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MetLife Foundation, established in 1976 by MetLife, has been involved
in a variety of aging-related initiatives. Since 1986, the Foundation has
supported research on Alzheimer’s disease through the MetLife
Foundation Awards for Medical Research program and has contributed
over $8.5 million to efforts to find a cure. In addition, the Foundation
has provided support for a variety of healthy aging projects addressing
issues of caregiving, intergenerational activities, mental fitness, health and
wellness programs, and volunteer opportunities. MetLife Foundation
supports health, education, civic and cultural programs throughout the
United States. For more information about the foundation, visit
www.metlife.org

Founded in 1950, The National Council on the Aging is a national 
network of organizations and individuals dedicated to improving the
health, and independence of older persons and to increasing the 
continuing contributions of older persons to their communities, society,
and future generations. NCOA serves as a national voice and powerful
advocate on behalf of older Americans. For more information on 
NCOA, visit www.ncoa.org.
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volunteer feedback, and NCOA staff conducted personal
interviews to collect data from program staff. In late
spring 2005, 110 participants were surveyed from seven of
the eight programs to gauge the impact of the Wisdom
Works project. The goals for evaluation were to assess how
effective the program staff were in their ability to develop
self-directed teams of older adult volunteers; address spe-
cific community problems; achieve positive, tangible, and
lasting results in the community; positively impact the vol-
unteers; and develop senior volunteer leadership skills.

Evaluation Topics 

Volunteers were asked questions about their motivation
for volunteering for the project teams and how the project
was chosen, the nature of the team functioning, their sat-
isfaction with and the success of their team project; and
the personal impact of Wisdom Works program. Program
coordinators/directors were interviewed regarding how
the team projects were identified; how the staff worked
with teams (in both structuring and supportive roles); fac-
tors contributing to program success/disappointment,
especially related to community needs; and the impact of
Wisdom Works participation on volunteers, the agency,
and the community.

Executive Summary

“ MetLife Foundation supported Wisdom Works because the pending retirement of 76 million
baby boomers represents a challenge for our society. Organizations should think of ways to 
creatively engage this group in volunteer work. The success of the Wisdom Works projects gives
hope that communities and volunteers can make a real difference in the lives of people.”

—Sibyl Jacobson, President and CEO
MetLife Foundation

“ NCOA is committed to enhancing the well-being of older Americans. Our research has
demonstrated that volunteers experience a high level of satisfaction working in teams to
address community problems that they have a passion to solve. Through our initial phase of
Wisdom Works, more than 325 senior volunteers worked to improve the lives of more than
4,000 people in all parts of our country. Self-directed teams with minimal agency support
hold great promise for the future of volunteer programs in organizations throughout the
nation and deserve further exploration.”

—James P. Firman, President and CEO
The National Council on the Aging

T he Wisdom Works: Building Better
Communities civic engagement program creat-
ed new opportunities for older Americans to

contribute to society and to educate the public about
older adults’ vitality and potential. Wisdom Works fund-
ed eight programs to create self-directed, diverse teams
of mature volunteers and, in the process, enhance senior
volunteer leadership skills. Senior volunteer teams iden-
tified critical problems in their community, selected the
problem upon which they felt they could have the great-
est impact, and developed strategies aimed at solving 
or minimizing it. The teams were encouraged to 
develop additional resources to address the community
problem and create tangible results, thereby 
demonstrating the impact of the volunteer effort on 
the community. 

Wisdom Works is an initiative of The National Council
on the Aging (NCOA) with funding provided by MetLife
Foundation.

Evaluation Goals
The evaluation plan included administration of two survey
instruments, one for volunteers and one for program staff.
Program coordinators administered written surveys for
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Participating Programs
The eight Wisdom Works programs awardees, selected
from nearly 200 applicants, received pilot grants of
$12,500 each. The pilot projects took place from May 1,
2004, through April 30, 2005. The eight programs were:

Leadership Training for Older Persons
(LTOP), sponsored by The North Carolina Center for
Creative Retirement at the University of North Carolina,
Asheville, NC. 
Underserved older adults in western North Carolina were
trained in public speaking, advocacy, and group dynamics
before they began working in project teams centered in
local agencies. The different projects included creating a
downtown satellite office for the Council on Aging, train-
ing older adults to serve as clowns for socialization activi-
ties in local nursing homes, providing a team of gardeners
to beautify a low-income community, recruiting older
adults for Foster Grandparent and Senior Companion
roles, and helping unemployed seamstresses create and
market a home-based sewing cooperative.

Wisdom Works Caregiving Support Teams
(Caregiving Teams), sponsored by Project
Compassion, Chapel Hill, NC. 
After extensive teamwork training, 20 Wisdom Works
teams, including 27 team leaders and 138 team members,
provided 3,059 hours of caregiving support for 110 indi-
viduals with caregiving needs who lived in their own
homes or in senior communities. Each team decided what
services it could offer based on skills/interests in the
group and the needs of the individuals served. Services
included caregiver respite, transportation, meal prepara-
tion, friendly visiting, and other support.

Senior Apartment Neighborhood Connec-
tion (SANC) Program, sponsored by the Korean
American Senior Center (KASC), Chicago, IL. 
This project organized Korean-speaking residents of gov-
ernment-subsidized buildings in Chicago, training them
to be interpreters, advocates, and resource people for
other apartment residents, most of whom spoke little or
no English. Three teams were formed. The Better
Communications Team translated and interpreted for
other seniors with apartment managers and others. The
Better Living Team helped senior residents apply for
emergency home energy assistance programs, did other
liaison work with KASC, and promoted the Korean
Seniors’ Day Festival. The Better Empowerment Team
represented residents at social events and advocated for
them at the local and state level.

Wisdom Works: Elders in the Schools,
sponsored by the Council of Elders of the Black Community
of Howard County, Columbia, MD.
This project gathered a group of retired African-American

elders to serve as mentors and advisors to students, faculty,
parents, and administrators of an economically and ethni-
cally diverse suburban Maryland high school. The goal
was to increase cross-cultural communication between the
groups and reduce school suspensions of African-American
youth. The team members served as advisors within the
school and produced a video to educate students on how
to avoid suspension. The video is to be used as part of
freshman orientation.

Plainview-Old Bethpage Cares 
(POB Cares), sponsored by Mid Island Y Jewish
Community Center, Plainview, NY. 
This project expanded an existing program for frail seniors
by recruiting active, healthy older adults living in a subur-
ban naturally occurring retirement community to identify
community needs and increase a diverse range of services
in Long Island. Four teams were formed, one to market
the program to other volunteers, a second to deliver serv-
ices (such as transportation, shopping, reading, and deliv-
eries) to frail elderly, a third to research and provide new
community services, and a fourth to raise funds for
planned services expansion. 

Senior Leadership in Reading: Creating
Hope for the Future Generations of
Hope, sponsored by Generations Together of Hope
Meadows, Rantoul, IL. 
This program aimed to train team members to serve as
reading tutors for low-achieving young adolescents in a
disadvantaged rural community in downstate Illinois. After
training in techniques of promoting reading, the volun-
teers were to be paired with academically at-risk youth.
Because of numerous obstacles (to be detailed later in this
report), very few volunteers actually worked with students,
and no volunteers were sampled for this evaluation.

$eniors Against Investment Fraud
($AIF), sponsored by Mills-Peninsula Senior Focus-RSVP,
San Mateo, CA, in partnership with Northern California
Presbyterian Homes & Services, Inc., Retired Senior
Volunteer Program (RSVP), San Francisco, CA. 
Patterned on a successful program in Southern California,
this project used peer teams to deliver training to seniors
at risk for investment fraud in San Francisco and San
Mateo counties. After training in investment fraud preven-
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tion and related later life financial issues, volunteers began
making community presentations and organizing exhibits
at health fairs. Through presentations made at various
organizations, conferences, and health fairs, this project
reported reaching and providing educational information
to more than 3,000 older adults. 

Wisdom Works for Living in a Friendly
Environment (WW-LIFE), sponsored by Jewish
Family Services of Los Angeles, West Hollywood, CA.
This project trained older adults to assess and prioritize
needs within the two naturally occurring retirement com-
munities in which they lived and to develop programs to
bring needed services to those communities. After leader-
ship training and a community needs orientation, volunteers
chose two projects: developing a Senior Talk Line to inform
callers of older adult resources in the two communities and
a Light Up a Library project to provide children with after-
school homework mentoring in the local elementary school.

Key Findings Across Programs
Program-specific findings were similar and are as follows:

Motivation for participation. Across Wisdom Works pro-
grams, volunteers responding to the feedback surveys had
similar goals for participation—they wanted to have a pos-
itive impact on their communities. Participants from
LTOP and WW-LIFE reported much lower initial interest
in the social issue that their project targeted than other
volunteers (such as in POB Cares, $AIF, and SANC).
Notably, the LTOP and WW-LIFE teams were among
those teams that chose their own projects.

Project selection. A key aspect of the Wisdom Works pro-
gram was that a team of older adults knowledgeable about
the community would identify a community need and
develop a program to address it. However, projects were
actually selected in a variety of ways. Some pre-selected proj-
ects were funded as Wisdom Works programs (e.g., $AIF
and, to some extent, POB Cares), while other projects were
volunteer-initiated and developed after lengthy training and
decision making (e.g., LTOP and WW-LIFE). 

Team collaboration. Another strategy of the Wisdom
Works program was to develop collaborative teams to
address community needs. To assess this, volunteers were
asked to what extent they “usually worked together with a
team or small group.” Volunteers differed significantly
across Wisdom Works programs, and to a lesser extent
within programs, in their experience working on teams.
The nature of the specific team project/service also influ-
enced how closely team members worked together. 

Team self-direction. The Wisdom Works goal of team self-
direction was closely tied to that of team collaboration;
the program intended that self-directed teams of older
adults identify and address a social need in their own com-
munities. “Self-directed” teams are intended to conduct
their own goal setting, decision making, plan strategy and
implementation, monitoring of task and group process
effectiveness, conflict management, negotiation of
resources, and reward/recognition processes (Manz &
Sims, 1987; Spreitzer, Cohen, & Ledford, 1999).

Overall, Wisdom Works volunteers described a moder-
ate level of team self-direction. Most agreed that team
members tried to get everyone’s ideas before making deci-
sions and were respectful and open to those ideas. They
were least likely to agree that work was shared fairly equal-
ly by group members. Even in the staff-chosen projects,
the teams of older adults reported considerable self-direc-
tion, with the responsibility to make the important project
development and implementation decisions. 

Members of teams that consulted and collaborated
reported significantly higher overall self-direction than
members of teams who operated more independently.
Specifically, they reported that the team figured out how
to work better together, resolved conflicts by listening to
others, and began work with a plan—all characteristics of
high performing self-directed teams (Manz & Sims,
1987). This finding leaves open the question of whether
self-direction fosters collaboration or whether effective
collaboration requires self-direction. Overall, Wisdom
Works volunteers described a relatively high level of team-
work values, but reported less of the self-managing aspects
of self-direction. 

Project Outcomes
The Wisdom Works program aimed to create new oppor-
tunities for older Americans to contribute by developing
volunteer projects that would make a lasting difference in
their communities. Most program volunteers reported
very satisfactory results from their projects and agreed that
their projects’ continuation would lead to long-term com-
munity benefit. Wisdom Works volunteers working on
staff-chosen projects did not differ from volunteers who
chose their own projects in ascribing success to the proj-
ect, but they were significantly more likely to believe that
the project would have long-term community impact.

Volunteer Satisfaction with Project and Team
Volunteers were asked about their satisfaction with the
project and the team within which they worked.
Responses indicated that volunteers seemed to derive their
feelings of satisfaction from both the project process (team
self-direction) and its outcome. Three factors predicted
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volunteers’ satisfaction with the Wisdom Works project/
team: 1) success in accomplishing project goals; 2) self-
directed team functioning; and 3) long-term impact 
of the project.

Perceived Benefits of Volunteering
In addition to satisfaction with volunteering, perceived
benefits are an important outcome of volunteering.
Research indicates that a combination of altruistic and
“self-oriented” benefits of volunteering leads to sustained
commitment (Snyder & Omoto, 1991; Snyder, 1993;
Schaubroeck & Ganster, 1991). Altruistic benefits include
outcomes such as satisfaction from helping others or con-
tributing to society, while “self-oriented” benefits consist
of results such as personal growth, building relationships,
increasing skills, or developing self-confidence.

Overall, volunteers reported moderately high levels of
benefits from participating in the Wisdom Works pro-
grams, with no significant differences between programs.
Wisdom Works participants were most likely to realize
three benefits: 1) satisfaction from helping others; 2) real-
ization that older adults could accomplish a lot together;
and 3) enjoyment from working as part of a team.

Not coincidentally, these were important goals of the
Wisdom Works program. Though women and men did
not report different overall benefits, men were significant-
ly more likely than women to say that they gained satisfac-
tion from helping others and that they increased their
knowledge of community needs and issues.

The only significant predictor of overall perceived bene-
fits was the extent to which the volunteer’s team was self-
directed. This result differs from the previously mentioned
predictors of volunteer satisfaction, which included both
team functioning and project outcomes. 

Summary of Critical Factors Common to
Successful Programs 
Program staff recommendations and analysis of volunteer
feedback yielded the following insights about best prac-
tices. Wisdom Works projects that volunteers described 
as more successful, satisfying, and beneficial had six 
factors in common:

Needs-based program selection. The programs were rooted
in a well-thought-out formal or informal community
needs assessment.

Realistic and feasible plans. The program addressed iden-
tified community needs with a high-impact, easy to imple-
ment, and realistically time-lined project.

Training with volunteer involvement. Program staff ini-
tially conducted staff-developed volunteer training and
empowered volunteers to shape further training with
knowledge/skills they believed they needed.

Intensive communications. Team building was fostered
through intensive up-front team development, regular
staff-team communications, and ongoing group 
dynamics facilitation.

Teamwork values and empowerment. Volunteer teams
built team self-direction by helping volunteers develop
teamwork values and empowering them for decision 
making at every stage of the project.

Selective and limited staff involvement. Program staff
operated primarily as external resource people, negotiators
with the sponsoring organization, and group process 
consultants.

Conclusions
Based on volunteer responses, the Wisdom Works pro-
gram was successful in meeting its stated goals.
Participants described their project teams as moderately
self-directed, their projects as quite successful, and their
benefits from volunteering as substantial—the very bene-
fits the Wisdom Works program hoped to achieve. Other
conclusions include:

Team-chosen projects are not inherently superior to staff-
identified projects. Few differences were found among
volunteer teams that chose their own projects compared
to those working on staff-chosen projects. In fact, the
staff-selected projects fared slightly better in producing
higher levels of interest in the social issues targeted 
and more confidence in the project’s potential for 
long-term impact. 

The type of project chosen influenced the level of collabora-
tive or interdependent work in the project. While training
and project decision making were usually collaborative in
Wisdom Works projects, service delivery often was not—
making collaboration impractical (e.g., when mentoring
individual students or reading to visually limited people).

