
P U T T I N G T H E S O C I A L W O R K B A C K 

t h e m m a y be use fu l in t h e a t t a i n m e n t o f 
t h e e n d s o f social w o r k pract ice . N e i t h e r 
is t h e m o d i f i c a t i o n o f c l ients wi th r e s p e c t 
to the ir phys ica l o r m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n s the 
a im o f social work pract ice . If c h a n g e is 
s o u g h t , it is n o t o f c l ients o r the ir c o n d i 
t ion as s u c h , but o f t h e ways in w h i c h 
c l i ents d e a l wi th p e r s o n s a n d ins t i tu t ions 
a r o u n d t h e m , a n d t h e ways in w h i c h per 

s o n s a n d ins t i tu t ions a r o u n d t h e m deal 
wi th t h e m . 

Social w o r k , in o t h e r w o r d s , is n o t a 
t h e r a p y for c l i ents a n d o f c l i ents but a 
serv ice to c l i ents , to h e l p t h e m m a n a g e 
t h e m s e l v e s in re la t ion to the social e n v i 
r o n m e n t a n d , w h e n i n d i c a t e d , to m a n 
a g e the ir social e n v i r o n m e n t in re la t ion 
to t h e m s e l v e s . 
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IN r e c e n t years t h e r e has b e e n a re
n e w e d interes t o n t h e part o f m a n y 

pr iva te a g e n c i e s a n d o r g a n i z a t i o n s in 
d e v e l o p i n g p r o g r a m s o f s o c i a l a n d 
c o m m u n i t y a c t i o n . T h i s i n t e r e s t h a s 
b e e n d e m o n s t r a t e d t h r o u g h the f o r m a 
t ion a n d d e v e l o p m e n t o f social ac t i on 
"clubs" o r c o m m i t t e e s w i th in t h e e x i s t i n g 
s t r u c t u r e o f s u c h o r g a n i z a t i o n s as 
s y n a g o g u e s a n d c o m m u n i t y c e n t e r s ; 
the ir so le p u r p o s e is to f o c u s c o m m u n i t y 
a t t e n t i o n o n t h e u n m e t n e e d s o f a par
t icular g r o u p , to work for the i m p l e m e n 
tat ion o f n e e d e d n e w services , a n d to 
work for the passage o f legislation o f ben
efit to a target populat ion . 

N o w h e r e has this r e n e w e d social c o n 
c e r n b e e n e x p r e s s e d m o r e tangibly t h a n 
in the area o f serv ices to the a g i n g — 
w h e r e n e w , i n d e p e n d e n t a g e n c i e s a n d 
p r o g r a m s for t h e e l d e r l y have pro l i f er 
a t e d . N o t o n l y has t h e r e b e e n , in r e c e n t 
years , a rap id d e v e l o p m e n t o f p r o g r a m s 
for the a g e d at the na t iona l a n d r e g i o n a l 
level but , in a d d i t i o n , at t h e local level , 
w h e r e pr ivate a g e n c i e s , v o l u n t e e r o r 
g a n i z a t i o n s , a n d centra l p l a n n i n g b o d i e s 
al ike have i m p l e m e n t e d a w i d e variety o f 
p r o g r a m s a n d services for o l d e r p e r s o n s . 
T h i s g r o w t h o f n e w serv ices for the a g e d 
has p r o v i d e d several m o d e l s f r o m w h i c h 
a c o m m u n i t y m a y c h o o s e in b e g i n n i n g a 
n e w p r o g r a m o f serv ices for t h e e lder ly ; 
t h e s e i n c l u d e the mul t i - s erv ice a g e n c y 
c r e a t e d a n d f u n d e d by the centra l f u n d 
i n g a n d p l a n n i n g a r m o f e i t h e r t h e g e n 
eral or the J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y , t h e c o m 
m i t t e e o r c o m m i s s i o n c r e a t e d a n d staf
f ed by t h e centra l f u n d i n g b o d y a n d 

* A cooperative project o f the Jewish Family & 
Children's Service, Jewish Community Centers As
sociation and Jewish Center for Aged. 

