
Advantages and Limitations of Older-adult Volunteer Facilitators Conducting a 
Well-being Course in the Provision of a University’s Open Studies in Japan 

 
 

Naoko Suzuki, Tokushima University, Japan 
 
  

The European Conference on Aging & Gerontology 2019 
Official Conference Proceedings 

 
 
Abstract 
As the population of those aged 65 years and above has sharply increased in recent 
years, the issue of ways in which their potential manpower as ‘volunteers’ and 
‘workers’ can be utilised has been receiving excessive attention in the Japanese 
society. This study thereby intends to indicate the advantages and disadvantages for 
elderly volunteers by employing a case study of two female elderly volunteer 
facilitators. These women have launched a ‘well-being’ course as a pair in a 
university’s open studies programme, comprising giving brief lectures on various 
topics and later facilitating small group discussions among the participants to 
stimulate their brains through social participation and conversation. The participatory 
observations and informal interviews with these older volunteer facilitators before and 
after the course were undertaken by the author, who was supervising their roles as a 
researcher in the process of the course. The study found that these older volunteers 
can demonstrate competent leadership, particularly in facilitating effective 
conversations in each of the groups by referring to their life experience and vast 
knowledge about human nature. Yet, difficulties were observed in terms of classroom 
control, such as how to deliver a convincing speech, how to respond to unexpected 
reactions from participants and how to treat those with special needs. It is therefore 
suggested that the institution seriously deliberates over and defines the role of 
‘volunteers’ in this context and considers to what extent they should be further trained 
so as to be resilient while encountering various challenges. 
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Introduction  
 
With the world’s largest proportion of people aged over 65, constituting 
approximately 28% of its total population in 20191, Japan is facing unprecedented 
societal and cultural issues. As healthy living in later years is being emphasised, 
volunteer participation has become increasingly popular among the older Japanese 
population in the past three decades2. However, the quality of the services that these 
elderly volunteers can offer has become a growing research area.  
 
In Japan, ‘volunteering’ became popular much later than in other industrial countries, 
with a clear emergence around the 1970s3. Yet, since earlier times, reciprocal help has 
been a custom in each community through houshi, a system of mutual assistance4. In 
every Japanese town, there is a neighbourhood community association that plays an 
active role in promoting houshi through activities such as organising festivals or 
cleaning up public areas5. However, as this custom also partly means ‘to offer 
something as an object of worship’, it has been historically regarded as obligatory 
rather than purely ‘voluntary’6. Apart from this, although ‘volunteers’ were found to 
be around orphanages in the first half of the 20th century, it was not until after World 
War II that volunteerism began to prevail. With the development of social welfare 
legislation in the early 1950s, Social Welfare Councils were established at both 
prefectural and municipal levels; therefore, since then, the original form of 
volunteering in Japan has been associated with social welfare and the medical and 
health fields, e.g. providing aid in hospitals or helping physically challenged 
individuals7. 
 
In the 1970s, when daily housework was being replaced by technologically advanced 
home appliances, people had more leisure time, resulting in an increase in the number 
of those who were willing to be involved in volunteer activities8. It was at this timing 
that prefectural and municipal ‘Volunteer Centres’ were opened in Social Welfare 
Councils to consult, diffuse, coordinate and provide training for volunteer activities9. 
                                                   
