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Abstract 

Older men are at risk for social isolation, which poses significant risks to their 

psychosocial health. Seniors’ centres offer opportunities for social support networks; however, 

older men attend far less than women. Social marketing is established as creating voluntary 

behaviour changes in men. Through qualitative interviews and focus groups, the current study 

aimed to describe the values, beliefs, and motivations older men have relevant to using seniors’ 

centres, with an end goal to make recommendations for targeted social marketing campaigns. 

Qualitative content analysis was used to develop the results, which illustrated that older men 

value competency and contribution and were motivated by their own interests. Results outlined 

how social marketing can employ general campaign characteristics, framing, and the marketing 

mix to target older men while altering negative perceptions of seniors’ centres. Strategies to 

increase engagement of older men at seniors’ centres through social marketing are outlined in 

this study.  
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Definitions 

Gender relations beliefs Ideas held to be true of differences and ways in which genders 

associate and interact with one another.  

 

Implicit and explicit  

memories 

In the context of social marketing effectiveness, the past experiences 

and educational or observational learning of an individual.  

 

Many Eleven or more participants. 

Marketing Mix Comprised of the 4Ps: product, price, place, and promotion. The 4Ps 

are used in the creation and implementation of social marketing 

appeals. 

 

Most Sixteen or more participants. 

Motivations The reason or reasons one has for behaving in a particular way.  

 

Older Men Men aged 55 years and older 

Seniors’ Centres A recreation centre that provides physical, social, and/or supportive 

programming for peoples 55 years and older. 

Social Marketing Marketing for the betterment of the individual and/or the betterment 

of society 

Social Marketing Appeals The mechanisms and elements through which social advertising 

messages are communicated to individuals. They are comprised of 

general campaign characteristics, framing and the marketing mix. 

 

Social Support Network The relationships in one’s life that make available care and 

assistance 

Some Up to 10 participants  

The value of competency A value theme encompassing ideals such as independence, 

autonomy, strength, power, leadership, and ability 

 

The value of contribution A value theme encompassing ideals such as mentorship, merit, 

giving, participation, and involvement.  
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Chapter One: Focus and Framing 

Social isolation is a risk factor affecting psychosocial health particularly for older adults 

(Alpass & Neville, 2016). Nearly 25% of seniors in Canada live alone (Statistics Canada, 2015), 

many of whom are socially isolated (Grenade & Boldy, 2008). Older men are at risk for social 

isolation and are at high risk for low emotional support from others compared to women (Keefe, 

Andrew, Fancey, & Hall, 2006). Support networks have been shown to have many psychosocial, 

physical, and mental health benefits (Clone & DeHart, 2014; Cornwell, 2011; Fitzpatrick, 

Mccabe, & Andereck, 2016; Russell, 2004). Likewise, a small social network and/or infrequent 

participation in social activities are indicators of social isolation, and social isolation may pose 

significant health risks (Cornwell & Waite, 2009). Seniors’ centres are recreation centres that 

provides physical, social, and/or supportive programming for peoples 55 years and older, and 

seniors’ centres offer opportunities for older men to build support networks (Aday, Kehoe, & 

Farney, 2006); yet older men attend seniors’ centres far less than women (Pardasani, 2010). 

Consequently, seniors’ centres are continuously trying to engage more men in their programming 

(Lefkowich, Richardson, & Robertson, 2015).  

Social marketing has been established as a means to influence the behaviour of 

individuals for the benefit of society and/or the benefit of the individual (Helmig & Thaler, 

2010), and social marketing is one way to engage more older men at seniors’ centres. There is 

evidence that social marketing principles can be implemented to successfully create informed, 

voluntary changes in the behaviours of men (Hopkins & Voaden, 2010). The current study aimed 

to describe the values, beliefs, and motivations older men have relevant to using seniors’ centres, 

with an end goal to make recommendations for targeted social marketing campaigns.  
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Using qualitative individual and focus group interviews, two research questions were 

addressed:  

RQ1. How do masculinities influence older men’s values, beliefs, and motivations for 

attending seniors’ centres?  

RQ2. What recommendations do older men have for effective targeted social marketing 

to increase participation at seniors’ centres?  