While all Wisdom Works programs fostered teamwork val-
ues and respect for others’ ideas, team training was gener-
ally too short for comprehensive skill development. The
limited timeframe for training led to project or leadership
skills being emphasized at the expense of team develop-
ment strategies. 
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Though Wisdom Works teams varied in how much of their
projects they controlled, on average, volunteers reported
their teams were generally self-directed. They were most
impressed with the teamwork values in their groups—the
team members asked each other’s input and listened
respectfully to each other’s ideas.

Volunteers named how well their group functioned and
was self-directed as the biggest benefit, more so than the
amount of collaboration or the success of the project, even
though those were related. Across programs, volunteers’
enjoyment of teamwork was the single biggest factor in
their report of program benefits, especially for men. This
argues that the Wisdom Works program was onto some-
thing important—that the team process might add consid-
erably to the attractiveness and impact of volunteering. 

A grant period of one year did not allow sufficient time
to develop self-directed teams to identify and address a
community need with a self-designed project. Almost all
program coordinators concluded that they needed more
time to develop high-functioning teams of older adults
who then identified a community need, selected, devel-
oped, and implemented their solution. 

Programs that shortcut the process with an already-chosen
project were more likely to design and launch successful
community projects involving considerable volunteer self-
direction. Other characteristics of the more successful pro-
grams were a project design arising from a formal or infor-
mal community needs assessment and training that
focused on project-necessary knowledge rather than for
leadership or team building.

Across programs, volunteers and communities derived the
benefits from their projects that the Wisdom Works pro-
gram had envisioned. This included helping others, a
strong sense of team accomplishment, and enjoyment of
teamwork—especially among men. 

Despite limitations from a short timeframe, community
outcomes of the Wisdom Works program were quite sub-
stantial. Tangible results included energy assistance for
hundreds of Korean Americans of modest means in
Chicago, Senior Talk Lines in two Los Angeles communi-
ties, assistance in independent living for dozens of care
recipients and respite for their caregivers in numerous
communities, and a new seamstress cooperative in 
North Carolina.

Recommendations
While motivation for—and benefits reported from—vol-
unteering were similar across Wisdom Works programs,
programs did vary in how projects were chosen, how
interdependent and self-directed project teams were, and
how successful and satisfying the projects were reported to
be. Based on the findings from this evaluation, the follow-
ing recommendations are made:

Wisdom Works projects can be successful and engaging
whether the team or the program staff chooses them.
Though the Wisdom Works program aspired to have vol-
unteer teams self-identify the critical community problems
and solutions, participation in a staff-identified project
showed equal or more positive outcomes. It is likely that
teamwork values and skills participants gained in successful
projects (whether the genesis was team or staff initiated)
will generalize to their subsequent volunteer involvement.
Moreover, their increased knowledge of community issues
will lead to taking more personal initiative to meet com-
munity needs.

The process through which program staff members work
with the older adults should vary depending upon how
teams select their projects. If team-selected, program staff
members should do team building first, then help team
members choose a realistic project. In addition, staff
should foster the use of mutually agreed-upon communi-
cation mechanisms as they strategize and implement their
plans. For pre-selected projects, volunteer recruitment and
buy-in are the first critical steps. Team-building training,
coupled with giving the team the power and responsibility
to plan and implement the project, would follow. 

Future programs can foster more collaborative projects by
helping teams structure their projects to require more
interdependent work. If interdependence would strength-
en the project’s impact on the volunteer and on the com-
munity need, programs need to find ways that volunteers
can work and make decisions together. When individual
action is the best way to implement a project, then the
programs may want to build in collaboration using other
means, such as team-directed decision making leading to
individual action plans.

For greatest group achievement, programs need to develop
teams through an intentional, interactive, and ongoing
team-building process. Team building should include fos-
tering teamwork values, as well as self-directed team skills. 
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Programs need sufficient time and resources to develop
“self-directed teams.” Future programs should allow at
least two, if not three, years with options to renew at the
end of each year and sufficient funds for intensive staff
involvement. Staff training, volunteer recruitment and
selection, leadership training, team building, project iden-
tification, development, and implementation phases
require substantially more time than the project year 
funded in this current program. 

Program outcomes assessment should be integrated into
volunteer programs from the start and include assessment
of multiple constituencies. This cost should be built into
the program proposal and recognized as necessary by 
funders. Evidence-based practice depends on careful 
program outcome research, including pre-program 
baseline measures of important program outcomes, as 
well as community, organizational, and individual 
volunteer outcomes. 
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Program Rationale
In their retirement years, most baby boomers are looking
for substantive ways to use their skills and knowledge to
give back to the community (Harvard School of Public
Health, 2004; Civic Ventures, 1999). Harnessing that
experience and energy is a tremendous opportunity for
nonprofit and other community organizations to expand
services and address social issues, but are these organiza-
tions prepared for such an influx? Similarly, how can the
good intentions of these retirees become reality when this
age group has not so far volunteered as much as previous
generations and will not be likely to accept the routine,
time-consuming, and limited roles often parceled out to
volunteers? One potential solution, the Wisdom Works
program, planned to create new opportunities for older
Americans to contribute by developing volunteer projects
that would both be personally meaningful and make a
lasting difference in their communities. Its secondary goal
was to educate the public about the vitality and potential
of older adults. Wisdom Works is an initiative of The
National Council on the Aging (NCOA). The MetLife
Foundation provides funding.

In 2003, organizations were invited to submit proposals
addressing their plan for developing civic engagement strate-
gies that would increase awareness of the public and enable
self-directed “teams” of older people. With minimal support
and guidance from organizational or agency staff, the volun-
teers were to reach beyond their individual personal lives to
address specific community problems that they, along with a
number of their peers, had a passion to solve. The teams
were asked to engage in the following activities:

n Identify the issues to be addressed.

n Define the tangible results they wanted to produce. 

n Delineate the strategy to achieve the defined results. 

Producing and publicizing results and the strategies used to
mobilize volunteers would showcase the strength and
resilience of mature Americans in contemporary society. A
careful comprehensive review strategy utilizing an expert
advisory panel, NCOA staff, and established criteria resulted
in the selection of eight projects. The eight programs chosen
were funded from May 1, 2004, through April 30, 2005. 

Program Overviews

Leadership Training for Older Persons
(LTOP), sponsored by The North Carolina Center for
Creative Retirement at the University of North Carolina,
Asheville, NC
Underserved older adults in western North Carolina were
trained in public speaking, advocacy, and group dynamics
before they began working in project teams centered in
local agencies. The different projects included creating a
downtown satellite office for the Council on Aging, train-
ing older adults to serve as clowns for socialization activi-
ties in local nursing homes, providing a team of gardeners
to beautify a low-income community, recruiting older
adults for Foster Grandparent and Senior Companion
roles, and helping unemployed seamstresses create and
market a home-based sewing cooperative.

Wisdom Works Caregiving Support Teams
(Caregiving Teams), sponsored by Project
Compassion, Chapel Hill, NC
After extensive teamwork training, 20 Wisdom Works
teams, including 27 team leaders and 138 team members,
provided 3,059 hours of caregiving support for 110 indi-
viduals with caregiving needs who lived in their own
homes or in senior communities. Each team decided what
services it could offer based on skills/interests in the
group and the needs of the individuals served. Services
included caregiver respite, transportation, meal prepara-
tion, friendly visiting, and other support.

Senior Apartment Neighborhood 
Connection (SANC) Program, sponsored by the
Korean American Senior Center (KASC), Chicago, IL
This project organized Korean-speaking residents of gov-
ernment-subsidized buildings in Chicago, training them
to be interpreters, advocates, and resource people for
other apartment residents, most of whom spoke little or
no English. Three teams were formed. The Better
Communications Team translated and interpreted for
other seniors with apartment managers and others. The
Better Living Team helped senior residents apply for

Part I: Rationale and Program
Overviews
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emergency home energy assistance programs, conducted
other liaison work with the Korean American Senior
Center, and promoted the Korean Seniors’ Day Festival.
The Better Empowerment Team represented the residents
at social events and advocated for them at the local and
state level.

Wisdom Works: Elders in the Schools,
sponsored by the Council of Elders of the Black Community
of Howard County, Columbia, MD
This project gathered a group of retired African-American
elders to serve as mentors and advisors to students, faculty,
parents, and administrators of an economically and ethni-
cally diverse suburban Maryland high school. The goal
was to increase cross-cultural communication between the
groups and reduce school suspensions of African-American
youth. The team members served as advisors within the
school and produced a video to educate students on how
to avoid suspension. The video is to be used as part of
freshman orientation.

Plainview-Old Bethpage Cares 
(POB Cares), sponsored by Mid Island Y Jewish
Community Center (JCC), Plainview, NY
This project expanded an existing program for frail seniors
by recruiting active, healthy older adults living in a subur-
ban naturally occurring retirement community to identify
community needs and increase a diverse range of services
in Long Island. Four teams were formed, one to market
the program to other volunteers, a second to deliver serv-
ices (such as transportation, shopping, reading, and deliv-
eries) to frail elderly, a third to research and provide new
community services, and a fourth to raise funds for
planned services expansion. 

Senior Leadership in Reading: Creating
Hope for the Future Generations of
Hope, sponsored by Generations Together of Hope
Meadows, Rantoul, IL
This program aimed to train team members to serve as
reading tutors for low-achieving young adolescents in a
disadvantaged rural community in downstate Illinois. After
training in the techniques of promoting reading, the vol-
unteers were to be paired with academically at-risk youth.
Because of numerous obstacles (to be detailed later in this
report), very few volunteers actually worked with students,
and no volunteers were sampled for this evaluation.

$eniors Against Investment Fraud
($AIF), sponsored by Mills-Peninsula Senior Focus-RSVP,
San Mateo, CA, in partnership with Northern California
Presbyterian Homes & Services, Inc., Retired Senior
Volunteer Program (RSVP), San Francisco, CA
Patterned on a successful program in Southern California,
this project used peer teams to deliver training to seniors
at risk for investment fraud in San Francisco and San
Mateo counties. After training in investment fraud preven-
tion and related later life financial issues, volunteers began
making community presentations and organizing exhibits
at health fairs. Through presentations made at various
organizations, conferences, and health fairs, this project
reported reaching and providing educational information
to more than 3,000 older adults. 

Wisdom Works for Living in a Friendly
Environment (WW-LIFE), sponsored by Jewish
Family Services of Los Angeles, West Hollywood, CA
This project trained older adults to assess and prioritize
needs within the two naturally occurring retirement com-
munities in which they lived and to develop programs to
bring needed services to those communities. After leader-
ship training and a community needs orientation, volun-
teers chose two projects: developing a Senior Talk Line to
inform callers of older adult resources in the two commu-
nities and a Light Up a Library project to provide chil-
dren with after-school homework mentoring in the local
elementary school.

Integral to the Senior Talk Line was development of a
resource directory unique to each of the communities.
Research for, and compilation of, the directory was con-
ducted by the senior volunteers. Resources were included
for the large population of Russian-speaking seniors living
in one of the communities.
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Wisdom Works Goals
Wisdom Works evaluation focused on the core program
goals from the Wisdom Works proposal. “Especially
desired are projects that effectively utilize self-managed,
diverse teams of mature volunteers and that develop senior
volunteer leadership. Senior volunteer teams will utilize
their skills to identify the most critical problems in their
community, select the problem upon which they feel they
can have the most impact, and develop strategies aimed at
solving or minimizing it. The teams may need to develop
additional resources to impact the community problem.
The outcome will be a tangible result demonstrating the
impact of the volunteers on the community.

Based on program goals, evaluation addressed the
extent to which programs were able to:

n Develop self-directed teams of older adult volunteers.

n Address specific community problems.

n Achieve tangible, lasting results in the community.

n Positively impact the volunteer.

n Develop senior volunteer leadership.

n Have a positive impact on the community.

Wisdom Works Evaluation Process 
Program staff and as many volunteers as possible were sur-
veyed in the late spring of 2005 to gauge the impact of
the Wisdom Works project. Two instruments were devel-
oped to evaluate the Wisdom Works program, one for vol-
unteers and one for program staff, by adapting existing
assessment tools. Volunteer feedback surveys were deliv-
ered to program coordinators, who administered them
with assurances that feedback would be anonymous and
usually reported in summary form.

Volunteer feedback survey. At the end of the project, vol-
unteers completed a survey with Likert-style and open-
ended questions on the following topics:

n Their motivation for volunteering.

n The team(s) in which they participated.

n How the project was chosen.

n Characteristics of team functioning.

n Satisfaction with and success of the group project.

n Personal impact of Wisdom Works program.

n Comparison of this project to other volunteering.

n Demographic information, including prior 
experience with teams.

Since the project goals were so diverse—from a program
to prevent school suspension among at-risk youth to one
intended to protect older adults from fraud—and most
programs had several teams operating, outcome assess-
ments are individualized to the project/team. They appear
in Part IV of this report. Part III provides analyses of the
volunteer feedback surveys.

Program staff feedback. Based on Wisdom Works pro-
gram goals, structured interview questions were developed
for in-person interviews with program coordinators/direc-
tors. The questions covered the following topics:

n How team projects were identified.

n How staff worked with teams (in both structuring
and supportive roles).

n Success of projects in meeting community needs.

n Factors contributing to program success/
disappointment.

n Impact of Wisdom Works participation on 
volunteers, the agency, and the community.

n Overall program feedback, insights, and 
recommendations.

NCOA staff or external evaluators interviewed program
coordinators or directors from all eight programs in per-
son. The responses were transcribed for qualitative analy-
sis. These results appear in Part IV.

Part II: Evaluation Goals 
and Process
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Characteristics of the Sample
Out of an estimated 325 participants, 110 people from
seven of the eight programs responded to the feedback
survey. The following data analyses are based on those
responses. The responses are not considered to be repre-
sentative of all Wisdom Works participants, because the
proportion of volunteers who submitted feedback varied
widely among programs (see Table I).

Not all volunteers responded to each question on the
survey, and several of those who did respond did not pro-
vide demographic information, so all numbers do not 
sum to 110.

Participants in the Programs
More women than men participated in Wisdom Works
across programs. Feedback forms indicated significant dif-
ferences across programs in age, ethnicity, previous educa-
tion, and current employment status of volunteers. 

n $AIF and Caregiving Teams volunteers tended to 
be younger and still working, compared to those
participating in SANC, WW-LIFE, and POB 
Cares programs. 

n Volunteers from two programs, SANC and Elders in
the Schools, included only ethnic minority group
members, while other programs drew mostly
European-Americans. One of the two communities
of the WW-LIFE program had a significant number
of recent European immigrants.

n In the current sample, $AIF participants were the
most highly educated, followed by POB Cares and
WW-LIFE. 

n Program participants also varied in their previous
experience with work teams. In the current sample,
POB Cares and WW-LIFE volunteers were signifi-
cantly more likely to have worked alone than volun-
teers in other programs. 