*The materials written by Japanese ministries, municipalities, organizations and authors listed 
above are originally written in Japanese, and if the English title is not specified or unclear in their 
original materials, it is translated by the author. 
1 Cabinet Office of Japan. (2019). Annual Report on the Ageing Society FY 2019. (24th ed.). 
Tokyo: Cabinet Office of Japan.  
2 Fujiwara, Y. et al. (2005). Effects of Volunteering on the Mental and Physical Health of Senior 
Citizens: Significance of Senior-Volunteering from the Viewpoint of Community Health and 
Welfare. Japanese Journal of Public Health, 52(4), 294. 
3 Nakayama, A. (2007). The Emergence of Volunteering. Mie: Mie University Press, 59. 
4 Nihei, N. (2010). Overcoming the Demise of Volunteering: Addressing the Present from the 
History of “Principles”. Annual Review of Tokyo Voluntary Action Center 2010. Tokyo: Tokyo 
Voluntary Action Center, 14-19 
5 National Centre for the Promotion of Volunteering and Civic Engagement. (2010). Report on 
the Survey Results on Nationwide Volunteer Activities. Tokyo: National Social Welfare Council.  
6 Arasaki, K. (2005). What is Volunteering? (Volunteer katudo toha?). In (Edited by Okamoto, 
E.), Introduction to Volunteering (Volunteer no susume). Kyoto: Minerva Shobo (Publisher), 
24-25.  
7 National Social Welfare Council. (n.d.). 100 years’ History. Retrieved from 
https://www.shakyo.or.jp/tsuite/gaiyo/anniversary/history/showa2.html 
8 The Japan Forum. (2008). Volunteer Activities Are Becoming Familiar. Takarabako, No.17. 
9 Iwamoto, Y. (2011). Issues Facing Regional Social Welfare Council Volunteer Centers in View 
 



With the government’s administrative reform in the 1980s, volunteering commenced 
to be more focussed, had minimal government control and was more in line with 
private sector dynamism10. In the 1990s, volunteer activities expanded in association 
with the political emphasis on lifelong learning11, with some companies focussed on 
becoming more engaged with the community12. Further, the common natural disasters 
in Japan—earthquakes, typhoons, tsunamis, floods and volcanic eruptions—gave rise 
to many volunteers for disaster relief activities such as running soup kitchens, 
transporting and sorting aid supplies, cleaning up the areas, helping to operate 
evacuation centres and providing information to the victims. For example, after the 
Great Hanshin-Awaji Earthquake Disaster in 1995, more than 1.49 million volunteers 
visited the area within 3 years and 4 months13. Nowadays, every time there is a 
catastrophic disaster, volunteers are expected to supplement the public services when 
the central and local governments are unable to meet the demand. 
 
With the expansion of the Volunteer Centres’ roles, since 2000, Japan’s focus has 
been on civic engagement, which includes volunteer activities and all civic activities 
involving non-profit organisations14. By this time, the volunteering concept had 
spread to school and private companies, which required more information on 
volunteering services to be available across the nation15. At present, there are many 
corporate volunteer groups, non-profit organisations and individuals working in 
various areas such as social welfare, health, international affairs, environment, 
education, art and culture, sports, disaster relief and consumer issues. Therefore, over 
the past 40 years, there has been a substantial increase in the number of older adults 
engaging in formal organisational volunteering in Japan, with 7,068,403 registered in 
2017, accounting for 5.56％ of the total population16. Approximately 80% of the 
volunteers in 2017 were housewives and older people with no regular jobs, with those 
in their 60s (41.4%) being the largest volunteer age group17. 
 
With this nationwide background, this study intends to indicate the advantages and 
disadvantages for elderly volunteers by employing a case study of two female elderly 

                                                                                                                                                  
of the Relationship between Regional Social Welfare Council Volunteer Centers and Private 
Sector Volunteer Centers: Disputes Spanning Founding and Historical Background which Raise 
Questions for the Present. Japanese Journal of Human Welfare Studies. (An In-House Journal of 
Kwansei Gakuin University), 4(1), 108.  
10 Ad-Hoc Committee of Administrative Survey. (1982). The Third Report on Administrative 
Reform.  
11  Lifelong Learning Committee within Japanese Government. (1999). Report of Lifelong 
Learning Committee: How to Apply One’s Learning Experience. 
12 Irie, E. (2007). The Interface between Voluntarism and Lifelong Learning. Annual Research 
Review of the Faculty of Contemporary Social Studies, Nagasaki Wesleyan University, 5(1), 
53-54. 
13 Yasutomi, M. (2015). News Reporting on Disaster and Volunteers. Kobe Gakuin Journal of 
Contemporary Social Studies, 137-138. 
14 National Social Welfare Council. (2001). Five years’ Plan on the Promotion of Volunteer 
Activities and Civic Engagement (Second Phase). 
15 Central Council of Education (Japanese Government). (2002). Report on the Promotion of 
Volunteering Activities among Young People.  
16 National Social Welfare Council. (2019.4). The Number of Volunteers and Its Transition in 
Japan as of April, 2018. Retrieved from https://www.zcwvc.net/ 
17 National Centre for the Promotion of Volunteering and Civic Engagement. (2010). Op.cit. 



volunteers who have launched a ‘well-being’ course as a pair in the university’s open 
studies programme to stimulate their brains through social participation and 
conversation. 
 