Connell’s (2005) masculinities theory was used in the analysis. Connell’s masculinities theory 

illustrates how gender is socially constructed and demonstrates how masculinities are co-created 

through context and relationship hierarchy systems that are socially constructed and negotiated 

between individuals, groups, institutions, and cultural systems. Next, I used the theoretical 

framework of social marketing effectiveness (TFSME) to distil the findings (Thaler & Helmig, 

2013). Qualitative content analysis was used to derive themes informing targeted social 

marketing campaign suggestions. Findings from this research are used to make recommendations 

for social marketing of seniors’ centres to men. 

In chapter two, a review of the relevant literature includes seniors’ centres, social support 

networks, masculinities, and social marketing. A detailed account of the methods used are 

presented in chapter three, including a description of the sample, the methods of data analysis, 

limitations, and ethical considerations. The results were then organized in chapter four answering 

RQ1 using the following themes: (a) the value of competency, (b) the value of contribution, (c) 

gender relations beliefs, and (d) motivations. Then RQ2 was addressed using the codes (a) 

implicit and explicit memories and (b) social marketing appeals. Marketing appeals are 

comprised of general campaign characteristics, framing, and the marketing mix. Finally, chapter 
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five offers a discussion of the meaning and implications of the results is presented including 

recommendations on how these results can inform social marketing campaigns. Followed by 

conclusions in chapter six. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ENGAGING OLDER MEN AT SENIORS’ CENTRES 13 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 

In this literature review, I offer an overview of three relevant topic areas that informed 

the current research: (a) seniors’ centres and social support networks, (b) masculinities and social 

support, and (c) social marketing.  

Seniors’ Centres and Social Support Networks 

The literature revealed significant linkages between seniors’ centres and social support 

networks and identified challenges for seniors’ centres in attracting and maintaining 

participation. Seniors’ centres can be excellent environments for building social support 

networks while reducing loneliness and isolation (Aday et al., 2006). Support networks have 

many benefits for older adults, such as bettering their physical health (Watt et al., 2014), 

enhancing psychological well-being (Chow, 2010), providing respite opportunities (Russell, 

2004), and reducing depressive symptoms (Choenarom, Williams, & Hagerty, 2005; Fiori, 

Antonucci, & Cortina, 2006). A study of 126 older adults, 37% of whom were men, found 

neither older adults with social support networks or without social support networks intended to 

participate at seniors’ centres. However, intention did not necessarily predict actual participation; 

these older adults were more likely to participate if they perceived social support to be available 

at seniors’ centres (Ashida & Heaney, 2008). Older adults have regarded the opportunity to make 

new friends and social connections as one of the most important benefits they receive from 

attending seniors’ centres (Novek, Menec, Tran, & Bell, 2013). Similarly, a survey of 856 older 

adults, of which 31% were male, found that 90% of all participants viewed the personal contacts 

they made at the senior’s centre as important to them, and, for many, the senior’s centre was their 

main source of daily social interaction. Thus, regular social interaction with peers was valuable 
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for older men, and programs that facilitated social interaction have been suggested for future 

centre offerings (Dattilo et al., 2015). 

Rosenberg (2015) identified that seniors’ centres have trouble attracting new members 

because the next generation of seniors are youth-orientated and reluctant to join seniors’ centres, 

seeing them as places for old people. Pardasani and Thompson (2012) concluded that seniors’ 

centres are seeing a decrease in participation in the younger senior demographic and are 

receiving reduced public support. A study of 286 seniors, 36% of whom were older men, found 

that participation in seniors’ centres was declining for the following reasons: (a) lack interest in 

the activities at the centre, (b) lack of awareness of activities, (c) timing of programs and 

activities, (d) not wanting to be with only older people, (e) not wanting to be labeled a senior, (f) 

not enough incoming new members to older members ageing-out, (g) inconvenient centre 

location, (h) centre interior space, and (i) lack of parking (Walker, Bisbee, Porter, & Flanders, 

2004). Therefore, a variety of factors, including issues with the physical location, external 

marketing communications, and identity contributed to the reduced centre participation.  