Motivation of Participants
Volunteers were asked to indicate why they became
involved in the Wisdom Works program, using a four-
point rating scale where 1= disagree and 4= agree. Seven
statements based on previous research on motivation for
volunteering were included (Snyder & Omoto, 1991;
Snyder, 1993). 

Across Wisdom Works programs, volunteers responding
to the feedback surveys had similar goals for participa-
tion—having a positive impact on their communities (i.e.,

Part III: Volunteer 
Feedback Results
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Table I: Total Volunteers and Volunteers 
Surveyed by Program

Total Volunteers 
Volunteers Surveyed

LTOP 28 18 (64%)

Caregiving Teams 138 15 (11%)

SANC 26 24 (92%)

Elders in the Schools 7 6 (86%)

POB Cares 61 21 (34%)

Senior Leadership 
in Reading 11 0 (0%)

$AIF 34 11 (32%)

WW-LIFE 25 15 (60%)

Total 325 110 (34%)
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“making a contribution to the community,” “becoming
more involved in the community,” and “leaving the com-
munity a better place”). Table II shows the statements,
rank ordered by mean scores to show those with the high-
est level of agreement first.

Demographic differences in motivation. There were only
a few demographic differences in volunteers’ motivation
for participating in Wisdom Works.

n Women were more likely than men to say they want-
ed to make a community contribution. 

n Better-educated participants were less likely to be
looking for a spare-time activity.

Program differences in motivation. Across programs, vol-
unteers differed only on two motives: how much they
“cared about the social issue” their program addressed
and whether they were “looking for something to do with
free time.” 

n Participants from LTOP and WW-LIFE were signifi-
cantly lower in initial interest in the social issue tar-
geted by their Wisdom Works project than POB
Cares, $AIF, SANC, and Caregiving Teams volun-
teers. Interestingly, the LTOP and WW-LIFE teams
were among those teams choosing their own project.

n One caveat—many Caregiving Teams volunteers
noted that to them “caring about the social issue”
meant “caring about the person” around whose
needs the support groups were organized. 

n The other program difference was that LTOP and
Caregiving Teams participants were significantly less
likely to say they were looking for a good use of their
free time than volunteers in the other programs.

Evaluation Question 1: Did the 
volunteers choose the projects?

Project Selection
A critical aspect of the Wisdom Works program was that a
team of older adults, knowledgeable about the communi-
ty, would identify a community need and develop a pro-
gram to address it. 

To explore the process of project selection, volunteers
were asked: After your training, your team or small group
participated in a specific project. How was that project cho-
sen? (“Specific project” refers to the work your team or
small group did, not the overall Wisdom Works program.) 

_____ The group project was already chosen when I
joined the program.

_____ Someone on the program staff directed the team
to do the project.

_____ Someone on the program staff encouraged the
project, but the team chose it.

_____ The project was suggested by a team member and
chosen by the team/small group.

_____ Other (please describe):
__________________________________________ 

Program differences. Table III reveals significant differ-
ences in how participants viewed project selection across
the program sites (Chi squared = 90.89, p < .001). 

n LTOP, Elders in the Schools, and WW-LIFE volun-
teers were more likely to report that their projects
were team-originated or team-chosen.

n POB Cares and $AIF participants generally agreed
that their Wisdom Works project was chosen before
they joined the program or by staff. 

n SANC volunteers held a middle ground, describing
program staff as choosing the project or guiding 
its choice. 

n Caregiving Teams volunteers sampled are not includ-
ed because they did not choose their projects but

W I S D O M  W O R K S :  B U I L D I N G  B E T T E R  C O M M U N I T I E S

Table II: Motivations for Volunteering—
Across Programs (N = 98)

Motivations for Volunteering Average
Statements—Across Programs Rating

I wanted to make a significant 
contribution to the community. 3.61

I hoped to leave the community 
a better place than I found it. 3.52

I cared a lot about the social problem 
the program dealt with. 3.45

I wanted to be more involved in my 
community. 3.43

I wanted to know more about the 
issues in the community. 3.26

I hoped to develop relationships 
with people with similar interests. 2.88

I was looking for something to do 
in my free time. 2.52



were drawn together out of concern for a specific
person’s care needs. 

It should be noted that some differences within programs
may occur because of the timing of the volunteer’s enroll-
ment in the Wisdom Works program, and because 
different projects at a site might be chosen through 
a different process.

Team-chosen or staff-chosen projects. Program staff and
volunteer feedback showed substantial differences among
sites in whether staff or the team chose projects. These
results reflect project development differences with impor-
tant implications for best practices. In the real world, pro-
gram staff members of community-based organizations
often identify a community need, prepare a project to
address the need, write a grant proposal, and recruit vol-
unteers to participate. These projects are worthy and often
successful. The Wisdom Works program, however, had
proposed that team self-direction include team-chosen
projects. The difference in impetus for project choice—
team-selected versus staff-selected—that arose among pro-
grams offered an unexpected opportunity to assess the
impact of the two approaches.

Identifying a project up front permits recruitment of
older adults who are very interested in that subject and
may be as highly motivated as, or more motivated than,
those who join teams to develop a yet undefined project.
In the staff-chosen projects, the teams of older adults had
considerable self-direction, with the responsibility to make
the important project development and implementation
decisions.

Alternatively, some Wisdom Works programs recruited
and trained older adult volunteers in the skills they needed
to work together effectively and provided support as they
identified potential community issues. The team then
selected the community issue and defined the strategies
the team would implement. However, when a project is
chosen by group consensus after a team forms, not every-
one in the team is equally passionate about the issue, and
overall “interest in the social issue” as a motivator may be
lower than in the staff-designated projects.

Evaluation Question 2: Did Wisdom
Works participants work in “teams”?
Dictionary definitions—and organizational development
professionals—usually differentiate “small groups” or “work
groups” from “teams.” Teams are distinguished from other
types of groups by their common commitment and purpose,
performance goals, interdependence, and mutual accounta-
bility (Manz & Sims, 1987; Katzenbach & Smith, 1993).

“The distinction turns on performance results. A working
group’s performance is a function of what its members do as
individuals … Teams differ fundamentally from working
groups because they require both individual and mutual
accountability. Teams rely on more than group discussion,
debate, and decision, on more than sharing information and
best-practice performance standards. Teams produce discrete
work products through the joint contribution of their mem-
bers. This is what makes possible performance levels greater
than the sum of all the individual bests of team members.
Simply stated, a team is more than the sum of its parts.”
(Katzenbach & Smith, 1993) 
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Table III: Project Selection by Program

Wisdom Works Program Total

How project Elders in POB WW-
was chosen LTOP SANC the Schools Cares $AIF LIFE Total

Project was chosen 
before joining team 3 2 1 13 9 0 28

Program staff directed 
choice of the project 1 12 0 1 2 1 17 

Staff encouraged the 
project; team chose it 2 9 0 4 0 4 19

Team suggested and 
chose its own project 12 0 5 0 0 8 25

Total 18 23 6 18 11 13 89
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Team Collaboration
One of the strategies of the Wisdom Works program to
address a community need was to develop collaborative
teams. To assess whether Wisdom Works volunteers func-
tioned as teams, volunteers were asked to what extent they
“usually worked together with a team or small group.” 

The alternatives were:

_____ We usually worked independently or on our own.

_____ We sometimes worked together with other team
members and sometimes worked alone.

_____ We usually worked with others on our project,
but each person operated independently.

_____ We consulted with each other at each stage of the
project, operating as a team.

Program differences in collaboration. As is evident from
Table IV, volunteers differed significantly across Wisdom
Works programs (Chi squared = 19.29, p < .05) and, to a
lesser extent within programs, in reporting whether they
worked as members of teams. 

Elders in the Schools, who reported working most col-
laboratively together, consisted of seven already well-
acquainted members of a volunteer-run organization, while
$AIF participants (recruited for this specific project) report-
ed working mostly on their own to deliver their services.
The other program participants fell in between, reporting
group/team interaction along with independent action. 

Other influences on collaboration. The fact that not all
participants in a given Wisdom Works program agreed on
how much team members collaborated or worked inde-
pendently is likely to reflect differences in how teams func-

tioned. Because many respondents did not indicate the
specific teams with which they worked and/or because
they often served on several teams, this hypothesis could
not be proven. 

The nature of the specific team project/service also
would influence how closely team members worked
together. For instance, Caregiving Teams members tended
to make decisions as a whole, while delivering a specific
service or investigating a resource was often an individual
responsibility. $AIF volunteers collaborated in designing
their training after its initial stages, but were intended to
arrange and deliver presentations on their own. 

Evaluation Question 3: Did Wisdom Works
programs promote “self-directed teams”?
The Wisdom Works program was designed to develop
“self-directed teams” of older adults who would then
identify and address a social need in their own communi-
ties. Self-directed teams conduct their own goal-setting,
decision making, strategizing and implementing of plans,
monitoring of task and group process effectiveness, man-
aging of conflict, negotiation of resources, and
reward/recognition processes (Manz & Sims, 1987;
Spreitzer, Cohen, & Ledford, 1999). 

Characteristics and leadership of self-directed teams.
Teams are characterized by teamwork values and shared
work. “Teamwork represents a set of values that encourage
listening and responding constructively to views expressed
by others, giving others the benefit of the doubt, provid-
ing support, and recognizing the interests and achieve-
ments of others” (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993).
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Table IV: Level of Collaboration by Program

Wisdom Works Program Total

How much did Caregiving Elders in POB WW-
team work together? LTOP Teams SANC the Schools Cares $AIF LIFE Total

Usually worked 
independently 2 3 3 0 7 6 2 23

Sometimes together,  
sometimes alone 6 5 6 0 6 2 4 29 

Worked with others, 
independently 1 1 5 1 0 1 2 11

Consultation and 
teamwork 9 6 7 5 6 0 6 39

Total 18 15 21 6 19 9 14 102



Program staff can foster shared vision, group cohesion,
and commitment to high performance in self-directed
teams through their own transformational leadership
(Jung & Sosik, 2002). Critical behaviors for an external
(staff) leader of self-directed teams include the following:

n Establishing credibility, whereby team members gain
trust in the leader and in each other (Butler,
Cantrell, & Flick, 1999).

n Encouraging self goal-setting, high expectations of
performance, self-reinforcement and criticism, and
self-monitoring of group dynamics (Manz & 
Sims, 1987).

n Serving an “ambassadorial function” vis-à-vis the
external environment, buffering team from outside
pressure, persuading outside support, representing
the team to sponsoring organization and other
groups, and negotiating for outside resources
(Ancona & Caldwell, 1992).

n Developing team empowerment (autonomy, efficacy,
and perceptions of impact) by setting up the team
for success in decision making (Druskat & 
Wheeler, 2003).

n Fostering volunteer self-efficacy through intense and
continual staff support (Cusack & Thompson, 1996).

Team Self-Direction
To explore this key goal of the Wisdom Works program,
this evaluation gathered information from both program
staff and volunteer perspectives. Program coordinators
were exhaustively interviewed to clarify how they recruit-
ed, initiated, trained, and worked with teams on an ongo-
ing basis over the duration of the program. Probes based
on the above-cited research were directed toward numer-
ous aspects of staff leadership and interaction with teams.
The results are reported in Section IV.

Volunteers also were asked to describe their teams on a
variety of aspects of self-directed team functioning (adapt-
ed from Arnold, et al, 2000; Van Duzer & McMartin,
2000), using a four-point rating scale where 1= disagree
and 4= agree. To reduce response bias, four items were
reversed, so that disagreement with the item indicated
more self-directed functioning. Table V shows the state-
ments, rank ordered by mean scores to show those with
the highest level of agreement first:

The self-direction items proved to be a very reliable
scale, (an alpha coefficient of .854), so a mean self-direct-
ed team functioning score was calculated for each Wisdom
Works volunteer and used in further analyses.

Self-direction across programs. Agreement was high across
programs that teams were respectful and open and that

they solicited everyone’s input before making decisions.
These are teamwork values and conditions without which
a group of people cannot function as a team (Katzenbach
& Smith, 1993).

Overall, Wisdom Works volunteers described a moder-
ate level of team self-direction (mean of 3.18 on a 4 point
scale), with the greatest agreement that team members
tried to get everyone’s ideas before making decisions and
were respectful and open to those ideas. They were least
likely to agree that work was shared fairly equally by
group members. 
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Table V: Self-Directed Team Functioning

Self-Directed Team Functions— Average
All Programs (N = 90) Rating

My team members were respectful 
and open to others’ ideas. 3.53

My team made our own decisions 
about the work that we did. 3.52

We usually tried to get everyone’s 
ideas before making decisions. 3.43

We usually resolved conflicts by 
listening to each other. 3.33

Our group was quite efficient in 
working on our project. 3.27

Being in my group inspired me to 
work hard on the project. 3.23

My group was able to figure out 
ways to work better together. 3.21

We gave different jobs to people 
depending on their abilities. 3.13

We had the skills and knowledge 
we needed in our group. 3.06

My team negotiated well with 
others to get resources we needed. 3.06

My group tended to start working 
without a clear plan. (Reversed) 3.04

My group had trouble staying 
focused and on track. (Reversed) 3.04

My team had a hard time getting 
everyone to agree. (Reversed) 2.91

Some people on my team seemed 
to do most of the work. (Reversed) 2.55

Average rating 3.18
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Demographic differences. Perhaps surprisingly, there were
no gender influences on ratings of self-directed team func-
tioning. Any ethnic differences are best interpreted as pro-
gram differences, since race/ethnicity were inextricably
intertwined with the Wisdom Works program. However,
age was a significant influence, even controlling for the
Wisdom Works program. Across programs, participants
under age 73 reported significantly more overall self-direct-
ed team functioning, especially on items asking whether the
group had the needed skills and knowledge and whether
they functioned efficiently. This intriguing result merits
future investigation to identify whether it reflects sampling
error, differential standards for/involvement in teams by
younger participants, or some other factor. 

Program differences. As expected, if volunteers described
their teams as collaborative, they tended to report more
team self-direction. Members of teams that consulted and
collaborated reported significantly higher overall self-
direction than all those who operated more independently.
The collaborative teams figured out how to work better
together, resolved conflicts by listening to others, and
began work with a plan—all characteristics of high-per-
forming self-directed teams (Manz & Sims, 1987). 

Group members who generally worked on their own
tended to report lower levels of team self-direction, even if
they had functioned as a group during training. For exam-
ple, there was a significant difference between team self-
direction as reported by SANC volunteers and by those
from POB Cares, Elders in the Schools, Caregiving
Teams, and $AIF. (See Chart I.) 

Some projects, such as $AIF and POB Cares, were excep-
tions to the collaboration/self-direction connection. Their
volunteers reported relatively independent action along with
moderate team self-direction. In responding, these volun-
teers probably considered team collaborative decision making
about training and planning for those projects. 