Methodology 
 
This empirical study examined a 10-week Open Studies course called ‘Enjoy Chatting 
and Prevent Frailty!’ conducted by two older female volunteers, aged 79 and 67, at 
the Centre for Lifelong Learning within University A in Japan. The course comprised 
brief lectures on various topics and the facilitation of small group discussions to 
stimulate the participants. As these two women had previously completed a 2-year 
leadership Open Studies course at the university, they had gained the right to lead 
their own course on a voluntary basis. The 79-year-old volunteer had been an 
executive board member of an international association in her local community for a 
long time, had just graduated with a Master’s degree in English literature from 
University A and had been taking care of her retired university professor husband, 
who is now in a nursing home. The 67-year-old volunteer used to work as a public 
health nurse and has wide knowledge and expertise in health issues. Both women live 
off a pension and have socioeconomically wealthy backgrounds. Since their children 
left home, they have been very proactive in socialising with others to enhance their 
social networks.  
 
There were 16 adult participants (6 males and 10 females): two females aged 54 and 
57 years; four females aged 60, 65, 67 and 68 years, and one male aged 66 years; four 
females aged 72, 72, 73 and 74, and five males aged 72, 74, 77, 77 and 77. In all, 13 
participants were retired, and three of them—one female aged 74, one female in 65 
and one male aged 66—were self-employed. As one female participant had a hearing 
difficulty, she was accompanied by two summary scribes. During the course, 16 
participants were divided into three to four small groups, each of which was 
facilitated by the two female volunteers. The participants were encouraged to form 
new groups with different people each time they came to class. Although the course 
was voluntary, the university officially incorporated the course into their regular 
curricula; therefore, it was delivered at the same university site as the regular open 
courses given by university academic staff.  
 
The participatory observations and informal interviews with the older facilitators were 
undertaken before and after the course by the author, who was also supervising their 
facilitator roles during the course. Additionally, the participants’ completed course 
evaluations that had a few structured questions and some open-ended questions were 
referred to. After reviewing relevant literature, the outcomes of these three surveys 
(interviews with volunteers, participant evaluations and author observations) were 
consolidated to elucidate the study’s advantages, limitations and future challenges.  

  
Literature Review on Older Volunteers 
 
There have been several studies in several different areas that have explored 
volunteering in older adults over the last few decades. Several studies have found that 
there are physical, mental and psychological health benefits to volunteering for older 



adults, with the main effects being found to be the following18: increased life 
satisfaction, increased self-esteem and self-assessed health, lower mortality risk, 
lower functional dependence, lower levels of depression, higher levels of contentment, 
higher protection against role-identity absences in major life domains (partner, 
employment and parental), enhanced role continuity, enhanced self-concept, better 
social support systems, higher social independence and interdependence through the 
development of new social networks and an improved sense of usefulness.  
 
Volunteering motivation has also been widely examined. Compared with the younger 
generation who are more motivated by career concerns, older volunteers have been 
found to be motivated by the following19: altruism, the need to increase their 
self-esteem by feeling useful and productive, a need to fulfil their moral obligation to 
society and using their talents and expertise, a need for companionship, peer support, 
a sense of purpose and personal growth, a desire to be productive, a willingness to 
acquire new skills, a need for personal satisfaction, the availability of flexible 
volunteer options, intergenerational volunteering opportunities, opportunities for older 
unemployed and training programmes, ‘blessings’, improvements in educational 
attainment and health, favourable shifts in the public attitude towards ageing and 
older people, the increased value to be gained from volunteering and expanding 
opportunities for older volunteers in the public and private sectors. 
 