It seemed that older adults were conflicted on their views of seniors’ centres, perhaps 

exacerbated by stereotypes and/or out-dated approaches to program creation. Older adults have 

perceived senior centre participation both as helping them to thrive, by connecting them to 

community and promoting well-being and usefulness, and as a threat, by reminding them that 

they are ageing and vulnerable to illness and disability (Lund & Engelsrud, 2008). However, in 

interviews with 60 older adults, of which 33% were men, Novek et al. (2013) found that 90% of 

all participants were extremely satisfied with their senior’s centre and reported benefiting from 

seniors’ centres in the following ways: (a) having a sense of accomplishment, (b) increasing their 
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knowledge and self-confidence, and (c) developing closer relationships. Nevertheless, seniors’ 

centres must adapt and modernise their facilities to combat negative perceptions, facilitate 

accessibility, and create informed programs wanted by older adults (Pardasani & Thompson, 

2012). 

Older men have barriers to participation at seniors’ centres. More women use seniors’ 

centres than men (Bøen, Dalgard, Johansen, & Nord, 2010; Pardasani, 2010); therefore, 

organizations are constantly striving to engage men in their programming (Lefkowich et al., 

2015). Users of seniors’ centres want to see efforts to attract new users and particularity more 

men (Dattilo et al., 2015). However, older men are resistant to join organizations (MacKean & 

Abbott-Chapman, 2012), especifically when these organizations cater to older people (Davidson, 

Daly, & Arber, 2003). Dattilo et al. (2015) quoted one man as saying, “We need some more men 

in here!” (p. 381). Similarity, Pardasani (2010) recommended that: 

Serious consideration needs to be given to the nature of programming offered by senior 

centers and its relevance for men. The lower levels of participation among men may be 

linked to the types of programs and services offered that favour women-specific interests. 

(p. 62) 

Older men have recommended that a balance of more individualized activities at seniors’ 

centres would encourage the participation of more men (Turner, 2004). Russell (2007) outlined 

that older men believed seniors’ centres had an absence of activities for typical male interests, 

such as sports and fishing, and older men desired to pursue male friendships through activities 

such as these. Lastly, older men were more motivated to participate in an activity if it would 

subsequently benefit others rather than themselves (Russell, 2007).  
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Men reported benefits such as learning new skills, examining beliefs, and making 

positive lifestyle changes when participating in centre programming (Lefkowich et al., 2015). 

The reasons older men gave for joining an organization were attending activities in line with 

their hobbies and interests, the need for new enjoyable activities, and social interaction 

(MacKean & Abbott-Chapman, 2012). Older men were also concerned with feelings of well-

being but did not necessarily think community group membership would impact these feelings 

(MacKean & Abbott-Chapman, 2012). Older men reported enjoyment in creating groups around 

specific activities and disliked being too organized or regimented at seniors’ centres (Russell, 

2007). Another study with 15 older men highlighted that as men age, they felt they had more 

choice when it came to leisure activities, and they were more aware of the benefits leisure 

activities can provide (Liechty & Genoe, 2013). Evident here, and a guiding factor of the current 

study, was the importance of understanding the needs and values of older men, such that seniors’ 

centres might design programming that is gender sensitized and acceptable to older men. 

Masculinities and Forming Social Support Networks 

Connell’s (2005) masculinities theory illustrated how gender is socially constructed, 

demonstrating that masculinities are continually being co-created through context and 

relationship hierarchy systems that are negotiated between individuals, groups, institutions, and 

cultural systems. Noticing that men are resistant to join organizations that cater to older people 

(Davidson, Daly, & Arber, 2003), that are too organized or regimented (Russel, 2007), and that 

have programs considered for women (Pardasani, 2010), Masculinities theory was chosen and 

acted as a lens through which to view and interpret the findings of this research. Western 

masculinities have idealized characteristics such as power, stoicism, and autonomy, which can 
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hinder social support network creation (Levy, 2005). Emphasizing the ageism inherent in 

masculinity, a study of 29 older men found that older men defined three qualities of manhood, 

including physical strength, leadership, and sexuality, and placed older men as subordinate to 

youthful bodies with these characteristics (Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018). Ageing was 

considered a threat to masculinity and seen as approaching negative elderly serotypes of being 

disabled, dependent, and weak (Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018). Specifically, the body was 

considered a diminishing resource of masculinity, as it “increasingly deviates from youthful 

standards of physicality, leadership, and sexuality as a result of the physical and social realities 

of growing older” (para. 39). These older men believed their masculinity was intact when they 

did not fit ageing stereotypes, and they sometimes reimagined masculinity to fit the realities of 

later life (Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018). For example, rejecting hegemonic masculinity as 

associated with stoicism or invulnerability, and defining their masculinity through preferred 

activities or personal characteristics (Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018). Thus, age relations and 

late life masculinity combine with cultural norms and context to restrict the position of older men 

in masculine hierarchies (Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018).  