w h i c h is g i v e n t h e respons ib i l i ty to p l a n 
f o r a n d t o i m p l e m e n t a c o o r d i n a t e d 
array o f f u n c t i o n a l serv ices for t h e e l 
der ly (but w h i c h is n o t a n i n d e p e n d e n t 
a g e n c y ) , t h e m u l t i - s e r v i c e p r o g r a m 
b e g u n by o n e o r a n o t h e r pr ivate v o l u n 
tary a g e n c y o r by severa l a g e n c i e s j o i n t l y , 
a n d the p r o g r a m b e g u n by t h e v o l u n t e e r 
o r g a n i z a t i o n o r a coa l i t ion o f s u c h o r 
g a n i z a t i o n s . W h i l e m a n y o f t h e s e are d i 
rect serv ice p r o g r a m s , s o m e h a v e as t h e i r 
p r i m a r y objec t ive social a n d c o m m u n i t y 
ac t ion . 

C o n c e p t u a l l y , t h e r e h a s b e e n a 
d i c h o t o m y b e t w e e n the a c t i o n - o r i e n t e d 
a n d t h e s e r v i c e - o r i e n t e d a g e n c y , 
w h e r e i n the f o r m e r has as its p r i m a r y 
goa l to p o i n t o u t the u n m e t n e e d s o f a 
part i cu lar target p o p u l a t i o n a n d t o w o r k 
for the i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f n e w serv i ce s 
to m e e t t h o s e i d e n t i f i e d n e e d s , w h i l e t h e 
latter has as its p r i m a r y objec t ive t h e ac 
tual p r o v i s i o n o f o n e or m o r e d irec t serv
i c e s t o t h e t a r g e t p o p u l a t i o n . T h i s 
d i c h o t o m y o f t e n is c h a r a c t e r i z e d in s u c h 
a m a n n e r that t h e p r o v i s i o n o f a d irec t 
serv ice is d e e m e d totally i n a p p r o p r i a t e 
for a n ac t ion a g e n c y , a n d c o m m u n i t y o r 
social ac t i on is l ikewise p r o s c r i b e d f o r a 
serv ice a g e n c y . 

It is the thes i s o f this art ic le , h o w e v e r , 
that the b o u n d a r i e s b e t w e e n ac t ion a n d 
serv ice are arbitrary, artificial, a n d self-
i m p o s e d a n d that serv ices , r a t h e r t h a n 
b e i n g a n o b s t r u c t i o n to c o m m u n i t y ac 
t ion , can b e , in fact, a necessary , p r o p e r , 
a n d natura l c o m p o n e n t for any ac t ion -
o r i e n t e d p r o g r a m . 

Problems of an Action Program 

T h e r e are, however , several p r o b l e m s 
w h i c h face a n a g e n c y o r p r o g r a m w h i c h 
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is p r i m a r i l y o r so l e ly a c t i o n - o r i e n t e d 
w h i c h are n o t s h a r e d by serv ice a g e n c i e s . 
T h e s e i n c l u d e c o m b a t t i n g a " t r o u 
blemaker" i m a g e which accrues at t imes to 
t h a t p r o g r a m w h i c h u t i l i z e s n o r m -
te s t ing c o m m u n i t y ac t i on t e c h n i q u e s to 
a c h i e v e its goa l s , o b t a i n i n g f u n d i n g for a 
p r o g r a m w h o s e bene f i t s are n o t as tangi 
b le o r as vis ible as t h o s e o f a serv ice 
a g e n c y , d e v e l o p i n g l e a d e r s h i p a n d in
v o l v e m e n t o n t h e part o f a g e n e r a t i o n o f 
o l d e r a d u l t s w h o m a y n o t b e able to re 
late easi ly to t h e c o n c e p t o r m e t h o d o l o g y 
o f c o m m u n i t y ac t i on a n d w h o m a y be 
reluctant to p o s t p o n e the i m m e d i a t e ben
efits of a service for the benefits to be 
d e r i v e d f r o m a p r o g r a m o f c o m m u n i t y 
o r social ac t ion w h i c h m a y take m o n t h s 
o r e v e n years to a c h i e v e . I n a d d i t i o n , 
c o m m u n i t y a c t i o n is i m p e r s o n a l a n d 
d o e s n o t p r o v i d e m a n y o p p o r t u n i t i e s for 
v o l u n t e e r s t o h e l p o t h e r s in a n i m 
m e d i a t e o r i n d i v i d u a l i z e d way , w h i c h 
r e a s o n is o f t e n g i v e n by o l d e r p e r s o n s as 
t h e i r p r i m a r y r e a s o n for j o i n i n g a serv ice 
o r g a n i z a t i o n . 