Evaluation Question 4: How successful
were the Wisdom Works projects?
The Wisdom Works program aimed to create new oppor-
tunities for older Americans to contribute by developing
volunteer projects that would make a lasting difference in
their communities. Evaluation of this outcome was
addressed in several ways. First, during their interviews,
program directors were asked to identify the organization-
al and community impact of the volunteers’ projects.
These will be described in Part IV.

Project Outcomes
Volunteers were asked two questions about current status
of the project and about its likely impact:

How successful has your team been so far in achieving your
intended community service goal?
_____ Accomplished very little of what we had 

hoped to do.
_____ Achieved some but not all of what we 

intended to accomplish.
_____ Achieved a very satisfactory conclusion to our project.
_____ Accomplished much more than we thought we

could do.

Will your specific project have a lasting impact in 
the community?
_____ Probably not. 
_____ Perhaps not, but it has made a difference in some

people’s lives. 
_____ Yes, if we continue to make progress on it. 
_____ Yes, it probably will, given what we have done 

so far.

Wisdom Works volunteers also were asked an open-ended
question about project accomplishments thus far. Their
responses to this question were very project-specific out-
comes such as “helped someone to stay in her own home,”
“helped people become aware of community resources,”
and so will be addressed in the individual program section
of this report.

Project goal achievement across programs. Because the
intended outcomes of the different projects were so diverse, 
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Chart I: Mean Team Self-Direction by Program
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it would be expected that volunteers from different Wisdom
Works sites would vary in responses to the categorical ques-
tions, as well as to the open-ended ones (see Table VI). 

Most Wisdom Works volunteers saw very satisfactory
results of their projects, while WW-LIFE respondents
reported significantly less success in reaching program
goals. This most likely reflects the longer timeline that
WW-LIFE needed for intensive leadership training, com-
munity needs assessment, and project selection/develop-
ment. Their projects had just begun to be implemented at
the time of the feedback survey (see WW-LIFE descrip-
tion in Section IV for more details). 

Community impact of project across programs. Across
programs, volunteers generally agreed that continuation of
their projects would lead to long-term community benefit
(a belief echoed by program staff when expressing a desire
for a longer grant period). 

However, differences also arose among Wisdom Works
program sites because the volunteers’ projects differed in
their scope and intentions. Some projects were more nar-
rowly focused or short-term (for instance, Caregiving
Teams), while others aimed to lay the groundwork for far-
reaching or future achievements (school suspension pre-
vention, protection from fraud) (see Table VII).
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Table VI: Project Goal Achievement by Program

Success in accomplishing project goal? Total

Wisdom Works Very little of goal Some but Very satisfactory More than we
Program accomplished not all of goal results thought we could do

LTOP 2 2 7 6 17

Caregiving Teams 0 1 10 2 13

SANC 1 8 12 1 22

Elders in the Schools 0 1 4 1 6

POB Cares 1 4 7 5 17

$AIF 0 1 5 4 10

WW-LIFE 3 10 0 0 13

Total 7 27 45 19 98

Table VII: Perceived Community Impact of Projects by Program

Will your project have lasting community impact? Total

Wisdom Works Probably Maybe not, but Yes, if we continue Probably will, with
Program not has helped some to make progress what’s already done

LTOP 2 4 7 5 18

Caregiving Teams 1 7 3 2 13

SANC 0 1 10 10 21

Elders in the Schools 0 0 1 5 6

POB Cares 1 1 7 10 19

$AIF 0 0 1 9 10

WW-LIFE 2 3 7 1 13

Total 6 16 36 42 100
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Relationship of project goal achievement and community
impact. Long-term community impact was closely related
to project success; statistical analysis (Chi squared = 46.07,
p < .001) indicated a significant relationship between the
two outcomes. Interestingly, Wisdom Works volunteers
working on staff-chosen projects did not differ from vol-
unteers who chose their own projects in ascribing success
to the project, but they were significantly more likely to
believe that the project would have long-term community
impact (chi squared = 11.26, p<.01).

Evaluation Question 5: How satisfied were
volunteers with their team and project?
An implicit goal of the Wisdom Works program was to
develop cadres of experienced older adult volunteers
skilled and motivated to contribute to their communities
in the future. As one way of exploring this potential, vol-
unteers were asked about their satisfaction with the
Wisdom Works project. Previous research has found that
satisfaction with their volunteer experiences is closely
linked to volunteer retention and to future volunteering
(Miller, Powell, & Seltzer, 1990). 

Volunteer Satisfaction with Team and
Project
To address the question of satisfaction levels, volunteers
were asked:

How satisfied were you with your group work on 
this project? 

_____ I am very satisfied that I worked with this 
group on this project. 

_____ I would have liked to work with the same 
group on a different project. 

_____ I would have liked to work with a different 
group but on the same project. 

_____ I would have liked to work with both a different
group and a different project.

In this item, volunteers could express satisfaction or dissatis-
faction with project and/or group. From Table VIII, it can
be seen that across programs, the great majority of Wisdom
Works volunteers responding to the feedback survey were
very satisfied, with small but significant differences among
program sites (Chi squared = 31.18, p < .05). Participants
were satisfied with both their teams and their projects, and
with their teams more than with their projects. 

There was no significant relationship between satisfaction
with the project and how the project was chosen, however.
Wisdom Works volunteers working on staff-chosen projects
were as satisfied with their teams and projects as volunteers
who chose their own projects, similar to some leadership
research. For instance, Kouzes and Posner (2003) found
that for at least half of the “personal best leadership” cases
they studied, the project on which the leader performed
best was assigned to him/her rather than self-selected.

Multiple regression analysis is a statistical method that
can clarify how a number of factors can influence a given
outcome, identifying those that are most relevant for pre-
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Table VIII: Satisfaction with Team and Project by Program

Wisdom Works Program Total

How satisfied are you
with your group work Caregiving Elders in POB WW-
on this project? LTOP Teams SANC the Schools Cares $AIF LIFE

Different group, 
different project 2 0 0 0 0 0 2 4

Different group,  
same project 2 0 2 0 1 0 0 5 

Same group, 
different project 2 0 8 0 2 0 4 16

Same group, 
same project 12 15 12 6 15 10 8 78

Total 18 15 22 6 18 10 14 103



diction. Using multiple regression analyses, three factors
emerged that could predict how satisfied volunteers would
be with the Wisdom Works project/team:

n Success in accomplishing project goals,

n Self-directed team functioning, and

n Long-term impact of the project.

The specific program site and extent of team collaboration
were not significant influences, suggesting that it is not
how closely teams work together that influences satisfac-
tion, but how well they do. Volunteers seem to derive
their feelings of satisfaction from both the project process
(team self-direction) and its outcome.

Evaluation Question 6: What impact 
did the Wisdom Works program have 
on volunteers?
Research indicates that a combination of altruistic and
“self-oriented” benefits of volunteering lead to sustained
volunteering, one of the goals of the Wisdom Works pro-
gram (Snyder & Omoto, 1991; Snyder, 1993;
Schaubroeck & Ganster, 1991). Altruistic benefits include
outcomes like satisfaction from helping others or con-
tributing to society, while “self-oriented” benefits consist
of results like personal growth, building relationships,
increasing skills, or developing self-confidence.

Perceived Benefits of Volunteering
To assess benefits of volunteering, participants were asked:
“How has working on this project with this group had an
impact on you?” Using a scale where 1=disagree and
4=agree, they agreed or disagreed with the following
items (adapted from Snyder, 1991, 1993):

Program benefits across programs. Since the benefit items
formed a highly reliable scale (alpha coefficient of .93),
mean scores were calculated for this scale for all partici-
pants. Overall, volunteers reported moderately high levels
of benefits from participating in the Wisdom Works pro-
grams (mean of 3.33), with no significant differences
between programs. The most-endorsed benefits of the
Wisdom Works program were gaining satisfaction from
helping others, realizing how much older adults could
accomplish together, and enjoying working as part of a
team. It is gratifying to note that the Wisdom Works pro-
gram anticipated these personal outcomes. Participants
generally rated growing as a person or living out their
spiritual values as less-observed benefits of Wisdom Works
participation (see Table IX). 

With multiple regression analyses, only one factor pre-
dicted volunteers’ overall perceived benefits—level of team

self-directed functioning. Specific program site, achieve-
ments of the group, long-term impact of the project,
demographic variables, and extent of team collaboration
ultimately were not significant influences on overall volun-
teer benefits, compared to the team’s self-directed func-
tioning. This result differs from the previous evaluation
question’s predictors of volunteer satisfaction, which
included both team functioning and project outcome vari-
ables. Further research might profitably explore the differ-
ential impact of volunteer satisfaction and volunteer bene-
fits on continued civic engagement.

Other influences on reported benefits. There were a few
demographic influences on the benefits volunteers
reported from their Wisdom Works participation.
Though women and men did not differ in overall bene-
fits reported, men were significantly more likely than
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Table IX: Benefits of Wisdom Works
Participation—All Programs

Benefit Statements 
(N = 101) Mean

I gained satisfaction from helping 
others. 3.60

I realized that people my age could 
accomplish a lot together. 3.54

I enjoyed working as part of a team 
to get things done. 3.51

I increased my knowledge of community 
needs and issues. 3.38

I felt more involved in my community. 3.31

I developed satisfying new relationships. 3.29

I became more confident that I could 
make a difference. 3.28

I recognized how work skills applied 
to volunteer settings. 3.25

I developed more skills in working 
with others. 3.21

I grew significantly as a person. 3.07

I felt that I lived out my spiritual 
values better. 3.01

Average across programs 3.33
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women to say that they gained satisfaction from helping
others and that they increased their knowledge of com-
munity needs and issues. Whether this derives from men
being newer to community volunteering or from some
other influence could not be determined with the data
available. Future outcomes assessment should include
pre-program civic activities for further interpretation 
of results. 

When participants were grouped by whether they chose
their project or whether it was chosen by staff or before
they joined the program, those who joined a staff-chosen
project rather than choosing it themselves reported signifi-
cantly more personal growth through their Wisdom Works
project. The staff-chosen versus team-chosen project
groups otherwise reported similar overall benefits from
program participation.

Conclusions
Based on volunteer responses, the Wisdom Works pro-
gram met its stated goals. Participants generally described
their project teams as moderately self-directed, their proj-
ects as quite successful, and their benefits from volunteer-
ing as substantial—the same benefits as those the Wisdom
Works program hoped to achieve. While motivation for
and benefits reported from volunteering were similar
across Wisdom Works programs, programs did vary some-
what in how projects were chosen, how interdependent
and self-directed project teams were, and how successful
and satisfying the projects were reported to be. 

A clearer idea of the impact of each program, and addi-
tional insights for best practices in civic engagement
through self-directed teams, can be gained through the
specific program focus in Part IV of this report.
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LEADERSHIP TRAINING FOR
OLDER PERSONS (LTOP), sponsored by 
The North Carolina Center for Creative Retirement,
University of North Carolina, Asheville, NC (NCCCR)

Overview of Program and Project Teams
Volunteers from a four-county (predominately minority
and low-income) population of Western North Carolina
participated in a formal six-week leadership training pro-
gram. Classes focused on developing confidence and skills
in public speaking, leading meetings, team building, and
advocating for older adults. The 28 volunteers who com-
pleted the training brainstormed possible community proj-
ects, along with staff, and narrowed choices down to six
project ideas (one of which did not work out). Volunteers
then chose a team to work on, resulting in between two
and eight people per team who then developed an idea
into a community action project. The final five projects
were as follows: 

n Health Adventure—This team was trained by a pro-
fessional clown from a local clowning program. The
team of clowns visited local nursing homes as a
socialization activity to reduce isolation among the
residents.

n Council on Aging Satellite Office—This team worked
to create an accessible aging services office for a pre-
dominantly low-income population.

n Madison Casuals—This team developed a coopera-
tive of local unemployed seamstresses to produce and
place casual bags in local stores.

n Foster Grandparents—This team recruited foster grand-
parents and senior companions in the community.

n Beautifying the Grounds—This team provided gar-
dening service to beautify landscaping in a low-
income community.

Participants
Eighteen of the 28 LTOP participants, 13 women and
five men, completed feedback surveys. They ranged in age
from 51-86, with an average age of 71, and while the vast

majority of those giving feedback reported they were
European-American, the group as a whole was more
diverse than their area of western North Carolina. Three
were African-American, one had not graduated from high
school, and three were high school graduates, while six
had college degrees and two had received graduate
degrees. Fourteen said they were retired, while four were
still working part-time. 

Team Development and Functioning

Staff leadership and team development. Staff designed the
six-week leadership training, adapted from the successful
model that the North Carolina Center for Creative
Retirement (NCCCR) developed, and brought in outside
trainers to conduct it. Leadership training sessions focused
on leadership and teamwork, collaboration skills, identify-
ing community resources, meeting management, dealing
with difficult people, conflict resolution perspectives and
skills, and presentation and advocacy skills.

After the leadership training, the program staff served
as resources to the teams, providing technical assistance,
along with a volunteer mentor for each team from
NCCCR. Program staff met regularly to communicate
with and support team leaders and volunteer mentors.
Staff also conducted Wisdom Works resource negotiation
and public relations functions with partner organizations.
However, teams were clearly responsible for the outcomes
of their projects, and for identifying any resource or train-
ing needs in that pursuit. Some teams requested technical
or group dynamics assistance from staff, while others did
not. For instance, one team recognized that members
were working on different agendas and requested help
from program staff on developing consensus. Another
team needed to connect with professional clowns, and the
LTOP program staff gave contact information. 

Self-directed team functioning. When asked to identify
their project, most LTOP volunteers referred to UNC-
Asheville or MetLife/Wisdom Works as sponsors.
Although some project teams could be deduced from the
volunteers’ descriptions of project achievements, not all
could. Consequently, specific team analyses could not be

Part IV: Individual 
Program Analyses
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conducted, though there was considerable variability with-
in the group on their team experiences. 

Taken as a whole, LTOP volunteers were very similar
to those from other Wisdom Works programs, reporting
moderate self-directed functioning (mean of 3.16), with
the highest agreement that their group was respectful and
open (3.63 mean), that team members tried to get others’
ideas before making decisions (3.35 mean), and that the
team had the skills and knowledge needed for their project
(3.31 mean).

Program Outcomes

Volunteer benefits. Similar to Wisdom Works participants
overall, LTOP volunteers realized the most satisfaction
from helping others (mean of 3.67) and working as part
of a project team (mean of 3.61). They reported project
achievements varying from the concrete (“bought
plants—the dirt was tested”) to the general (“we 
made a difference in some people’s lives—even if it 
was a short time”). 

Their comments on the benefits of working with a
group follow:

n Being with people, group interaction.

n Very diverse team, all with the same aim. Maturity, I
believe, enabled us to consult and to work smoothly
together, reach decisions easily. A real pleasure!

n LTOP brought together seniors of various degrees of
education, experiential backgrounds—professionals
and/or white collar and financial/economic levels.

n Going out as a group to help others.

n Working “together” is always a plus….

n Other than enjoying the other two participants, I do
not think the project ever got started.

n Seeing how the project positively came together and
enjoyed working with a nice group of caring people.