Similarly, researchers have found that older men present identities consistent with young 

hegemonic masculinity, valuing toughness, respect from others, taking risks, and independence 

(Thompson & Langendoerfer, 2015). Older men’s ageing bodies put them at odds with the 

hallmarks of hegemonic masculinity, and this discrepancy between ageing and “ageless 

masculinity expectations” can cause men emotional strain (Thompson & Langendoerfer, 2015, 

p. 137). It was evident that masculinities do not diminish with age, but continue, are important, 

and are diverse. For example, after retirement and losing their working-man identity, an older 
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man’s ability to reconstruct his masculine identity was crucial to transitioning into successful 

retirement (Oliffe et al., 2013). For men who hold traditional masculine virtues, this transition 

can be challenging unless they are willing to accept new definitions of masculinity and more 

egalitarian gender roles (Oliffe et al., 2013). Oliffe et al. (2013) suggested, 

Idealized masculine activities might be expanded to include involvement in volunteer 

community ventures, the development of meaningful hobbies, and attending to the 

relational needs of the family. The negotiation of this shift for some men might mean 

redefining, or at least expanding, their own sense of what it means to be a man—

particularly at this later stage in life. (p. 1634) 

Older men, especially those who have had strong career identities, must generate new 

identities through social support networks and activity-based community groups, ideally both 

deliberately and mainly comprised of men (Oliffe et al., 2013). Creating spaces or centres for this 

kind of interaction can facilitate transitions from work to retirement for older men and meet their 

recreational needs and well-being (Oliffe et al., 2013). Further, ideals of hegemonic masculinity 

have influenced the activity selection of younger men, but these ideals did not have the same 

influence on activity selection and participation for older men when they no longer fit the 

standard of hegemonic masculinity (Genoe & Singleton, 2006). 

Calasanti and King (2005) argued that, like gender, age is socially constructed and 

influenced by the ideals of manhood communicated in advertising. Over time, advertising has 

changed the standards presented for older men to strive for from “grandparent” leisure activities 

to activities associated with youth and middle-age, such as surfing and traveling to exotic places 

(Calasanti & King, 2005). These changes represent shifting ideas of successful ageing, which 
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measure success by one’s ability to remain active and youthful in old age (Calasanti & King, 

2005). Calasanti and King claimed that this notion of ageless ageing marginalises old age as a 

construct and leaves older men in an impossible situationa double standard, in which: 

Old men should, so as not to intrude on the rights of younger men, retreat from the paid 

labor market; but they should also, so as to age successfully, never stop consuming 

opportunities to be active. They should, so as not to be “dirty,” stop becoming erect; but 

they should also, so as to age successfully, never lose that erection. (p. 20) 

Researchers agree that the qualities of men’s relationships are significant indicators for 

health (Felmlee & Muraco, 2009; Russell, 2004; Shaw, Gullifer, & Shaw, 2014). It appears that 

men are not as deeply connected by friendships compared to women (Greif, 2016). Accordingly, 

men may not lack friends, but have a separate male model of friendship in which friendships 

appear differently, such as being competitive or activity based (Shaw et al., 2014). Thompson 

and Whearty (2004) asserted that subscribed masculinity was significant in shaping older men’s 

social support networks. However, counter to the characteristics of stoicism and emotional 

suppression associated with hegemonic masculinity, they found that older men were more 

satisfied with their relationships when they did subscribe to traditional masculine ideology, and 

they were less satisfied, but had more relationships, when they did not subscribe to traditional 

masculine values, even though they described these relationships as positive. Another finding 

that seemed counter to what has been found in the masculinities of younger men was that older 

men’s social worlds were more characterized by close friendships and emotional exchanges 

rather than instrumental activities (Thompson & Whearty, 2004). Similarly, a European study 

reported a growth of close social networks for many older men (Schwartz & Litwin, 2018). A 
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reason for these findings may be that traditionally, masculine men do not maintain as many 

peripheral relationships as they age, and they choose only to keep meaningful social contacts, 

thus leading to more satisfaction (Thompson & Whearty, 2004).  