A serv ice a g e n c y o r p r o g r a m d o e s n o t , 
in m o s t in s tance , f a c e t h e s e p r o b l e m s . Its 
serv ices are tang ib le , c o n c r e t e , a n d visi
b le . F o r this r e a s o n , o l d e r i n d i v i d u a l s 
s e e m m o r e easi ly ab le t o re late to the 
p r o v i s i o n o f a serv ice . B e c a u s e t h e y can 
"get i n v o l v e d " in the p r o v i s i o n o f a serv
ice m o r e readi ly , a serv ice t h e r e f o r e e n 
c o u r a g e s v o l u n t a r i s m o n t h e part o f t h e 
e lder ly , a m a j o r g o a l o f m a n y a g e n c i e s . 
Finally, a serv ice is m o r e easi ly jus t i f iab le 
to a f u n d i n g b o d y . 

I n v iew o f t h e a b o v e c o n s i d e r a t i o n s , it 
a l m o s t s e e m s d o u b t f u l t h a t a p u r e l y 
a c t i o n - o r i e n t e d a g e n c y c o u l d surv ive . 

An Action Program for the Elderly 

Formation. T h e f o r m a t i o n a n d d e 
v e l o p m e n t o f the O l d e r Adul t C o m m u 
nity Act ion Program ( O A C A P ) has been 
d e s c r i b e d e l s e w h e r e . 1 T h i s n o n -
sec tar ian p r o g r a m , b e g u n in t h e s p r i n g 

o f 1 9 6 9 by t h e St. L o u i s J e w i s h Fami ly & 
C h i l d r e n ' s Serv ice , h a d t h e goal o f af
f o r d i n g the e l d e r l y l i v ing in a s u b u r b o f 
Univers i ty City, Missouri the o p p o r t u 
nity o f co n t i nu i ng to participate actively in 
c o m m u n i t y l ife in t h e r e t i r e m e n t years . 
O n e o f t h e objec t ives o f this e x p e r i m e n 
tal p r o g r a m w a s "to d e m o n s t r a t e that the 
s t e r e o t y p e o f t h e o l d e r p e r s o n as b e i n g 
t o o w e a k , t o o sick, a n d w i t h o u t the re 
s o u r c e s n e c e s s a r y t o e f f ec t c h a n g e that 
w o u l d h a v e a pos i t ive e f f e c t o n his wel l -
b e i n g was false , a n d that , i n s t e a d , t h e 
o v e r - 6 5 p o p u l a t i o n c o u l d be m o t i v a t e d 
a n d s t i m u l a t e d to e f f ec t c h a n g e in the 
c o m m u n i t y that w o u l d e n h a n c e its p o 
tential for c o n t i n u e d act ive a n d i n d e 
p e n d e n t l i v i n g in t h e m a i n s t r e a m o f 
c o m m u n i t y l i fe ." 2 T h i s goal w o u l d be 
a c h i e v e d by e n c o u r a g i n g a n d s t imulat 
i n g t h e e l d e r l y to ident i fy a n d s h a r e the ir 
c o m m o n n e e d s , t o d e t e r m i n e t h e i r 
pr ior i t ies , a n d to w o r k f o r the i m p l e m e n 
ta t ion o f n e w a n d i n n o v a t i v e serv ices that 
w o u l d m e e t t h e s e n e e d s . T h e p h i l o s o p h y 
o f t h e p r o g r a m r e c o g n i z e d a n d s t re s sed 
that "o lder p e r s o n s , s i m p l y b e c a u s e o f 
a d v a n c e d a g e , h a v e n o t l o s t t h e r e 
s o u r c e s , a n d t h e r e f o r e c o n t i n u e to h a v e 
t h e respons ib i l i ty , for d e t e r m i n i n g the ir 
o w n fate a n d for par t i c ipa t ing in c o m 
m u n i t y c h a n g e for the e n h a n c e m e n t o f 
t h e i r w e l l - b e i n g . " 3 