Research has also focussed on general volunteering trends and the demographics of 
older volunteers, from which it was found that ‘the elderly are more likely to 
participate in their late 60s, but their participation is likely to decline beyond that 
age’20. However, it has been observed in Japan that many older adults aged in their 
70s and 80s are staying active and are still willing to be volunteers, regardless of their 
physical condition. 
 
However, although there has been a great deal of research on older volunteers over 
the last three decades, few studies have investigated the correlation of type, content or 
quality of volunteer activities for older volunteers, particularly in a more formal 
university setting.  
 
 
 
                                                   
18 Below are examples of this category.  
Lum, T. Y. and Lightfoot, E. (2005). The Effects of Volunteering on the Physical and Mental 
Health of Older People. Research on Aging, 27(1), 31-55. 
Wheeler J. A. et al. (1998). The beneficial effects of volunteering for older volunteers and the 
people they serve: a meta-analysis. International Journal of Aging and Human Development, 
47(1), 69-79. 
19 Below are examples of this category.  
Okun, M. A. et al (1998). Motivation to Volunteer by Older Adults: A Test of Competing 
Measurement Models. Psychology and Aging. 13(4), 608-621 
Dury, S. (2014). To Volunteer or Not: The Influence of Individual Characteristics, Resources, and 
Social Factors on the Likelihood of Volunteering by Older Adults. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector 
Quarterly, 44(6), 1107-1128. 
20 Kim, S. and G. Hong. (1998). Volunteer Participation and Time Commitment by Older 
Americans. 
Family and Consumer Sciences Research Journal, 27(2), 155. 



Analysis 
 
Overview of the Course 
 
The course was conducted at one of the oldest Lifelong Learning Centres at a national 
university (University A) in Japan. This centre conducts approximately 100 courses 
each year, most of which are conducted by academic researchers from University A, 
with others being external actors. As these courses are provided within the university, 
the course contents need to be at a university level, preferably be research-based and 
differ from the ordinary lifelong learning opportunities outside the university21. 
However, most courses are non-credit and humanities-, social science- or health 
promotion-based, with subjects such as language learning, choral singing, calligraphy, 
training for marathons, literature, history, international relations, politics and 
community engagement. A large majority (80%) of students tend to be between 50 
and 90 years old, have retired from a stable job and have no serious financial or health 
problems22.  
 
The duration of the course under observation in this study was 10 weeks and had a 
small fee, with the chosen topics covering diverse aspects of society as follows: 1. 
Self-Introduction. How to entertain Myself. What is Frailty?; 2. Pseudoscience: 
Divination, Psychic ability and Supernatural Power: Why do people believe in those?; 
3. Dementia: What is it?; 4. Lessons from Children’s Literature, namely, The Grimm 
Fairy Tales, Aesop Fables, Andersen’s stories, etc; 5. Old Learner’s Social 
Participation; 6. Child Abuse: Child Raising and Custody; 7. Intestinal Microbiota: 
Are you well with it?; 8. Increase of Foreign Workers in Japanese Society; 9. Can 
You Stand Up with Healthy Bones? and 10. Gay Marriage: Why does Japanese Law 
still Ban It?. It was intended that the wide range of topics would more effectively 
stimulate the brains of the older participants.  
 
Although ‘role-identity absences in major life domains could be a risk factor for older 
adults’ well-being’23 and therefore could be a volunteering motivator, in this case, the 
course was not developed to improve the volunteers’ ‘own’ well-being; rather, it was 
developed to enhance the well-being of ‘other’ older adults. In the interview with the 
79-year-old volunteer facilitator, she said that the original idea for the course came to 
her at the public library when she observed that a number of elderly people came to 
the library every day without any clear purpose. She saw that they seemed to be 
apathetic, out of energy and tended to be nodding off the whole day, even though they 
were cautioned not to do so by the library staff. Noticing that the number of these 
elderly people had gradually increased in recent years, she wanted to encourage them 