Nevertheless, loneliness and social isolation are prevalent in older men (Keefe et al., 

2006; Steptoe, Shankar, Demakakos, & Wardle, 2013; Wengera, Daviesa, Shahtahmasebia, & 

Scotta, 1996), with the prevalence of loneliness being reported as ranging from 7.00% to 33.33% 

(Grenade & Boldy, 2008). Ageing in general challenges social connectedness with transitions, 

including retirement and bereavement, increasing the risk for men’s loneliness and social 

isolation (Cornwell & Waite, 2009).  

Loneliness reduces physical and mental health, and a recent review of 128 studies 

reported a negative association between loneliness or social isolation and health (Devine, 

Montgomery, Carter Anand, J& Ní Dhónaill, 2017). Loneliness was clearly an issue for many 

older men, and part of the problem may be that social engagement initiatives have been designed 

to support a female model of friendship (Felmlee, Sweet, & Sinclair, 2012). The current research 

provides insights to the perceptions older men have regarding seniors’ centres as a means to 

thoughtfully consider adjustments to more fully engage older males and reduce loneliness and 

social isolation.  

The literature reviewed affirmed that older men want social connections and meaningful 

relationships, but the impact and significance of these relationships are understudied (Shaw et al., 

2014). Park et al. (2016) argued that a man’s gender identity and his alignment to traditional 

masculine roles such as being strong and independent can interfere with his relationships, even 

though he wants opportunities to socialize and have supportive social networks. Russell (2004) 
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asserted, “The complexity of social networks and their meanings in older men’s lives are 

noteworthy and unique; yet researchers have typically disregarded and ignored the multifaceted 

experiences of late life masculinity” (p. 138). Thus, older men want social support networks, and 

understanding how seniors’ centres can facilitate social connectedness for older men, thereby 

combatting loneliness and social isolation, emerged as a key focus within this study. By 

providing a social marketing analysis, the current study also offered direction for the promotion 

of such resources.  

Social Marketing 

It is valuable for organizations such as seniors’ centres to understand what types of 

communications are effective in motivating older men to participate and attend programming. 

Social marketing is an established means for accomplishing this goal. Social marketing uses 

marketing knowledge, concepts, and techniques to facilitate social change (Hastings, 2011). 

Thaler and Helmig (2013) propose a theoretical framework for social marketing effectiveness 

(TFSME) by unifying the multidisciplinary literature and selective existing theoretical 

perspectives on social marketing effectiveness.  

The TFSME pinpoints marketing appeals as a factor strongly contributing to a 

campaign’s effectiveness. Factors that influence the social marketing campaign strategies are the 

marketing mix, general campaign characteristics, and framing (Thaler & Helmig, 2013). The 

marketing mix is perhaps the most influential and refers to the 4Ps: product, price, place, and 

promotion (Grier & Bryant, 2005). Unlike traditional marketing where the product is an item 

and/or service, in social marketing, the product is a behavioural change. The price in traditional 

marketing is monetary and the price in social marketing is time, effort, and perhaps a nominal 
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monetary cost. In the context of the current study, product is the behaviour of forming social 

support networks at seniors’ centres, and the price is the time, effort, and costs associated with 

that change. Place refers to where the product will be delivered, in this case seniors’ centres, and 

promotion is the medium in which an appeal is delivered (Edgar, Huhman, & Miller, 2015). 

Appeals are influenced by general campaign characteristics and by framing. This TFSME and 

the concepts within it guided the current research in exploring older men’s experiences of 

seniors’ centre participation. For example, the TFSME outlined implicit and explicit memories as 

a key element that, combined with appeals, impacts the cognitive process of the individual 

influencing a behaviour change (Thaler & Helmig, 2013). Thus, understanding the values older 

men have based on their past experiences; the beliefs older men have about seniors’ centres, 

masculinity, and themselves; and the conscious and unconscious motivations older men have are 

essential for an effective social marketing strategy capable of engaging older men in 

programming at seniors’ centres.  