Evolution of the program. T h e O l d e r 
A d u l t C o m m u n i t y A c t i o n P r o g r a m has 
u n d e r g o n e s e v e r a l d i s t i n c t p r o 
grammat ic phases in its five years o f exist
ence . T h e s e have inc luded a formative 
p h a s e d u r i n g w h i c h t h e o f f i ce w a s e s tab
l i s h e d , n e e d s o f the n e i g h b o r h o o d el
der ly w e r e d e t e r m i n e d , a n d c o m m i t t e e s 
w e r e f o r m e d to w o r k for t h e i m p l e m e n -

1 Lawrence E. Blonsky, "An Innovative Service 
for the Elderly," T h e Gerentologist, Vol. 13, No . 2 
(1973), pp. 189-96. 

2 Lawrence E. Blonsky, "Factors Affecting the 
Prospect for Survival of a Jointly Sponsored Pro
gram for the Elderly," (in press). 

3 Blonsky, op. cit., p. 189. 
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ta t ion o f s u p p o r t i v e s e r v i c e s to m e e t 
s h a r e d n e e d s ; a d irec t serv ice p h a s e , d u r 
i n g w h i c h the e m p h a s i s o f the p r o g r a m 
was u p o n the in i t ia t ion a n d d e v e l o p m e n t 
o f a n u m b e r o f i n n o v a t i v e s u p p o r t i v e 
s erv i ce s ( i n c l u d i n g t r a n s p o r t a t i o n , in 
f o r m a t i o n a n d r e f e r r a l , a n d a f o o d 
c o o p e r a t i v e ) ; an eva luat ive p h a s e d u r i n g 
w h i c h t h e r e was a r e c o g n i t i o n that c o n 
t i n u e d e m p h a s i s u p o n t h e p r o v i s i o n o f 
s e r v i c e s r e p r e s e n t e d a n i n c r e a s i n g l y 
large d r a i n u p o n scarce r e s o u r c e s ( t ime , 
m o n e y , v o l u n t e e r s ) a n d p r e v e n t e d t h e 
p r o g r a m a n d its l e a d e r s h i p f r o m d e v o t 
i n g its full e n e r g i e s to t h e or ig ina l ob jec 
t ives o f t h e p r o g r a m ; finally, in r e c e n t 
m o n t h s t h e r e has b e e n a r e n e w e d c o m 
m i t m e n t to t h e or ig ina l g o a l s a n d objec 
t i v e s o f t h e p r o g r a m , d u r i n g w h i c h 
p e r i o d t h e p r o g r a m has p o i n t e d o u t to 
t h e c o m m u n i t y the u n m e t n e e d s o f the 
e lder ly , has w o r k e d for t h e i m p l e m e n t a 
t ion o f n e w a n d creat ive s o l u t i o n s to t h e 
p r o b l e m s o f t h e e lder ly , a n d h a s w o r k e d 
for t h e p a s s a g e o f social l eg i s la t ion o f 
b e n e f i t to t h e e lder ly . T h i s latter, a n d 
p e r h a p s m o r e d y n a m i c , p h a s e o f t h e 
p r o g r a m has r e s u l t e d in a natura l d e -
e m p h a s i s u p o n the p r o v i s i o n o f serv ices . 