                                                   
21 Thomas, E. Europe, the European Union and University Continuing Education. In Osborne, M. 
and Thomas, E. (Eds. 2003). Lifelong Learning in a Changing Continent: Continuing Education 
in the Universities of Europe (pp.1-14). Leicester: National Institute of Adult Continuing 
Education. 
22 Suzuki, N. (2014). Characteristics of Mature Students in the Center for University Extension 
within the University of A, Findings from the Preliminary Questionnaire Surveys for Annual 
Public Hearings 2008-2010. Journal of the Centre for University Extension (within University of 
A), 23, 21-33. 
23 Greenfield, E.A. and Marks, N. F. (2004). Formal Volunteering as a Protective Factor for Older 
Adults’ Psychological Well-Being. Journal of Gerontology, 59B(5), S258. 



by helping them make use of their knowledge, expertise and skills. Therefore, she was 
motivated to develop this course and invited her 67-year-old friend with a background 
in health science to assist her. 
 
Advantages 
 
Most of the 10 course evaluations were positive, with 9 out of 10 participants saying 
they were satisfied or partly satisfied with the course. There were no dropouts 
throughout the course, with 10–12 participants attending every class on average 
depending on the topic. The positive comments included being able to share the 
community issues with others and deepen their understanding, consideration of the 
participants’ attitudes and understanding, good explanations, useful handouts, 
reasonable fees, variety of interesting topics, earnest facilitator attitudes and a good 
opportunity to listen to the life philosophy of others. Overall, most participants hoped 
there would be a continuation of this course.  
 
The volunteer facilitators said that it had been interesting to learn from the 
participants through the various topics and that they had learned that as everyone has 
wisdom, life skills, knowledge and their own experiential philosophy of life, they 
could all contribute to improving the society. The 79-year-old volunteer facilitator 
said that she had to study hard for each class by researching and reading various 
sources on the topic and mentioned that it was a daunting task to prepare for the 
possible questions that may be asked and develop appropriate handouts. Therefore, 
although it was unexpected, the more she devoted herself to this preparation, the more 
she felt that she herself had benefited from the course because it had kept her busy 
thinking about various topics, which had then improved her own well-being. She said 
that she wished to continue providing the course so that participants could develop 
more global perspectives. However, these comments were only expressed by the older 
volunteer; the younger volunteer did not share these feelings and admitted to feeling 
pressure every time. 
 
The researcher’s observation was that both female volunteers were able to 
demonstrate competent leadership and were particularly skilled at facilitating 
effective conversations in each of the groups by referring to their life experiences and 
their vast knowledge of human nature. Their communication skills with the 
participants improved week by week, and they began to speak with more confidence. 
As the course progressed, the discussions became more relaxed and the participants 
became more familiar. As both the volunteers and participants were of similar ages 
and all had some philosophical considerations regarding life, it was found that there 
was a degree of mutual assistance, for example, in some cases, the participants helped 
the volunteers stimulate the conversations.  
 
Limitations 
 
Some of the negative participant comments were the volunteers’ limited knowledge 
about the topics, inadequate information on each topic (including dated information), 
insufficient classroom controls (inappropriate reactions and misleading comments on 
various questions), limited appropriate topics, outdated knowledge, improper wording 
in some cases, old-fashioned presentation style and a laissez-faire approach to 
motivating conversation in the groups. Apart from the formal evaluation, some male 



participants wrote that the course was not interesting. 
 
Although both volunteer facilitators had had a strong willingness and a passionate 
attitude towards developing and running this course, the 67-year-old volunteer said 
that she had felt uneasy when she heard about the female participant with hearing 
difficulties; however, the older volunteer facilitator commented that she would have 
liked to learn how to approach this participant by understanding her particular case. 
During the course, the younger volunteer facilitator claimed that she had run into a 
number of difficulties when seeking to communicate and respond to participant 
questions and comments and that she had gradually lost confidence in conducting this 
kind of course. However, the older volunteer facilitator said that apart from the 
difficulties in balancing the roles of the volunteer facilitators, as neither of them were 
professional in delivering knowledge to ordinary people, it was difficult to attract the 
participants’ interests in the themes and to effectively motivate conversations using 
stimulating questions, leading to some quiet/tough classes. The older volunteer 
facilitator also confessed that the participants tended to confine their conversations to 
mundane issues familiar to their daily lives even though she had hoped that they could 
gain a broader perspective from the volunteer facilitators’ brief lectures and 
disconnect from their ego's hold. Nevertheless, the older volunteer facilitator was still 
positive and expected to deliver the same course with new topics in the following year 
with a newly appointed 80-year-old male volunteer with a teaching background. 
 