Dahl et al. (2013) found that mass media advertising was not an effective promotion 

tactic because older adults can distrust these messages, often seeing such tactics as patronizing. 

The researchers noted that age groups responded differently to social marketing implementation 

and choices regarding the marketing mix (Dahl et al., 2013). Additionally, regarding general 

campaign characteristics, older people responded to specific and detailed recommendations 

regarding calls to action, and images of active elderly people engaging in physical activity 

appeared potentially effective (Dahl et al., 2013). Evers, Jones, Caputi, and Iverson (2013) held 

focus groups with older adults reviewing print materials as a promotion tactic and found older 

adults did not want extreme images, thought there was a lack of diversity in the individuals 
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depicted, experienced information overload, and perceived negative tones in the promotions. 

They found older adults did want depictions of daily activities, images of ordinary older adults 

they can relate to, questions that engage them, a positive message, simple direct language, and a 

clear call to action (Evers et al., 2013). Further, gathering insight into the motivations behind 

adopting a new behaviour was paramount for effective social marketing (Loeb, 2004). Because 

seniors’ centres have typically had difficulty attracting younger seniors, some research asserted 

that re-branding or marketing campaigns were necessary for seniors’ centres in the future (City 

of Edmonton, 2017). Engaging in social and other media-based marketing campaigns to raise 

awareness about seniors’ centres was seen as a way to attract younger seniors, emphasizing a 

health promotion model and redesigning seniors’ centre spaces so that they appear more “hip” 

(City of Edmonton, 2017).  

The TFSME identifies how a targeted person reacts to social marketing appeals as a 

result of their individual cognitive process and contributes to a campaign’s effectiveness (Thaler 

& Helmig, 2013). These cognitive processes include reflections, attitudes, beliefs, evaluations, 

consequence of behaviour, and subjective norm beliefs (Thaler & Helmig, 2013). For men, many 

of these considerations interact with their male identities and masculinity, especially when the 

behaviour in question can be viewed as feminine, for example: help-seeking (Addis & Mahalik, 

2003; Smith, Braunack-Mayer, Wittert, & Warin, 2007) or attending seniors’ centres (Bøen et 

al., 2010). Thus, social marketing must also be concerned with the social and contextual 

environment as well as with changing behaviour, in which individuals make health-related 

decisions (Hastings, MacFadyen, & Anderson, 2000).  
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There are criticisms of social marketing’s effectiveness. Stevens (2011) concluded that 

social marketing may be ineffective in the long term, and in a recent systematic review, Stead, 

Gordon, Angus, and McDermott (2007) analysed 54 interventions, reporting effects in the short 

term, but not in the long term. However, a review of 88 articles presented evidence for social 

marketing effectiveness for nutrition, tobacco, and illicit drug use, with mixed results for the 

effectiveness of social marketing on physical activity (Gordon, Mcdermott, Stead, & Angus, 

2006). Yet a more recent review of 34 articles found that social marketing is effective in 

increasing physical activity among older adults, and consistent with other studies, a behaviour 

change is more likely when the marketing mix is used fully (Fujihira, Kubacki, Ronto, Pang, & 

Rundle-Thiele, 2015). Social marketing can have a profound impact on both attitudes and 

behaviour, but to be the most effective, it must match the longevity, influence, and evocative 

branding produced by corporations and traditional marketing (Stead, Hastings, & McDermott, 

2007).  

There was a lack of literature on the effectiveness of social marketing targeting older men 

(Hopkins & Voaden, 2010; Rochlen & Hoyer, 2005). However, social marketing has been shown 

as a framework to explain the success of centre-based programs for older men, specifically 

community men’s sheds (Hopkins & Misan, 2017). Men’s sheds are a gathering place for men 

where they can take on activities, such as “woodworking projects, cooking, bike repairs, music, 

and yelling at the television during the playoffs” (Canadian Men’s Sheds Association, n.d., para. 

1). Men’s sheds began in Australia, but have begun to spread internationally, including Canada. 