Community and social action. Ef forts o f 
the e lder ly , t h r o u g h a c o m m u n i t y ac t ion 
m e t h o d o l o g y , h a v e l ed to s o m e n o t a b l e 
a c h i e v e m e n t s in t h e b r i e f h i s tory o f t h e 
O l d e r A d u l t C o m m u n i t y A c t i o n P r o 
g r a m , i n c l u d i n g the c r e a t i o n o f a s e n i o r 
c e n t e r in q u a r t e r s o b t a i n e d f r o m t h e 
local m u n i c i p a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , a r e t a r d 
i n g o f the p r o c e s s o f g r a d u a l d e t e r i o r a 
t ion o f t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d in w h i c h t h e 
p r o g r a m was b e g u n t h r o u g h t h e f o r m a 
t i o n a n d " w a t c h d o g " a c t i v i t i e s o f a 
n e i g h b o r h o o d i m p r o v e m e n t c o m m i t t e e , 
conv inc ing the local munic ipal adminis 
tration to purchase a n e w bus for use by 
the e lder ly , a t tract ing a g r o c e r y s tore 
i n t o a n e i g h b o r h o o d f r o m w h i c h t h e 
o n l y s u c h s t o r e h a d m o v e d s e v e r a l 
m o n t h s ear l i er , a n d e a s i n g t h e t e n s i o n in 

t h e c o m m u n i t y r e s u l t i n g f r o m the o p e n 
i n g o f a t a v e r n in t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d . 

I n r e c e n t m o n t h s , f o l l o w i n g t h e c o m 
m i t m e n t to c o m m u n i t y a n d social ac t i on 
objec t ives , t h e p r o g r a m has s p o n s o r e d a 
ser ies o f p u b l i c " m e e t t h e c a n d i d a t e s " 
f o r u m s to d e m o n s t r a t e to c a n d i d a t e s f o r 
e l e c t i o n to local a n d c o u n t y o f f i c e that 
t h e e l d e r l y c a n be u n i t e d i n t o a m a j o r 
pol i t ical force ; it has w o r k e d f o r a n d was 
i n s t r u m e n t a l in t h e p a s s a g e o f a tax levy 
increase ( the first success fu l i n c r e a s e in 
five years) r e q u e s t e d by the local s c h o o l 
district w h i c h h a d , in t h e past , s u p p o r t e d 
l eg i s la t ion f o r the e lder ly ; it h a s b e g u n a 
c a m p a i g n to red irec t pr ior i t i e s in n e a r b y 
c o m m u n i t i e s so that the e l d e r l y will o b 
tain a fair s h a r e o f f e d e r a l r e v e n u e shar
i n g f u n d s ; it is w o r k i n g to h a v e t h e laws 
p e r t a i n i n g to a n e w p r o g r a m o f p r o p e r t y 
tax re l i e f for s e n i o r c i t i zens rev i s ed s o 
that it will be eas i er for t h e e l d e r l y t o 
m a k e a p p l i c a t i o n for t h e i r b e n e f i t s n e x t 
year ; it is p r e p a r i n g to init iate a state
w i d e c a m p a i g n to w o r k for t h e e l i m i n a 
t ion o f the sales tax o n f o o d a n d p r e s c r i p 
t ion d r u g s ; it is f o r m i n g a coa l i t ion o f 
s e n i o r c i t i zen g r o u p s a n d o t h e r o r g a n i 
zat ions to w o r k c o o p e r a t i v e l y f o r c o m 
m o n goa l s ; finally, it has p r e s e n t e d sev
eral m a j o r p r o p o s a l s to t h e m u n i c i p a l 
a d m i n i s t r a t i o n for i n n o v a t i v e s o l u t i o n s 
to c o m m u n i t y - w i d e p r o b l e m s . 

T h e Importance of Services 
to Community Action 

W h i l e t h e e f f o r t s o f O A C A P h a v e , 
o v e r t h e past five years , l ed to s o m e n o t 
able a c h i e v e m e n t s t h r o u g h t h e uti l iza
t ion o f a c o m m u n i t y ac t ion m e t h o d o l 
o g y , t h e m o s t d r a m a t i c a c h i e v e m e n t s 
h a v e r e s u l t e d in areas w h e r e t h e r e h a s 
b e e n a serv ice c o m p o n e n t . 