As no formal training had been offered to the graduates of the leadership course that 
the two female volunteers had completed, the researcher offered to give them a 
special 3-hour individual session on how to be a good facilitator. However, it 
appeared that they needed more time to appropriately facilitate the class, as their lack 
of skills in this area sometimes hindered the group discussions as neither of them 
appeared to be fully aware as to why the participant conversations never gained 
altitude/steam. During the course, the volunteer facilitators appeared insecure about 
the topics and their background, delivering a convincing speech or responding to 
unexpected participant reactions. As there was one participant with an auditory 
impairment in this course who was always accompanied by two summary scribes, the 
volunteer facilitators’ requirements were higher than in a normal classroom. Further, 
regardless of the actual status of the volunteer facilitators, as most participants were 
regular users of the lifelong learning centre within University A, their course 
expectations were higher than for courses conducted outside the university campus. 
Therefore, if volunteer facilitators are to continue to conduct their own courses within 
the university, to ensure course quality, the university should increase its volunteer 
facilitator interventions by determining the aptitude of each volunteer and providing 
appropriate training. 
 
Conclusions 
 
Because of Japan’s rapidly ageing population, the number of older adults participating 
in volunteer activities has increased. This study sought to elucidate the advantages 
and limitations of older volunteer facilitators for a university’s open study course. 
Though the research scale was quite limited, it was found that the older volunteer 
facilitators were able to demonstrate competent leadership skills and were particularly 
good at facilitating effective conversations in each of the groups by referring to their 
lifelong experiences and vast knowledge of human nature. A direct helping 



relationship was observed between the volunteer facilitators and the participants, 
which could possibly lead to higher community well-being. However, the volunteer 
facilitators had insufficient classroom control, were not always able to deliver 
convincing speeches or respond to unexpected participant reactions and were unsure 
on how to treat those with special needs. Further, they provided inadequate 
information on each topic and had a laissez-faire approach to facilitating the 
conversations. 
 
Therefore, it is suggested that the institution seriously think about the following. First, 
to ensure that this type of volunteering is meaningful, building knowledge about this 
kind of volunteering should be considered more seriously. Currently, as the volunteer 
facilitators are left to their own devices, it is difficult to recruit and retain older 
volunteers. Therefore, training opportunities for older adults should be provided based 
on their past experience and expertise to empower the volunteers, and it is important 
to develop specific strategies and guidelines to ensure older adults keep volunteering.  
 
Second, as older volunteers have accumulated life experiences, expertise and social 
networks, the institution should see them as community resources that have the 
strengths and economic and/or social values (social capital) to enhance community 
well-being.  
 
Third, as the responsible body for the course, the institution needs to determine the 
age to which older adults could volunteer and be resilient. Although it is important to 
respect psychological willingness, the institution should realise that there are physical 
vulnerabilities and possible risks, especially when dealing with those aged over 80; 
however, volunteering should not be limited by actual age.  
 
Fourth, although agency-structured educational activities for older adults are a minor 
element of their learning, given that they prefer to manage learning for themselves, 
further studies should consider to what extent this learning environment could 
influence both volunteer and participant expectations. 
 
Faced with the unprecedented challenge of a super-aged society, Japan, which has the 
highest percentage of people over 65 years old in the world, needs to take advantage 
of the new trend of older volunteers; however, further research is needed within actual 
contexts to assess the correlations between the social aspect of volunteering, the 
meaningful nature of volunteering and the mental and physical condition of 
volunteers. 
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