Project achievements specific to the team are as follows:

Satellite Office on Aging project:

n Working with a well-directed team to take something
that was nothing and make it into a place to serve
the community.

n Total team effort and established a site that con-
tributes to community needs.

n We were able to set up a satellite office downtown
for the Council on Aging.

Seamstress cooperative:

n Being able to help others become productive again
using their skills.

n Seeing how talented the ladies were, how much they
loved applying it, and getting calls to take orders 
for them. 

n Helping to establish something which will probably be
a lasting benefit for a needy group in our community.

Clowning team:

n Getting such happy feedback from the people who are
going to spend the rest of their lives in a nursing home.

n Seeing the smiles on their faces, being asked to come
back again. Relatives were also very appreciative.

Beautification project:

n Bought plants, the dirt was tested.

n We have made an effort to improve the landscape 
of this property—more people are noticing our
accomplishment.

Program staff noted that one clowning volunteer was
given a scholarship to attend the professional clowning
school and graduated in May. 

Organizational benefits. The North Carolina Center for
Creative Retirement reports that it has been significantly
affected by its Wisdom Works participation, specifically in
where and how it recruits, and in its outreach to other
centers to draw in a larger number of minority group vol-
unteers. “This project has definitely extended our reach
into the community and with minorities. We had some
novel projects … creating the sewing cooperative was not
an easy task and involved a lot of leadership skills.”

Community benefits. LTOP Wisdom Works projects had
tangible community impact: 

n The clowns project contacted and provided clowning
to two nursing homes, gaining requests to return.
One volunteer graduated from clowning school and
continues to provide community service.

n A Council on Aging satellite office opened ahead of
schedule through the efforts of one project team.
Team members cleaned, decorated, and solicited fur-
nishings for a vacant office building and transformed
it into a working downtown Office on Aging.

n Madison Casuals, a sewing cooperative developed by
one project team, designed tote bags, recruited three
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unemployed seamstresses in a low-income area to
produce them, and marketed the bags in tourist and
university stores. This cooperative is becoming a self-
sustaining enterprise.

n Foster Grandparents recruitment, though frustrating
to several project team members, was counted a suc-
cess by the Foster Grandparents Program. The team
recruited four new county participants through one
event. Foster Grandparents’ typical record was five in
an entire year.

n Beautifying the grounds had some limited success in
bringing experienced gardeners into low-income
areas to improve the environment.

WISDOM WORKS CAREGIVING 
SUPPORT TEAMS (Caregiving Teams),
sponsored by Project Compassion, Chapel Hill, NC

Overview of Program and Project Teams
The Wisdom Works Caregiving Teams program offered
through Project Compassion involved three distinct but
related forms of team service. Some served fellow resi-
dents in two retirement communities, either keeping oth-
ers in the community engaged and participating in ongo-
ing events (Companion Corps) or providing special events
and visitation designed to enhance quality of life among
residents (Resident-to-Resident program). Another group
of teams, Friend/Neighbor Circles, consisted of people
from different aspects of a dying person’s life, who came
together to meet the needs of their friend. The third
group of teams, situated in naturally occurring retirement
communities (often faith communities), consisted of care-
giving support, visitation, and needs assessment with
members of that community facing serious illness, disabili-
ty, or end-of-life. This was a variation of the
Friend/Neighbor Circles. 

Projects were not usually “chosen”; rather, groups
came together around an individual or faith community
need. The exception was that retirement community man-
agement sometimes identified retirement community team
projects. The period of functioning of most Wisdom
Works teams was eight to nine months.

Participants
Fifteen Wisdom Works team members, of roughly 138
Caregiving Teams members, responded to the feedback
survey, including 12 women and three men. Most teams
had already completed their Wisdom Works projects and
services before the feedback surveys were distributed.

Project Compassion’s own research, already in progress,
further reduced the number of respondents available for
this evaluation, so the sample is small and unrepresentative.

Seven of the volunteers completing feedback reported
offering services through Friend/Neighbor Circles, while
five served in retirement communities, and two said they did
both. Twelve were retired, while the others were employed
part- or full-time. Almost all said they were European-
American, and they ranged in age from 61-87, with an aver-
age age of 72.6 years. Unfortunately, educational level was
not available for this sample, but by program staff reports,
the volunteers were generally highly educated.

Team Development and Functioning 

Staff leadership and team development. Project
Compassion drew on its extensive previous experience in
developing support teams (which it called “creating com-
munity”) to build the Wisdom Works self-directed teams.
Program staff or trained leaders conducted orientation
with new teams, or later with new members of an existing
team. Their training had three parts: 

n Introduction to the basics of teamwork 
(Support Team 101).

n Teamwork on case scenarios that surface team/person-
al boundary issues and foster team decision making.

n An emotional loss exercise, complemented by an
educational piece on grieving.

The first two parts usually occurred at the team’s initial
gathering. Training resources were developed in partner-
ship with the national Support Team Network. 

Project Compassion staff helped develop team partici-
pation and leadership by letting people choose their roles
in the team. For instance, they typically ask a new group
several questions. “Who likes to organize?” “Who likes to
carry on conversations?” “Who likes to put schedules
together?” 

Staff took a functional approach to team leadership, not
labeling these actions as leadership to avoid triggering per-
ceptions of leader/non-leader. Staff also noted that by the
end of the orientation, some people naturally emerged as
facilitators. Often, these facilitators were previous volun-
teers. Teams were trained to use the Project Compassion
strategy of “communicate, educate, and coordinate” to
structure and conduct their monthly team meetings.

Staff also conducted additional leadership training with
some Wisdom Works volunteers, equipping them to con-
duct team orientation/coordination to supplement the
work of two Project Compassion staff members. After the
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first several meetings, staff members provided ongoing
group process monitoring and served as resource facilita-
tors for each team. Initially, a staff person (or one of the
trained volunteer leaders) would attend every meeting,
then teams and staff would phase into a communication
plan, detailing how and how often to be in touch with the
leaders and often others in the group. “Communication
flows; we take it on a team-by-team basis.”

Some communication happened through paperwork
submitted after the team’s monthly meeting, designed for
their monitoring project as a way to document on paper
team progress/evaluation. Staff also contacted designated
team leaders regularly to facilitate communication. While
staff members did get to know some team members, par-
ticularly those who served as informal team leaders, they
saw their main role as putting processes, structures, and
resources in place to help teams get to know and work
well with each other. When conflicts arose, staff or volun-
teer leaders reminded team members of their goal and
helped them explore options, rather than trying to resolve
group conflicts themselves. 

Staff members noted that the teams living together, such
as those in retirement communities, seemed to need less
face-to-face team development and meeting time than those
that did not live or worship together. For Wisdom Works,
the retirement communities’ orientation differed slightly.
Older participants seemed to want to “get it done, get on
with the job,” while younger seniors seemed to be more
engaged with the team development process. (This observa-
tion may provide a clue to the age difference in perceptions
of team self-direction noted in Section I of this report.)

Self-directed team functioning. As would be hoped from
the intensive team building they received, those 15
Caregiving Teams members giving feedback reported a
high level of self-directed team functioning (mean of 3.4),
with few differences between those who had participated
in a Friend/Neighbor Caregiving Team and those who
had volunteered in retirement communities. They
described teams as typically respectful and open (mean of
3.71), staying on track (mean of 3.54), and figuring out
how to work better together (mean of 3.50). The latter
two functions are core characteristics of self-directed
teams, while the former is necessary but not sufficient for
effective self-directed team performance (Manz & Sims,
1987; Spreitzer, Cohen, & Ledford, 1999). 

Program Outcomes

Volunteer benefits. Across settings, Caregiving Teams vol-
unteers reported tremendous satisfaction gained from
helping others (mean of 3.86) and from working as part

of project teams (mean of 3.77). Other benefits included
living out spiritual values and developing new relationships
(both with means of 3.58), probably related to many
being launched in/through faith communities. The only
significant difference between Friend/Neighbor and
retirement community teams was that the Wisdom Works
volunteers working in retirement communities felt more
involved in these communities as a result of this program
than did those serving in the larger community.

Caregiving Teams volunteers in the community (mostly
members of one team organized around a colleague’s/
friend’s final illness) reported great satisfaction in their
efforts:

n Providing help so our friend could die at home as
she had wished.

n Our team was able to offer needed services, 
affection, and support.

n We were able to make the last few months of our
friend’s life easier for her, to comfort and care for her.

Caregiving Teams serving in retirement communities
reported such achievements as:

n An ongoing relationship with a “needy” purpose. No
dropouts from the team from dissatisfaction (only ill-
ness, death, etc.).

n That the person we’ve helped has taught us so much
about aging and “hard-of-sight” disability.

n Reading to elderly with vision impairment.

n Providing both mental stimulation and companion-
ship to visually impaired members of group, and
same to sighted members of the group.

Project coordinators noted additional volunteer benefits,
particularly increased civic engagement. Some volunteers
have gotten involved in issues beyond caregiving, such as
resources and choices available at the end of life, while
others have become involved in senior advocacy, such as
with the new hospital administration.

Organizational benefits. Project Compassion has not had
an “intentional focus on senior volunteers” before, and
the project director noted several consequences of the
Wisdom Works program. The organization has “broken
into the senior circles” as a result of this program, where
previously they have been focused on younger baby
boomer volunteers. They also have learned how to work
better with older adults and with senior organizations like
retirement communities and senior centers.

The Wisdom Works focus also has helped Project
Compassion “go deeper in thinking about needs within
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senior communities.” For instance, volunteers in one
retirement community “identified vision impairment and
hearing loss as a significant area of community need.”
Now, Project Compassion asks other senior community
management about vision impairment and hearing loss
when discussing needs assessments.

Community benefits. One indicator of community impact
is the range of services Caregiving Teams members offered
(see Chart II.) In their feedback surveys, they were asked
the following:

Which types of support did your team provide? 
(PLEASE CHECK ALL THAT APPLY).

_____ Friendly visiting

_____ Respite care

_____ Support for the caregiver

_____ Transportation to appointments

_____ Help with errands

_____ Meal preparation

_____ Light housekeeping

_____ Home repairs

Beyond direct support to care recipients and relief to their
families, the Wisdom Works program had an impact on
the organizations with which Project Compassion part-

nered, particularly the faith communities and the senior
housing establishments/senior centers. For instance, sen-
ior center staff members are now requesting Project
Compassion to work with them in setting up similar pro-
grams, as well as new ones addressing needs the senior
centers have recognized. The Wisdom Works program
“seems to have gotten a ball rolling.”

SENIOR APARTMENT
NEIGHBORHOOD CONNECTION
(SANC), sponsored by the Korean American Senior
Center (KASC), Chicago, IL

Overview of Program and Project Teams
KASC staff had previously conducted a client needs assess-
ment survey in which 170 clients responded to 125 ques-
tions about their socioeconomic status, mental and physi-
cal health, and use and opinion of KASC programs and
services. To meet the needs the survey identified, Wisdom
Works developed three teams.

n The Better Living Team facilitated communication
between homebound apartment residents and their
case managers at KASC. It also helped residents
apply for benefits to improve their standard of 
living, visiting 15 apartment buildings and 
helping residents to complete applications for 
energy assistance.

n The Better Communications Team translated/inter-
preted for limited English-speaking tenants with
apartment managers about maintenance and in other
situations. It also helped individuals attend special
social events, strengthening social support.

n The Better Empowerment Team, after training in
advocacy techniques, represented their neighbors at
hearings and state meetings, recruited dozens of oth-
ers to attend events, and advocated for the Korean-
American senior community. 

Participants
The 22 (of 24 giving feedback) participants who gave
demographic information were all Korean-American, 17
women and five men, ranging in age from 66-90, with an
average age of 78.5 years. Forty-five percent had less than
a high school education, 32 percent were high school
graduates, while 13 percent had a college degree or better.
They had considerable previous experience with team-
work; only four had neither participated in nor supervised
work teams while employed. 
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Team Development and Functioning

Staff leadership and team development. Twenty-six volun-
teers, recruited in community meetings, attended the
monthly half-day training sessions that KASC staff ran.
The training included two types of sessions. Content ses-
sions explained, for instance, how to apply for drug dis-
count or energy assistance. Process sessions showed, for
example, how to motivate, organize, and educate others.
After training, volunteers chose which team(s) they want-
ed to work on, often serving on more than one. 

Staff members tried to help SANC teams get input
from each member, identify tasks, make decisions, and
monitor progress. What program staff described as signifi-
cant cultural influences seemed to operate against reaching
the “self-directed team” goal, however. Staff reported the
Korean-American older adult volunteers were less likely to
speak out, take initiative, raise concerns, and admit their
skills/talents, while men were more likely to be seen or to
see themselves as group leaders than women. Additionally,
some volunteers were used to interacting directly with
KASC staff and/or to working alone, rather than on a
team. The teams worked both collaboratively and inde-
pendently, according to staff and volunteer reports. 

Self-directed team functioning. SANC volunteers report-
ed modest levels of self-direction (mean of 2.87), with the
highest agreement that the team inspired them to work
hard on the project (mean of 3.40) and tried to get all
ideas before making decisions (mean of 3.41). This seems
to confirm program staff reports that while volunteers
offered suggestions and listened respectfully to them, they
looked to program staff for direction.

That SANC volunteers served on more than one team
complicated analysis of team functioning. To better under-
stand the situation, participants were categorized as mem-
bers of the Better Living (N= 11), Better Communication
(N = 12), and/or Better Empowerment teams (N= 8);
thus volunteers were counted on more than one team, but
not simultaneously. Each analysis was carried out three
times, comparing team members of each group to all
SANC volunteers who did not serve on that team. There
was no difference between members of each team com-
pared to other SANC volunteers on descriptions of team
functioning, perhaps because volunteers responding to
these questions were summarizing their experiences 
across teams. 

Satisfaction with the team/project was significantly
related to these aspects of group functioning: 

n The group was efficient in project work.

n The group inspired me to work hard on the project.

n The group easily reached agreement. 

Team members’ ratings of the project’s success were sig-
nificantly related only to their report that the team always
began work with a plan.

Program Outcomes
Volunteer benefits. The SANC project was successful in
meeting volunteers’ original goals for participation, in that
the volunteer benefits closely paralleled the participants’
motivations for involvement. SANC volunteers were most
likely to report that they: 

n Gained satisfaction from helping others 
(mean of 3.65).

n Grew significantly as people (mean of 3.53).

n Enjoyed working as part of a project team 
(mean of 3.50).

n Realized that people their age could accomplish 
a lot together (mean of 3.50). 

There were no significant differences between members of
different teams in the benefits they reported from partici-
pation in the program. 

Age and gender were related to several project outcomes,
however. Though there were no age differences between
men and women, older adults and men were more likely to
report that they enjoyed being members of a team.

Participants reported feeling best about these 
achievements:

n Aiding frail or homebound seniors to get 
needed benefits.

n Working with their teams to accomplish 
important goals.

n Promoting and participating in the Korean 
Seniors’ Festival.

n Building better relationships with apartment managers.