Hopkins and Misan (2017) applied components of social marketing, specifically the 4Ps, to what 

older men say about the attraction of men’s sheds, why they continue to attend, the benefits of 
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participation, and their overall perception of men’s sheds. The participants reported an array of 

attributes that aligned well with the 4Ps, such as (a) product themes: feeling useful, experiencing 

peer support, being helpful to others; (b) price themes: familiarity, humour, and affinity; 

(c) place themes: reception and purpose; and (d) promotion themes: information, advertising, 

media, and identification (Hopkins & Misan, 2017). The authors concluded that social marketing 

may present a conceptual framework to explain what attracts men, what men value, and the 

benefits men derive in regard to centre-based men’s programming at men’s sheds. 

Literature has been found on social marketing to older adults (DiGuiseppi et al., 2014; 

Fujihira et al., 2015) and to men more generally (Rochlen & Hoyer, 2005). Social marketing 

research was, however, conspicuously absent in targeting older men. The current study, by 

incorporating social marketing and masculinity, affords much needed insights to address this 

significant knowledge gap. 

In summary, the literature reviewed outlined that older men want supportive 

relationships, and seniors’ centres encourage support network creation, but struggle to attract 

older men. Modifying the types of activities and how they are delivered and framed is necessary 

to appeal to more older men. Older men are reluctant to identify as a senior because Western 

ideals of masculinity are counter to traits associated with ageing, and therefore, masculinities can 

act as a barrier to seniors’ centre participation. Ageing and masculinities have been shown to 

inhibit the formation of social support networks, and conversely, social support networks can 

actually increase and deepen as one ages. Nevertheless, isolation and loneliness are issues for 

older men that need addressing. Social marketing is an established means of changing behaviours 

and has had success with older adults and men using techniques such as positive framing and the 
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4Ps. The more rigorously the 4Ps are implemented, the more effective social marketing will be. 

For example, mass media is considered an ineffective promotion method with older men, and in 

regard to place, rebranding and redesigning spaces is recommended for seniors’ centres. Lastly, a 

social marketing framework has explained the success of other centres and community-based 

programs for older men.  
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Chapter Three: Methods 

The current qualitative research was situated within the constructivist paradigm to 

address the research questions:  

RQ1. How do masculinities influence older men’s values, beliefs, and motivations? 

RQ2. What recommendations do older men have for effective targeted social marketing 

to increase participation at seniors’ centres?  

The constructivist paradigm was chosen because of its congruency with masculinities theory, and 

it was assessed as most appropriate for investigating the qualitative nature of values, beliefs, and 

motivations. The methods of constructivism are interpretive and logical and facilitate co-creation 

between investigator and participants (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Consistent with this paradigm, I 

used both qualitative individual interviews and focus group interviews for data collection. Both 

individual interviews and focus group interviews provided interaction-based data that were co-

created to reach understandings from the participants’ perspectives, experiences, and situations 

(Platt, 2014). I used interview questions designed to understand the interviewees’ beliefs and 

experiences as well as the meaning and significance they associated with their activities (Seale, 

2012).  

The theoretical framework of social marketing effectiveness (TFSME) was used to guide 

the creation and direction of questions posed in the interviews and focus groups and to organize 

and interpret the data (see One-on-One Interview Guide in Appendix A and Focus Group 

Interview Guide in Appendix B). The TFSME was chosen because it integrated findings from 

multiple disciplines on social marketing effectiveness into one unifying framework (Thaler & 

Helmig, 2013). The TFSME framework highlights the interactions between implicit and explicit 
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memories and marketing appeals (Thaler & Helmig, 2013). Further, Connell’s (2005) 

masculinities theory was also used as a lens to view and interpret the data. Interview and focus 

group questions explored the values, beliefs, and motivations participants had around seniors’ 

centres as well as general campaign characteristics, framing preferences, and marketing mix 

variables associated with social marketing.  

Participants were men 55 years and older, which was a purposeful choice in that seniors’ 

centres typically have a minimum age of 55 for attendees. One-on-one interviews were 

conducted with older men who did not regularly attend seniors’ centres. This choice furthered 

insight into the opinions and reasons not to use seniors’ centres. The two focus groups were 

performed with older men who regularly attended seniors’ centres. Their opinions added 

understandings to the reasons for participation and the benefits they receive. 