Transportation. O A C A P p i o n e e r e d a 
f r e e t r a n s p o r t a t i o n serv ice for the e l 
der ly . A f t e r d e v e l o p i n g t h e serv ice a n d 
d e t e r m i n i n g t h a t a n e w v e h i c l e w a s 
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mandatory for continuation and expan
sion of what had evolved into a major 
community service, the program's lead
ership was successful in obtaining a new 
bus for use by the elderly from the city 
administration after the implementation 
of a carefully-planned program of com
munity action. 4 This program included 
publicizing extensively the need for a 
new vehicle, pledging the support of the 
program to work for the passage of a 
bond issue — requested by the munici
pality for the construction of an ice- and 
roller-skating facility — gi return for 
consideration of another bond issue that 
would (if passed) allow for the purchase 
by the municipality of transportation 
equipment to be used by the elderly and, 
when that offer was refused, stimulating 
an older adult to run for the position of 
city council-woman, using as part of her 
platform the need by the elderly for spe
cial transportation to meet their special 
needs. 

In this case, a problem (lack of suitable 
public transportation) led to the initia
tion and development of a service, which 
led to the recognition of an unmet need 
(that for new vehicles) which led, in turn, 
to a program of community action (lob
bying, petitioning, campaigning) which 
resulted in the provision of better serv
ice. 

Legislation. As a second e x a m p l e , 
O A C A P recently concluded a public 
education and information campaign to 
reach and inform all elderly in the com
munity about their potential benefits 
under a newly-enacted property tax re
lief law. During the process of helping 
some 250 persons apply for more than 
$28,000 in these benefits, the volunteer 
corps experienced countless problems in 
helping older persons make application 
(forms and instructions complicated and 
confusing, too many steps in the applica-

tion process). This led to a clear realiza
tion that certain revisions were needed in 
the law in order to make the process 
easier for the elderly for next year. Thus, 
the provision of a service (public educa
tion and assistance) by volunteers to their 
peers led to a recognition of a need (revi
sions in the tax relief law) which has led 
to the beginning of a campaign of com
munity action which will, it is hoped, re
sult in the provision of better service. 

Community action. As one final example 
of the relationship between services and 
action, consider the following: when the 
only supermarket in a neighborhood of 
the communi ty c losed, the program 
began to provide emergency transporta
tion to a nearby grocery, which hap
p e n e d to be l oca ted o u t s i d e the 
municipality's city limits. Following a 
confrontation between the board of di
rectors and the city council, in which the 
board was told that it could not use the 
city-owned vehicles (which it leased from 
the city) to take residents outside the 
community for the purpose of grocery 
shopping, there was a realization on the 
part of the board of directors that trans
porting the elderly to another grocery 
store was treating the symptom rather 
than the problem. Thus, the program 
began an aggressive campaign to publi
cize the need for another grocery store in 
the neighborhood, to focus community 
attention on the problems being experi
enced by those persons without trans
portation in obtaining groceries, and 
began contacting chain stores and inde
pendent grocers. After a number of 
months, the problem was solved with the 
attraction of a grocer into the neighbor
hood. Thus, again a problem led to the 
provision of a service, which led to the 
recognition of a new need, which l e d t o a 
program of community action, which re
sulted in the provision of a service. 

T h e model presented for the impor
tance of services to action is: problem — 
service — recognition of unmet need — 
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action — new or better service. In other 
words, the recognition of a problem 
leads to the provision of a service to solve 
that problem, which leads to the recogni
tion of a new or as yet unmet need, which 
leads to a planned program of action 
which, hopefully, results in the provision 
of a new or better service. Thus, it would 
seem that the provision of services is an 
in tegra l c o m p o n e n t o f an ac t ion-
oriented agency, in that it provides food 
for thought , the raw material from 
which action can be originated. 

T h e provision of a direct service can, 
in many instances, point the way to 
needed action, just as the original recog

nition of the problem leads to the crea
tion of a service. In fact, the provision of 
a service provides the action-oriented 
agency with several distinct advantages, 
including direct experience and exper
tise in the problem area and volunteers 
with which to engage in the action pro
gram. T h e major problem facing the ac
tion agency or program which utilizes 
services in this manner is to avoid becom
ing bogged down in the provision of the 
service which represents a drain o n 
scarce resources and to motivate and 
stimulate the client population to relate 
to the concept of action and to the service 
as being a necessary adjunct to it but not 
necessarily an end in and of itself. 
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