The project coordinator noted potentially longer-term
outcomes for Wisdom Works volunteers, reporting that
they had taken more responsibility and have gained
greater status within the apartment communities since 
the program’s end. At least one volunteer has taken 
on an advocacy role in a partner organization as a 
result of this program.

Organizational benefits. As a result of increased aware-
ness of older adult potential, KASC has conducted more
organized older adult volunteer recruitment and expanded
the range of volunteer roles available to older adults 
within KASC.

KASC and the Jane Addams Senior Caucus, a senior
advocacy group, have created a new partnership to advo-
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cate for Korean-American seniors’ needs and concerns
within the broader community. 

Community benefits. Five hundred older adults residing
in the 15 different apartment buildings had applications
submitted for low-income energy assistance. 

n Dozens of apartment residents received help in 
communicating problems to apartment managers
and other translation services.

n Isolated seniors in the apartment buildings received
visits, and the Wisdom Works volunteers drew them
into greater social interaction within and outside of
the apartment community.

WISDOM WORKS: ELDERS IN THE
SCHOOLS, sponsored by the Council of Elders of the
Black Community of Howard County, Columbia, MD

Overview of Program and Project Teams
A volunteer group of retired African-American elders in
Howard County, MD, planned to address the issue of a
disproportionate number of African-American youth being
suspended from county high schools by placing teams of
“elders” in each school. This volunteer-run organization’s
previous emphasis had been on motivating and recogniz-
ing African-American students’ outstanding academic
achievement. The group had already-established partner-
ships with the county school system. 

Two elders were assigned to each of the 11 high schools
in the county. Once their project was accepted as a Wisdom
Works program, they designated one socio-economically and
racially diverse high school for their Wisdom Works suspen-
sion-reduction pilot project. Their goal was to work with
students, parents, teachers, and administrators at this high
school to reduce and mediate cross-cultural communication
problems, to mentor youth, and to provide media and train-
ing resources to prevent future problems.

Participants
Six of the seven Wisdom Works team participants, four
men and two women, completed feedback surveys. They
ranged in age from 64-71, with a mean age of 66.8 years,
and all were retired. These volunteers were quite highly
educated—two had graduate degrees, two had completed
graduate work, one had a college degree, while one had
completed some college/technical school work.

Team Development and Functioning 

Staff leadership and team development. The program
facilitator was herself a Wisdom Works volunteer and an
“associate elder” of the group, while employed full-time as

a college professor. Associate elder is a designation given
to an individual too young to serve as an elder. As pro-
gram staff for the Council of Elders’ Wisdom Works pro-
gram, she served as external liaison for the group, includ-
ing attending monthly meetings of the elders, providing
program materials, and putting the program on the
monthly agenda of the larger group.

In the beginning, the volunteer facilitator was involved
in each team meeting with the school personnel, but once
the team got started, the team members handled the
meetings themselves. They used planning charts in their
meetings to help them focus on project goals and the pro-
gram they’d made to achieve those goals. The team mem-
bers stayed focused on the tasks and took on wider roles
as needed or asked. For instance, the principal would call
them in for counseling or advising in specific, racially
charged situations.

The program facilitator saw the team as basically self-
directed, though when it would get “off-topic,” such as
onto homelessness or other student problems team mem-
bers raised, the facilitator would help it get information on
other community resources to address those problems.
Interested team members then got in touch with these
other agencies and served as advocates for the students,
very autonomously. 

Though the facilitator got to know everyone very well
as part of this project, other team members had long pre-
vious history with each other—this was not their first team
experience. She helped group development by making
sure that everyone had an opportunity to function in a
leadership role without dominating, by keeping people in
the communication loop, and asking quieter members to
speak. The group was quite passionate about its work and
spontaneous in making suggestions for improvement.

Self-directed team functioning. As might be expected
from their previous team experience with each other and
their status as a volunteer group, the Elders in the Schools
team members reported overall high self-direction (mean
of 3.44). They were most likely to agree that they kept on
track (mean of 3.83), were respectful and open (mean of
3.67), figured out how to work better together (mean of
3.67), and were efficient in their project work (mean of
3.67). These factors go beyond teamwork values to
encompass project goal efficiency and team “course cor-
rection,” essential characteristics of high-performing self-
directed teams (Manz & Sims, 1987). 

Program Outcomes
Volunteer benefits. Elders in the Schools volunteers
reported a high level of overall benefits from their partici-
pation in the Wisdom Works program (mean of 3.42),
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foremost an “increased knowledge of community issues”
(mean of 3.83). Other highly rated benefits included
those more generally characteristic of Wisdom Works vol-
unteers: “realized that people my age could accomplish a
lot together,” “gained satisfaction from helping others,”
and “enjoyed working as part of a team to get things
done” (each with a mean of 3.5).

The volunteers also reported satisfaction with the fol-
lowing project accomplishments:

n We observed increased self-respect and a decrease 
in suspensions.

n Having a better understanding of teens and respect
from the school personnel.

n Created opportunity for change in attitudes 
at the school.

n The enthusiasm and eagerness of students to share
their concerns and the administration’s cooperation.

n Preventing kids from acting in ways that result in
suspensions from school and motivating them to 
be academically successful.

n Bringing together the (high school) administrative/
support staff, students, and parents for meaningful
dialogue on key issues and concerns and 
developing solutions.

The volunteer program facilitator reported on other vol-
unteer outcomes. For example, a Wisdom Works volun-
teer who was a local elected official gained new perspec-
tive on the racial issues that youth face. This program was
also the first volunteer experience, and an eye-opening
introduction to community issues, for one newly retired
federal government administrator. 

Organizational benefits. Participation in the Wisdom
Works program also has changed the volunteer group.
Like many middle class African-American retirees, the eld-
ers are committed to giving back to their communities
through involvement with churches, college alumni associ-
ations, and continued involvement with sororities, frater-
nities, and civic/social groups. However, the facilitator
frequently heard comments like “this project has really
energized the elders.”

The group has restructured its recruitment and mem-
bership procedures, increasing its older adult membership
and recruiting younger volunteers as associate members
and apprentices. It has become a much more open group,
committed to bringing along the next generation of
African-American leaders. This program marked the first
time in its eight-year history that the group had accepted

outside funding for a project. Its Wisdom Works involve-
ment has given the organization insights on the “bigger
picture,” specifically society’s interest in the continuing
contributions of older people. 

In terms of focus, the Wisdom Works project gave the
group a more in-depth perspective on the complexity of
community issues underlying suspensions even in an afflu-
ent county—particularly poverty, homelessness, and limit-
ed parental involvement. 

As a direct result of the Wisdom Works program, the
elders have realized that they need to impact youth earlier
than high school and are seeking funding for a book and
travel club for middle school students and a family
empowerment program. They also have created an Adopt-
a-Family program to prevent homelessness, based on their
experiences at the high school. Most importantly, the
project reinforced for the elders the resources they have to
offer and the fact that they can make a difference in the
lives of children, families, and the community overall.

Community benefits. Preliminary data indicate a reduc-
tion in suspensions this year within the target school,
compared to the previous year, at least partially attributa-
ble to the Wisdom Works project. The first change within
the school, however, was in administrators’ behavior. 

As mentioned previously, members of the team were
frequently invited to discuss interracial problems or offer
advice to the school administration, even beyond the issue
of suspensions. The ongoing presence of the elders in the
high school, particularly their regular meetings with
administrators during which year-to-date suspension statis-
tics were shared, apparently reminded administrators of
the project’s mission, and that the elders (and through
them the black community) were stakeholders and poten-
tial resources in the educational process. 

In addition to working with youth and school person-
nel, the elders have worked closely with a group of parents
from the high school to help them better understand their
teens and find appropriate ways to both support and set
limits for their children.

A very tangible outcome of the Wisdom Works Elders
in the Schools project—and new educational resource—is
a video, produced with students, parents, teachers, and
administrators, featuring an appearance by a nationally rec-
ognized educator/motivational speaker. This video is
being used for ninth grade orientation, as well as in ses-
sions with parents and school staff, to help reduce cross-
cultural communication problems and increase positive
interaction among students, parents, teachers, and 
school administrators.
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PLAINVIEW-OLD BETHPAGE CARES
(POB Cares), sponsored by Mid Island Y Jewish
Community Center (JCC), Plainview, NY

Overview of Program and Project Teams
In response to an extensive needs assessment of older
adults in local communities, the Wisdom Works program
expanded an existing program. Project staff identified four
teams to perform this work:

n The original program became the Service Delivery
Team. This team delivered services—including trans-
portation, shopping, reading, and deliveries—to
older adults. This group was the largest.

n The Publicity Team conducted program outreach
and public relations. 

n The New Services Team explored and began to
develop new senior services, such as a community
senior services directory.

n The Fundraising Team, the smallest, was responsible
for fundraising efforts to continue the Wisdom
Works program and its activities. 

Participants
Because the survey occurred at the end of the project peri-
od, only 21 of about 61 participants in the POB Cares
program completed feedback surveys. Those who gave
demographic information included 12 women and eight
men ranging in age from 57-90, with an average age of
73. All but two were European-American, 50 percent held
graduate degrees, and only 5 percent had not graduated
from high school.

Eleven said they had been members of one Wisdom
Works team, seven reported participating in two, while three
said they had been members of three teams. These teams
included Service Delivery (N=13), Publicity (N=5), New
Services (N=3), Fundraising (N=7), Citizens Advisory Board
(N=7), and Coordinating Council (N=1). The latter two
teams were ways that the Wisdom Works teams communi-
cated with the sponsoring organization and with the larger
community. Volunteer leaders from each team served on the
Citizens Advisory Board, which met monthly.

Team Development and Functioning
Staff leadership and team development. A trained Wisdom
Works volunteer matched other volunteers to teams based
on their stated interests and skills. After initial training and
goal orientation, staff attended team meetings, facilitating
discussion and problem solving. Formal monitoring of
teams occurred through monthly meetings of team leaders

and organizational representatives. Staff served outside
these meetings as resources, talking regularly with desig-
nated team leaders to monitor progress, offer guidance,
and arrange for needed resources like meeting rooms,
publicity, community contacts, etc.

Self-directed team functioning. POB Cares volunteers
who gave feedback described moderate levels of self-
directed team functioning (mean of 3.24), with the high-
est agreement that their teams:

n Were respectful and open (mean of 3.56).

n Assigned different jobs based on abilities 
(mean of 3.52).

n Tried to get everyone’s ideas before making 
a decision (mean of 3.47). 

The small sample and fact that POB Cares volunteers
served on more than one team did not permit analysis of
specific team functioning. Volunteer involvement impact,
however, was explored by comparing participants accord-
ing to whether they were members of one, two, or three
teams. Those involved in more than one team did not dif-
fer significantly from those who were less involved on any
descriptions of team functioning.

Program Outcomes

Volunteer benefits. The POB Cares participants in this
sample strongly agreed that they saw that people their age
could accomplish a lot together (mean of 3.74) and that
they gained satisfaction from helping others (mean of
3.6). They were also very likely to say that they became
more confident that they could make a difference (mean
of 3.45) and that they enjoyed working as part of a team
to get things done (mean of 3.39). These four outcomes
reflect the essential goals of the Wisdom Works program. 

In open-ended questions, volunteers identified as spe-
cific program benefits:

n The satisfaction from helping frail seniors remain
independent, get to their doctors’ appointments, etc. 

n Distribution of File of Life (which organizes 
financial and medical information to be prominently
displayed in the home to be easily located in the
event of an emergency).

n That they advised government officials of the needs
of seniors.

Program staff also described program outcomes for 
volunteers as:

n Increased confidence and recognition of their ability
to contribute.
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n Building new relationships.

n “Paying it forward,” helping others in ways they
might need help in the future.

Organizational benefits. The POB Cares program
engaged new volunteers. A significant minority of the
Wisdom Works volunteers noted that this was their first
volunteer activity. It also increased the overall number of
senior volunteers at the organization and resulted in
“increased awareness of the needs of healthy seniors and
frail seniors” at the sponsoring organization.

Community benefits. Wisdom Works program volunteers
and staff “have begun collaborating with local hospitals
and legislators to continue and expand the program.”
Countless seniors received shopping, delivery, transporta-
tion, and reading services. This relieved caregivers of some
stress and allowed the seniors to remain in their homes. 

SENIOR LEADERSHIP IN READING:
CREATING HOPE FOR THE
FUTURE GENERATIONS OF HOPE,
sponsored by Generations Together of Hope Meadows,
Rantoul, IL

Overview of Program and Project Teams
Initially, 11 seniors living in Hope Meadows, an intergenera-
tional, subsidized community consisting of foster/adoptive
families and retirees, came together to plan this project.
Based on their volunteering in the local school, several had
previously voiced concern to the staff of the nonprofit
organization that sponsors the Hope Meadows community
that many children entering junior high school were behind
in reading. The project chosen was that self-managed,
diverse teams of older adults would develop leadership and
reading/tutoring skills to implement an intensive reading
program in the local middle school. In the group of 11 sen-
iors, there were two retired reading teachers who identified
reading instruction programs; contacts were made and a
program was selected for the volunteers to use.

Two seniors did research to provide background infor-
mation for the proposal. Meanwhile, a meeting was held
with the principal of the local middle school, who signed
off on the proposal, gratified that the seniors also intend-
ed to include some children in the reading program who
lived outside the Hope Meadows community. The logis-
tics also seemed to work; there seemed to be time in the
school schedule for reading tutoring, as the first period of
every day was allocated for study hall and extracurricular
activities. Both seniors and program staff talked with par-
ents of Hope Meadows school children to seek their input
and cooperation on the proposal. 

Participants
We do not have any feedback surveys for this senior
group. According to program staff accounts, the group
included teachers (among them two reading specialists), a
business executive, a journalist, and a computer analyst, all
retired residents of Hope Meadows and ranging in age
from 61-80. Many were reportedly quite healthy, while
two had fairly severe physical health problems. 

Team Development and Functioning 

Staff leadership and team development. The nonprofit
organization sponsoring this project took the Wisdom
Works goal of self-directed teams very seriously and was
initially reassured that the senior group that developed the
proposal would take the ball and run with it. Along with
those seniors who researched either the proposal or the
reading program, others recruited additional volunteers,
while one housebound senior offered to coordinate com-
munications and records. In late summer, the reading spe-
cialist the group selected delivered two and one-half days
of training to the team; she was very impressed with the
team’s enthusiasm and commitment.

Once the school year started, the program staff pulled
back to allow the Wisdom Works volunteers to implement
the reading program. The staff discovered several months
later that there were serious external and internal coordina-
tion problems between the school and the volunteers, which
kept the program from being effectively implemented. 

