fortune and Jeopardy. It keeps my
mind active, after working hard all
those years. It tells whether you're
alert.

A 76 year old woman told what her favorite
programs were on television:

The game shows interest me a lot, I
learn something. I like so much the
Wheel of Fortune, they help me use
my memory. I knew things (pointing
to her head). It's nice when you win,
when you get the letter. I like to use
my mind.

The use of recreational activities for the
cognitive stimulation they provide was evi-
denced in other ways as well. For example, a
64 year old male resident commented, "I
read the newspaper to keep up with what
goes on in the world. I watch some shows for
education." A 74 year old woman said, "My
favorite thing is to read, it kind of calms you
down. It relaxes me, I get a lot of informa-
tion. It gives me ideas that I might want to
try out a little bit later." A 79 year old
woman noted, "I like discussion, you find
out what people think. It keeps my mind
active." Another woman 85 years old ob-
served, "I play some games, well it makes
you feel like you are still able to think." A 75
year old man said, "I learned to dance and I
really like big band music. I write a little
verse, poetry. I tried to get a diary going."
One 93 year old woman explained, "I like
newspapers and magazines. It keeps my
mind occupied, keeps me current, keeps me
up with what's going on in the world besides
my own little world. If I am asked I pass the
information on."

Desire to Interact with Others
A third meaning of recreation/leisure

that resulted from this investigation dealt
with the desire to interact with other individ-
uals.
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Socializing with friends was a very popu-
lar activity with the residents and is recog-
nized as an important type of elderly leisure
activity (McAvoy, 1979; Russell, 1987). Vis-
iting friends and relatives has been previ-
ously reported as one of the most popular
activities for nursing home residents as
judged by both residents and staff (Knox,
1986). Some of the residents had visits from
relatives often, others hardly ever or never.

The following resident responses were in
regard to their feelings about socializing and
visiting. A 71 year old man talked about vis-
iting:

I have been here about ten years. My
son, he comes out pretty regular. I like
to go around and visit different ones.
It makes me feel like I'm not just a
cast off to put away and get rid of.
Visitors make me feel good, glad to
still be alive. Man upstairs has a lot to
do with it. Brings back a lot of old,
good memories. Visitors is one of my
favorite things, reminds me of my
kids.

A 93 year old lady said:

Oh, I like to socialize, it helps me get
acquainted with the world. I enjoy
talking, oh, I feel like I still belong to
the world. Makes me feel my ideas
have some value. Sure you can visit
me again, I enjoy it.

Socializing and visiting were extremely
important to the elderly residents. They did
not want to be a burden to their relatives
and friends but neither did they want to be
forgotten.

A Sense of Helping Others
A final theme which emerged was the

sense of helping others which may be pro-
vided by certain types of recreational activ-
ity. While helping others is a popular activ-

ity among ethnic elderly in the community
(Geiger, 1991), the desire to help others
among nursing home residents has not been
extensively reported in previous studies.
An 83 year old man told how he liked to
spend his time in the nursing home:

I spend most of my time assisting the
residents here, every day, four hours,
seven days a week. I call bingo and
push the residents back and forth for
lunch. My favorite is assisting these
people. What joy they have when they
take hold of my hand. They sure ap-
preciate it because many of them
have nobody come to see them. I
shouldn't say nobody but quite a few
have absolutely nobody. It gives me
gratification that I'm doing some-
thing aiding the elderly. It makes me
feel damn good about the whole
thing. I have been assisting the resi-
dents here ever since my wife died.
She told me to help these people. I
decided to dedicate the rest of my life
to it. I get a big charge out of it.

A 74 year old woman told of the activity
that filled most of her time:

I don't have too much free time. I'm
one of those nosey people who goes
around and digs things up. Oh, some
one who needs a little help or is going
some place and I can take them or be
of assistance to them. When I came
here I was as flaky as they come. I
didn't know why I was here. Then I
started helping the teachers with the
little children. I just like to help peo-
ple who need help. I wander around
and find one of the groups that's too
busy at that particular time and try to
help her out. I help the girls at the end
of the hall with their lunches. Just
keep busy. I think what I'm doing at
the moment is the best thing that I do,
no matter what it is. I live for the mo-
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ment. Helping other people, you kind
of feel that you're lucky to be able to
doit.

A 70 year old man said, "I love to talk. I like
to socialize. I was a friend to all. I like to help
people the Christian way."

This activity of helping others by the resi-
dents of the nursing home in this study was
remarkable considering most of these el-
derly residents needed help themselves.
They were truly concerned about their
neighbors and did not consider the nursing
home as a hospital but as their place of resi-
dence. A member of the staff commented,
"They (the residents) spent their lives being
caring human beings and now they deserve
to be loved and cared for themselves." The
staff was grateful for the desire to be helpful
on the part of the residents.

Conclusions and Recommendations
The themes that emerged as a result of

this study were (1) a sense of continuity and
security, (2) a desire to learn and be men-
tally challenged, (3) a desire to interact with
others, and (4) a sense of helping others. The
responses revealed that recreational activi-
ties do have specific meanings to the elderly
residents of nursing homes. An important
implication of this type of research is that
activity meaning, using activity as a vehicle
or medium, could be of significant value to
day to day program planning of recreation
for the elderly (Russell, 1973).

Some of the most interesting findings
with regard to recreation and leisure in old
age were in regard to leisure activities that
were used for languages, exercising the
mind, and daily self assessment. The re-
sponses of keeping up with language, im-
proving speech, checking eyesight, using the
mind, memory, reminiscing, helping others,
and daily assessment of personal faculties,
have not been seen in previous literature in
studies of nursing home resident's leisure ac-
tivities. Most of the residents use their own
method of self checking of their coordina-
tion, or "what part of me is working today?"

One of the most important things
brought out in this study is that people need
to be asked how they feel about their life,
their activities, and their future. Initial
checklist assessment is not adequate for pro-
vision of leisure services to the residents, in
depth follow-up evaluations are needed.
Nursing home residents have the right to
choose the activities that they prefer to par-
ticipate in.

If this study had been approached in a
manner other than the qualitative ap-
proach, the results would likely have been
quite different. The use of the exact words of
the respondents and repeated interviews
and observations of the residents and their
activities produced credible data. The de-
tailed explanations of the resident's per-
ceived meaning of their leisure activities
provided data that contributes to quality of
life.

Future research could investigate further
the new themes found in this study of el-
derly nursing home residents' leisure activi-
ties. The ever changing and increasingly
older population of nursing homes make
this research an on-going challenge to aging
researchers. It would appear that the qualita-
tive approach is well suited for this type of
research.

The residents interviewed in this study
did not appear to fit the common stereotype
of helpless, passive, socially insensible, insti-
tutionalized elderly. On the contrary, over
the seven month course of this study, it be-
came very apparent just how alive these indi-
viduals were. Most importantly, the various
meanings these residents derived from their
participation in recreation and leisure activi-
ties indicated just how essential these activi-
ties were in providing opportunities to re-
main active and involved, and giving these
residents a sense of purpose and self-worth
in the final years of their lives.
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