The program director noted later: “As staff, we walk a
fine line between directiveness and passivity. We are most
effective when our relational practices are characterized by
consent rather than control, i.e., we have to exercise sensi-
tive control where we listen, help or respond, and guide. We
have to know when to nudge without undermining our sen-
iors’ belief in their own ability to manage the daily affairs of
the community. In this project, we did very little nudging,
nor did we get directly involved once the program was in
place. This was to be a project directed by the seniors. The
problems, including communication breakdown, proved to
be too much for them to handle without considerable input
from staff, and this was not forthcoming.” 

Misled by the initial high level of motivation and self-
organization of the team, and determined to respect the
program goal of self-determination, program staff appar-
ently did not monitor group functioning closely and,
therefore, did not know that intervention was needed
when problems developed and implementation stalled.

Self-directed team functioning. According to program
staff, while project planning was very collaborative, imple-
mentation and problem solving were not. The group
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apparently was relying upon two of the younger seniors,
both retired reading teachers, as de facto leaders, but
these women may not have realized this and were often
out of town when the program began. The other seniors,
most of whom were considerably older, were reportedly
less comfortable in the school setting, more often hin-
dered by health problems, and less able/willing to resolve
system problems within the school when they arose.

System problems did arise immediately, since resource
teachers in the school had already allocated the first hour
of the school day for intensive homework assistance and
test preparation for the Hope Meadows students.
“Everyone, including parents and students, was torn
between participating in the reading program and staying
in the class that would give them help with other subjects.
The resource-room teachers were not consulted by the
principal and, as a result, were not supportive of the read-
ing program,” program staff noted. 

After beginning with far fewer children than anticipat-
ed—none from outside Hope Meadows since the teachers
were not recruiting them—and with the volunteers not
recruiting other volunteers, the program faltered within a
few months. The few children who did participate began to
be teased and embarrassed about going for remedial help,
and the program folded after the winter break (December). 

Program Outcomes and Insights

Outcomes. There were a few tangible outcomes from this
program. Only a few students were aided with their read-
ing for several months, and a small number of volunteers
trained in tutorial reading were using those skills to help a
few students outside of school.

Insights. Program staff reported learning lessons about proj-
ect follow-through, leadership, and delegation with older
adult volunteers. They also learned about communicating
effectively throughout a system (teachers, parents, and
administrators), rather than relying on one group to commu-
nicate with another. Finally, they learned about their particu-
lar group of seniors’ requirements for a sustained volunteer
commitment. Some of these issues will be addressed in more
detail in the Recommendations in Part V of this report.

$ENIORS AGAINST INVESTMENT
FRAUD ($AIF), sponsored by Mills-Peninsula Senior
Focus-RSVP, San Mateo, CA, in partnership with Northern
California Presbyterian Homes & Services, Inc., Retired
Senior Volunteer Program (RSVP), San Francisco, CA

Overview of Program and Project Teams
A program director from the California Department of
Corporations contacted RSVP programs of San Francisco

and San Mateo counties, encouraging them to sponsor peer-
to-peer programs educating older adults about investment
fraud. The RSVP directors wrote the Wisdom Works pro-
posal, then recruited volunteers from the two counties to be
trained to give individual presentations on investment fraud.
Volunteers were encouraged to arrange venues for their pre-
sentations in addition to those that the RSVP offices
arranged. Approximately 14 volunteers from San Francisco
and about 20 from San Mateo participated in the program. 

Participants
Eleven (of about 34) participants returned the feedback
survey; they were almost equally divided between men
and women and ranged from 62-81 years of age, with
almost all 70 or younger. (Project coordinators also said
this project drew proportionately more men and a
younger group of seniors than is typical of their RSVP
program.) Those who responded were also highly educat-
ed; over two-thirds reported having completed graduate
work or a graduate degree. They were almost evenly
divided between European-Americans and other ethnici-
ties, and between those who were retired and those 
working part-time. 

Respondents described their level of $AIF involvement as
not very active (two people), active as a team member (eight
people), and active as volunteer team leader (one person).
They were equally motivated by their concerns about the
social issue of investment fraud (mean of 3.56) and by their
desires to leave a community legacy (mean of 3.56).

Team Development and Functioning 

Staff leadership and team development. RSVP staff mem-
bers in each county oriented their volunteers on invest-
ment fraud as a community issue. Volunteers suggested
strategies for how to fight fraud, as well as how to reach
those who were difficult to reach and most likely to
become fraud victims. San Francisco and San Mateo coun-
ty programs operated separately, though they synchro-
nized their training and encouraged volunteers to “cross
the border” to attend in-services at the other site. 

Continual in-service training was conducted at each site
during regular meetings. The volunteers offered training
twice. Volunteers were encouraged to continue in training
as long as they wanted before delivering their first presen-
tations; some stayed involved in the program but had not
delivered any presentations by the end of the project year. 

While they emphasized that volunteers were running
the program, the RSVP program staff focused more on
logistical support and training for the content needed to
conduct informational community presentations than on
developing volunteers into self-directed teams. Although
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the group came together for training and program devel-
opment, the presentations were rendered individually.

Self-directed team functioning. Though it is unclear how
representative this sample is of all $AIF volunteers, there
were definite trends in their responses to the feedback sur-
vey. Consistent with the program staff’s description of the
project, volunteers reported working independently rather
than on a team, though three said there was some collab-
oration. The volunteers typically described their fellow
volunteers as respectful and open to others’ ideas (mean of
3.70), as having the skills and knowledge needed for the
project (mean of 3.67), and as moderately self-directed
overall (mean of 3.32). Though they do not fit the defini-
tion of a self-directed team, they apparently did make
some decisions as a group and had considerable input into
the shape of their training and project.

Program Outcomes

Volunteer benefits. Those volunteers responding to the
feedback survey reported considerable personal benefits
(with a mean of 3.5 on the volunteer benefits scale) from
their $AIF participation. Highest among the outcomes
were “I realized that people my age could accomplish a
lot together” (mean of 3.78) and “I increased my knowl-
edge of community needs and issues” (mean of 3.67).
Since these were key goals of the Wisdom Works program,
it suggests that conducting substantive projects with
empowered volunteers can accomplish many of the
intended volunteer outcomes even without the team-
chosen project and self-directed team functioning. 

These volunteers described their accomplishments 
as follows:

n Community education—For example, educating the
public, getting important information into the com-
munity, and spreading the $AIF program through-
out the San Mateo and San Francisco corridor.

n Protection of individuals—Making sure the audience
members understood the problem of elder fraud and
learned how to protect themselves; helping seniors
to avoid making bad investment decisions.

Program coordinators also described how people with spe-
cial talents (financial or speaking skills) were able to use
those talents in the project. One volunteer later spoke at
two aging conferences and before the state budget com-
mittee, publicizing and advocating for the program.
Another volunteer who was new to the area built a sup-
portive new network of friends through participation in
the Wisdom Works program.

Organizational benefits. Similar to other Wisdom Works
programs, $AIF drew some first-time volunteers. Both the
San Francisco and San Mateo RSVP programs are now
planning focused recruitment and engaging programs for
baby boomer volunteers. $AIF also brought male volun-
teers—traditionally a difficult to reach demographic—to
both RSVPs and gave both programs ideas for engaging
men in service.

Community benefits. From volunteer reports: “we have
(as a group) reached over 1,000 seniors, some of whom
have been victims of scams.” RSVP staff reported that vol-
unteers reached 2,000 seniors through presentations,
3,000 through newsletters, and innumerable seniors
through newspaper articles.

Moreover, program coordinators reported that evalua-
tions from these presentations across San Francisco and San
Mateo counties were extremely positive. Approximately 85-
95 percent of respondents said they learned how to recog-
nize and protect themselves from frauds and common
scams and that they would recommend the presentations to
others. Frequently, audience members would ask Wisdom
Works volunteers after their presentations to give the same
presentation to another community group. Presentation
evaluations the program staff compiled revealed that more
than 95 percent of audience members would recommend
the presentation to others. 

Through the program, San Francisco and San Mateo
residents saw seniors as capacity builders, in active, engag-
ing roles. One San Mateo RSVP volunteer received the
Spirit of Service award for her service as a $AIF volunteer.
Her award brought media attention throughout the Bay
area, and she has become the keynote speaker at RSVP
volunteer recognition events throughout the state.

In addition, one RSVP program coordinator has
become an active member of the county’s Adult Abuse
Prevention Collaborative as a result of her learning from
the $AIF program.

WISDOM WORKS FOR LIVING 
IN A FRIENDLY ENVIRONMENT
(WW-LIFE), sponsored by Jewish Family Services 
of Los Angeles, West Hollywood, CA

Overview of Program and Project Teams
Jewish Family Services of Los Angeles recruited older
adults for the Wisdom Works program from two naturally
occurring retirement communities—Park La Brea and
West Hollywood, very different but geographically adja-
cent neighborhoods with high senior populations. After
leadership training, which included information on com-
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munity needs, community groups, and previous agency
outreach, the 25 volunteers decided on two projects that
they believed could be delivered effectively and have the
greatest impact in their communities:

n Senior Talk Line—This team attempted to develop a
peer-conducted senior resources and activities talk line
for each community that would support homebound
seniors. Because of the long lead time required to
develop, gather resources for, situate, and staff such a
program, neither community’s talk line was up and
running until the very end of the project grant time-
line. Work is continuing on this program. 

n Light Up a Library—This project was planned as a
homework/reading support group for elementary
students that would take place in their school 
library as part of the after-school program. It did 
not materialize. 

Participants
The 15 volunteers (of the 25 in the program) who
responded to the feedback survey included 11 women and
four men between the ages of 66-87, with an average age
of 76. All but two were European-American; 50 percent
had graduated from high school or had completed some
college/technical school courses, while 50 percent had
graduate degrees. Ten volunteers were from West
Hollywood, while five were from the Park La Brea com-
munity. In the current sample, surprisingly, the two
groups did not differ on any demographic characteristic;
all had been involved in Senior Talk Line teams.

Interestingly, the volunteers from the two communities
reported significant differences in their motivation for vol-
unteering. Park La Brea volunteers were more likely than
those from West Hollywood to say they joined the
Wisdom Works program because they wanted to become
more involved in the community, contribute to the com-
munity, and relate to others with similar interests. 

Team Development and Functioning 
Staff leadership and team development. After a recruit-
ment and application process, 39 Wisdom Works volun-
teers were selected, of whom 25 completed an intensive
18-hour leadership training program to “help them 
develop cohesive work groups, learn about community
needs, and enhance their leadership, advocacy, and team
building skills.” Following that, the volunteers received
additional training while they explored and designed 
their community projects. 

Though staff intended that volunteers from the two
neighborhoods function as one team, the volunteers saw

themselves as two separate teams working to develop simi-
lar projects in their own communities. When they realized
that the teams from each community had different leader-
ship and task styles, staff split the group into two smaller
community-based groups for training purposes to gear the
training to the different learning styles and decrease frus-
tration among group members.

Staff roles included orienting teams to the program,
organizing training, facilitating each team meeting, matching
volunteers’ abilities to tasks, getting needed resources such as
marketing and publicity for the teams, and helping teams
resolve conflict. Staff encouraged team members to “think
outside the box” and to design and implement their own
ideas. Staff also tried to keep the projects “volunteer and sen-
ior driven”—although staff contributed to discussions and
shared their concerns, the team made the final decision.

Self-directed team functioning. Overall, WW-LIFE volun-
teers reported moderate self-direction (mean of 3.19), with
high agreement that their team was respectful and open
(mean of 3.77) and tried to get everyone’s input before mak-
ing decisions (mean of 3.67). However, volunteers from Park
La Brea rated their team as significantly more self-directed
(3.52) than those from West Hollywood (3.02). The only
specific item on which there was a significant difference was
that Park LaBrea volunteers were more likely to report, “We
had the skills and knowledge we needed in our group.”

Program Outcomes
Project outcomes. Both teams similarly rated their neighbor-
hood talk line projects as not very successful at the time of
the feedback survey (the talk lines were just being imple-
mented) but were sure that with continued work, these
projects would have lasting community impact. Volunteers
mostly described their achievements as in progress:

n “I was able to listen to people on the phone and
help them even if I don’t see them.”

n “We reached out to seniors who are lonely, isolated,
and in need of assistance.”

n “We have some level of understanding of what we
have to do. We are on the way to determining efficient
methods and procedures to implement our program.”

n “I believe it will take six months to one year before
we can ascertain if the Senior Talk Line is a success-
ful community project.”

Volunteer benefits. Volunteers reported that they gained a
lot from participating in the Wisdom Works program;
there were no differences between teams. The greatest
benefits were “I realized that people my age could accom-
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plish a lot together” and “I enjoyed working as part of a
team to get things done” (both with a mean of 3.36).
Since, in the whole Wisdom Works sample, satisfaction
was a function of both project achievement and self-
directed team functioning, these seemed remarkably high
scores for incomplete projects.

Program staff report that all Wisdom Works partici-
pants have become regular talk line volunteers in their
respective communities, and many have taken a more
active role in the organization—by joining advisory coun-
cils, assisting with classes and special events, providing
outreach, giving community presentations, and the like. 

Organizational benefits. Through the Wisdom Works pro-
grams, the organization has realized the need to engage
younger community seniors in volunteer efforts and in pro-
viding friendly visiting for homebound seniors. The organi-
zation says the Wisdom Works volunteers now “bring issues
that they see in the community to our attention in order to
affect change. We have a pool of leaders that we can count
on with various community-building projects.” 

Moreover, the organization now begins its work with
volunteers by “looking at the strengths they already possess
and building on these strengths to enhance programs. Our
volunteers have become equal partners in the (organization-
al) decision-making process in deciding priorities, creating
innovative programs, and in outreach to the community.”

The organization has veered “away from our traditional
service delivery system that focuses on the negative attrib-
utes of aging (i.e., declining health, multiple losses, isola-
tion) … to continue to provide meaningful ways for
younger adults to remain active and viable community
participants.” The work of these trained volunteers helps
to sustain the program and assist staff in providing needed
ongoing services.

Community benefits. Both Senior Talk Lines have been
now implemented, each serving its community with a
comprehensive resources directory, specific operating
hours, and volunteers working in shifts to staff it. In 
West Hollywood, the talk line is offered in both English
and Russian to serve the immigrant community as well
English speakers. 

Through the talk line, volunteers have identified isolat-
ed, homebound, frail seniors whom they contact weekly to
provide socialization and support over the phone. They
also have linked these seniors to needed services that other
groups provide, including transportation, care manage-
ment, and monitoring. As a method of increasing commu-
nity awareness, the talk line also is being used to inform
community members of activities and special events and
accepts their reservations to these events directly.

Summary: Critical Factors Common to
Successful Programs
It seems evident that, despite their many differences,
Wisdom Works programs enjoyed an overall high degree
of success. Program staff describe training, team building,
and facilitation processes, and they say that the Wisdom
Works program has a substantial impact on volunteers, the
sponsoring organization, and the community at large. 

Wisdom Works volunteers across programs reported
moderate team self-direction, satisfaction with their proj-
ect and team, a sense of achievement from their project,
and other benefits, but there were substantial differences
in these among volunteers from different programs. Some
of the differences volunteers and staff reported have impli-
cations for similar future programs.

Projects that were described as more successful had six
factors in common: 

n Needs-Based Program Selection. The programs were
rooted in a well thought-out formal or informal
community needs assessment.

n Realistic and Feasible Plans. The programs addressed
identified community needs with a high-impact, easy
to implement, and realistically time-lined project.

n Training with Volunteer Involvement. Program staff
initially conducted staff-developed volunteer training
and empowered volunteers to shape further training
with knowledge/skills they believed they needed.

n Intensive Communications. Team building was fos-
tered through intensive up-front team development,
regular staff-team communications, and ongoing
group dynamics facilitation.

n Teamwork Values and Empowerment Fostered.
Volunteers built team self-direction by helping devel-
op teamwork values and empowering them for deci-
sion making at every stage of the project.

n Selective and Limited Staff Involvement. Program
staff operated primarily as external resource people,
negotiators with the sponsoring organization, and
group process consultants.

A very interesting outcome this evaluation showed anecdotally
was that organizations may rethink how they work with
and/or for older adults. Some organizations that had tradition-
ally worked with older adults noted that Wisdom Works partic-
ipants were taking more substantive volunteer roles and leader-
ship actions with the organizations, which suggested that these
organizations saw older adults in a new light after their
Wisdom Works participation—and that their volunteers did,
too. Other organizations apparently had not previously focused
their volunteer recruiting on the older adult population, and
they realized the potential contributions they were missing. 
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S ince most Wisdom Works programs consisted of
several teams, often varying in structure, group
process, and accomplishments, it is extremely dif-

ficult to make program comparisons. Instead, the cross-
program analyses identified some commonalities across
program practices and structures that were accomplishing
Wisdom Works program goals and that appeared to be
most effective for volunteers, organizations, and the com-
munities they served.

Conclusions

Team-chosen projects are not inherently superior to staff-
identified projects. Several pieces of evidence suggest that
how a project is chosen does not matter as much to its suc-
cess or to the satisfaction of the volunteers as other factors,
such as how realistic its timeframe is. There were few differ-
ences between the two-thirds of Wisdom Works volunteers
sampled who had chosen their own projects and the one
third who had not. When differences were found, those
working on staff-chosen projects rated themselves higher. 

For instance, as mentioned earlier, Wisdom Works vol-
unteers working on staff-chosen projects did not differ
from volunteers who chose their own projects in their sat-
isfaction with their project and group. Similar results are
found in the management leadership research. For
instance, Kouzes and Posner (2003) found that for at least
half of the “personal best” leadership cases they studied,
the project on which the leader reported performing at
his/her best was assigned rather than self-selected. 

Those working on staff-chosen projects also were sig-
nificantly more interested in the social issue the project
targeted and more confident of the project’s long-term
impact than those working on team-chosen projects. This
is not surprising, considering that groups making decisions
generally make “lowest-common-denominator” selec-
tions—most members are okay with the choice, but few
people are enthusiastic. It usually takes transformational
leadership, either in the group or by the external leader of
a self-directed group, to develop the whole group’s enthu-
siasm for the goal. 

Part V: Conclusions 
and Recommendations
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The type of project chosen influenced the level of collabora-
tive or interdependent work in the project. While training
and project decision making were usually collaborative in
Wisdom Works projects, service often was not, and in
some cases, collaboration would not be practical. Several
examples are evident in the Wisdom Works programs. For
instance, participants in the Elders in the Schools project
served most often when consulted by principals or when
mentoring individual students—two activities that would
be awkward to conduct in a team. Similarly, Caregiving
Teams participants read to visually limited people and did
other person-to-person actions.

Most Wisdom Works training was too short and over-
emphasized project or leadership skills at the expense of
team development. Whether through formal training or
informal modeling, all Wisdom Works programs seemed
to foster teamwork values such as respect and solicitation
of everyone’s ideas. Those were highlights of Wisdom
Works participation for most volunteers. Several programs
also exposed volunteers to group dynamics skills, includ-
ing presentation skills, skills in conducting meetings, or
advocacy skills. 

Few programs directly fostered the more goal-oriented
skills of self-directed teams, such as the strategic planning,
task achievement, problem solving, and self-monitoring
practices crucial to self-direction. Most did encourage
teams to undertake such tasks. LTOP, Caregiving Teams,
and WW-LIFE conducted the most extensive team and
leadership development programs.

Though Wisdom Works teams varied in how much of their
projects they controlled, on average, volunteers reported
their teams were somewhat self-directed. Though there
was significant variation between programs, participants
“tended to agree” or “agreed” that their teams were
respectful, collaborative, efficient, and resourceful, with an
overall mean across programs of 3.18 on a 4-point scale.
They were most impressed with the teamwork values in
their groups—the team members asked each other’s input
and listened respectfully to each other’s ideas.
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Volunteers named how well their group functioned and
was self-directed as the biggest benefit, more so than the
amount of collaboration or the success of the project, even
though those were related. Across programs, volunteers’
enjoyment of teamwork was the single biggest factor in
their report of program benefits. This argues that the
Wisdom Works program was onto something important—
that the team process might add considerably to the
attractiveness and impact of volunteering. Interestingly,
men were significantly more likely to say that they enjoyed
teamwork and gained satisfaction from helping others.
Perhaps these were new volunteers just realizing the bene-
fits of service, or their comments may reflect the gender
socialization existing in this generation.

Wisdom Works programs did not have sufficient time to
develop self-directed teams to identify and address a com-
munity need with a self-designed project. If Wisdom
Works programs completed all stages necessary to develop
self-directed teams and develop and implement projects,
they could not complete the projects by April 30, 2005,
the end of the grant year. As an example, WW-LIFE’s
process of team development, project selection, planning,
and implementation of the Senior Talk Line was the clos-
est approximation to the stated goals of the Wisdom
Works program. That program completed all the stages
needed to develop self-directed teams and select and
develop a project. That team was not ready to launch its
(admittedly ambitious) project until the grant year had
nearly ended. As a consequence, their volunteers had not
seen the project’s successful implementation. Almost all
program coordinators concluded that they needed more
time to develop high-functioning teams of older adults
who then identified a community need, selected, devel-
oped, and implemented their solution. 

Programs that shortcut the process with an already-chosen
project were more likely to design and launch successful
community projects involving considerable volunteer self-
direction. Witness the successes of the $AIF, SANC, and
POB Cares programs. An important caveat was that these
projects were based on a community needs assessment,
usually formal though sometimes arising from program
staff’s knowledge of the community. Other approaches to
fitting within the project year included training for proj-
ect-necessary knowledge rather than for leadership or
teambuilding, as the $AIF program did. 

Across programs, volunteers and communities derived the
benefits from their projects that the Wisdom Works pro-
gram had envisioned. Team members agreed that what
they enjoyed most about the Wisdom Works program was

helping others, realizing how much older adults could
accomplish working together, and working as part of a
team. Satisfaction from helping others and enjoyment of
teamwork were especially true of men in this sample. The
Wisdom Works program precisely targets those results,
which are similar to previous volunteer studies that find a
combination of altruistic and personal benefits is related to
long-term volunteering (Snyder, 1993; Snyder & Omoto,
1991). It is likely that after experiencing these benefits,
Wisdom Works volunteers would continue to contribute
service to the community. However, explaining that theo-
ry is beyond the scope of this evaluation. 

Despite limitations from a short timeframe, community
outcomes of the Wisdom Works program were quite sub-
stantial. Community outcomes included energy assistance
for hundreds of Korean Americans of modest means in
Chicago, Senior Talk Lines in two Los Angeles communi-
ties, assistance in independent living for dozens of care
recipients and respite for their caregivers in numerous
communities, a new seamstress cooperative in North
Carolina, and many other benefits to individuals and
groups. Other projects seem quite likely to produce sub-
stantial community benefits in the future, from fraud pre-
vention among senior adults to reduced suspensions
among African-American high school students.

Recommendations
While motivation for—and benefits reported from—vol-
unteering were similar across Wisdom Works programs,
programs did vary in how projects were chosen, how
interdependent and self-directed project teams were, and
how successful and satisfying the projects were reported to
be. Based on the findings from this evaluation, the follow-
ing recommendations are made:

Wisdom Works projects can be successful and engaging
whether the team or the program staff chooses them. Future
programs might want to include staff-chosen as well as
team-chosen projects, since any differences between the
two methods for the Wisdom Works projects favored staff-
chosen projects. Though the Wisdom Works program had
as its goal that “senior volunteer teams will utilize their
skills to identify the most critical problems in their com-
munity” and “select the problem upon which they feel
they can have the most impact,” that may not be a core
requirement for a meaningful, significant impact on an
older adult volunteer project.

It also does not follow that having participated in a
staff-identified project would inhibit volunteer leadership
in the future. In fact, it is likely that teamwork values and
skills Wisdom Works participants gained in a successful
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project would generalize to their subsequent volunteer
involvement, while the knowledge of community issues
they built would lead them to take initiative to meet com-
munity needs.

The process through which program staff members work
with the older adults should vary depending on how the
project is selected. If the older adults will choose the proj-
ect, the program staff members should first help the group
become a team, then help them choose a realistic project.
Finally, staff should see that team members use mutually
agreed-upon levels and means of communication as they
strategize and implement their plans.

If the project is already chosen, perhaps through a com-
munity needs assessment, staff members first would recruit
interested volunteers and foster their buy-in. Team-building
training, coupled with giving the team the power and
responsibility to plan and implement the project, would fol-
low. As in the previous example, staff would remain in close
touch in a way that makes it clear that they are consultants
to the team rather than coordinators of the project.

Future programs can foster interdependent, more truly
collaborative projects by helping teams structure their
projects to require more interdependent work. If interde-
pendence would strengthen the project’s impact on the
volunteer and on the community need, programs can find
ways that volunteers work and make decisions together.
For instance, in the case of $AIF, structuring presentations
on senior fraud prevention so that teams arranged and
delivered them probably would have increased the pro-
ject’s impact. It would undoubtedly have increased the
number of fraud prevention presentations by reducing the
pressure on individuals to find venues for and arrange
their own presentations, and probably also facilitate their
confidence in giving one. (Some volunteers had not sum-
moned the courage or found a place to present by the end
of the project.)

When individual action may be the best way to imple-
ment a project (tutoring children in reading, driving
someone to a doctor’s appointment, friendly visiting with
a housebound senior), then the programs—and the grant-
ing agency’s request for proposal—might want to define
collaboration broadly, such as team-directed decision mak-
ing with individual action.

For greatest group achievement, programs need to develop
teams through an intentional, interactive, and ongoing
team-building process. Team building should include fos-

tering teamwork values (an open and respectful exchange
of ideas, appreciation of each person’s contribution, and
interpersonal trust) and, just as important, developing self-
directed team skills. Some project teams were not effective
because of development problems (POB Cares
Fundraising Team) or implementation roadblocks (Senior
Leadership in Reading). Self-directed teams are more able
to cope with adversity on the pathway to high achieve-
ment, and volunteer teams need to develop the skills to
monitor their own progress, resolve conflicts, brainstorm
strategies creatively, and encourage high performance indi-
vidually and collectively (Manz & Sims, 1987). 

Programs need sufficient time and resources to develop
“self-directed teams.” Future programs should allow at
least two, perhaps three, years with options to renew at
the end of each year, and sufficient funds for intensive
staff involvement. Volunteer program staff often will need
additional training, just as managers in the workplace do,
to develop and use the diverse group of skills required to
“externally manage” and facilitate self-directed teams
(Druskat & Wheeler, 2003). 

Staff training, volunteer recruitment and selection,
leadership training, team building, project identification,
development, and implementation phases require substan-
tially more time than the project year funded in this cur-
rent program. 

Program outcomes assessment should be integrated into
volunteer programs from the start and include assessment
of multiple constituencies. This cost should be built into
the program proposal and recognized as necessary by fun-
ders. Evidence-based practice depends on careful program
outcome research, including pre-program baseline meas-
ures of important program outcomes, as well as communi-
ty, organizational, and individual volunteer outcomes.
Individual outcome evaluation includes following volun-
teers for several years to identify the long-term health pro-
motion, continuing contributions, and other conse-
quences of participation. 

Other constituencies also should be assessed in similar
ways to identify the precise impact of volunteer programs
and assist in recognizing best practices. Too many volun-
teer programs, including senior adult programs, continue
to be funded because their aspirations are noble and their
anecdotal evidence inspiring. Programs could be improved
and best practices noted for replication if more careful
assessment were practiced.
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webpage at www.ncoa.org.



A program of The National Council on the Aging   n Made possible by a grant from MetLife Foundation 33

F O S T E R I N G  C I V I C  E N G A G E M E N T  A M O N G  O L D E R  A D U L T S

T he National Council on the Aging (NCOA)
acknowledges and appreciates the contributions
of many individuals and organizations toward the

insightful content of the Wisdom Works project and 
this report:

n The focus groups of Arlington County Office of
Senior Adult Programs, Arlington, VA, and the Vital
Aging Taskforce, Washington, DC, who were helpful
in creating questions for the national survey con-
ducted by Harris Interactive to illustrate the con-
cerns of today’s older adults. They also were helpful
in exploring names for the project.

n The Wisdom Works Advisory Panel, which helped to
shape the project with their guidance and spent
many thoughtful hours reviewing and ranking letters
of interest and full proposals, which led to the selec-
tion of the eight grantees.

n Lead and supporting staff of the eight grantee organ-
izations, for their desire and efforts to develop mean-
ingful opportunities for older adults, as well as for
their resourcefulness and careful consideration in
implementing this project, and for the hours of
reporting and answering questions that serves as a
component of this report.

n The Center on Aging at the University of Maryland,
which collaborated in conducting this study, and the
principal investigator, Tracey Manning, Ph.D., who
was also responsible for this final report.

n Carolyn Holmes, Ph.D., Holmes Research and
Consulting, LLC, Phoenix, AZ, who served as a
contributing editor, and Donna Childress and Jean
Van Ryzin, NCOA consultants, who served as copy
editors to this report.

n A. Jill Wagner, IconoGraph Designs, for the design
and layout of this report.

n Harvey Berk, Berk & Associates, NCOA consultant,
whose insights and guidance have helped to imple-
ment this project from the beginning.

n Constance Todd, NCOA director of Wisdom Works
who helped to conceptualize the project and also
supported and coordinated this report. 

n Other NCOA staff whose assistance made the project
possible, including Alixe McNeill and James Firman,
primary contributors to the writing of the Wisdom
Works proposal; Scott Parkin for communications
support; Tom Endres for sharing his wisdom from
the field of community service, and Nancy Whitelaw,
for providing her research expertise when requested.

n Finally, our funder, the MetLife Foundation, whose
leadership has the vision to support efforts working
to build an infrastructure to support the new and
continuing contributions of older adults well into the
21st century. A special thanks to Barbara Dillon,
MetLife Foundation program officer for her respon-
siveness and guidance through out this phase of
Wisdom Works.

Acknowledgments