Recruitment 

Participants for the one-on-one interviews were recruited via posters and flyers displayed 

in local cafes, offices, and community boards. Posters were sent to a couple of local seniors’ 

centres (see sample attached in Appendix C). An advertisement in the local newspaper also ran 

for two days, and social media platforms including Twitter and Facebook were used to raise 

awareness of the current study and invite potential participants to contact me. Snowball sampling 

was used, where some participants highlighted the study with other men who subsequently 

contacted me. Focus group participants were recruited from targeted organizations. These 

methods for recruitment were used to cast the largest net possible in securing a diverse sample 

from the target population.  
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One-on-one interviews. One-on-one interviews allowed for intimate conversations and 

connected well to my research questions focussed on values, beliefs, and motivations. It has been 

noted that limitations to one-on-one interviews are the use of sometimes unintentional biased or 

leading questions (Chenail, 2011). I used open-ended questions that did not limit the response 

alternatives (Turner, 2010). Even though Rapley (2004) suggested that there is no need to worry 

excessively about whether interview questions are “too leading” or “not empathetic enough” 

(p. 18), I generated open-ended, neutral interview questions that were reviewed by my 

supervisory team. I also reviewed the data collected for quality in further adjusting the interview 

guide across the data collection period.  

Each interviewee chose the location of their interview. This approach was informed by 

Schwalbe and Wolkomir (2001), who outline several strategies for interviewing men that can 

mitigate threats to masculinity and avoid defensive responses. These included allowing symbolic 

expressions of control such as letting the participant choose the place and time of the interview, 

which Bergold and Thomas (2012) further suggested aids participant safety and comfort. The 

chosen locations ranged from the participant’s home or office to my personal office space and 

via telephone. For the interviews where I was meeting the interviewee for the first time, I 

introduced myself and used the opening interview question: “Can you tell me a little about 

yourself and your personal history,” as a prompt to share details about their lives. This allowed 

them time to talk openly and to get comfortable. 

Focus group interviews. Two focus group interviews included participants from two 

organizations: a seniors’ centre and an independent living seniors’ complex. One focus group 

took place at each location. I did not have an existing relationship with the seniors’ centre or the 
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participants where the first focus group was held. However, I worked casually at the independent 

living complex where the second focus group took place and, therefore, had a pre-existing 

relationship with the three participants in focus group 2.  

The focus groups were used to facilitate important discussions, which allowed 

participants to build off each other’s ideas and opinions. It was crucial to create a safe space that 

permitted openness, differences of opinion, and conflict (Bergold & Thomas, 2012). I aided this 

by establishing rapport between the interviewees and myself. As Ackroyd and Hughes (1992) 

suggested, the interviewer must “communicate trust, reassurance and, even, likeableness” 

(p. 108) to facilitate men’s discussions. Acquiring authentic connection and rich data are 

imperative in qualitative research to ensure the trustworthiness of the analysis and conclusions. 

For both focus group interviews, the participants knew each other and were able to speak openly. 

Also, for focus group participants at the independent living complex where I worked, the men 

knew me and were comfortable chatting. Coffee and snacks were provided for the focus group 

participants, and men connected with one another in accessing those refreshments.  

Sample 

In total, twenty older men, ranging in age from 57 years old to 87 years old (average age 

of 70.55), participated in the study. As noted in Table 1, the participants varied in terms of their 

birth place, ethnicity, education level, relationship status, sexual orientation, employment status, 

disability, and living situation. That said, most men were Canadian born (n = 17), post-secondary 

educated (n = 19), Caucasian (n = 18), and heterosexual (n = 18). As mentioned, to gain an array 

of perspectives, 12 men who did not regularly attend seniors’ centres and eight men who did 

regularly attend seniors’ centres were included.  



ENGAGING OLDER MEN AT SENIORS’ CENTRES 31 

Data 

The interviews and focus groups produced 13 audio recordings. The recordings ranged 

from 20.28 minutes to 66 minutes (average of 50.63 minutes) for a total of 10 hours and 58 

minutes. These recordings were transcribed verbatim. Prior to both the focus groups and one-on-

one interviews, participants completed a demographic data questionnaire (see Appendix D: 

Participant Demographics Form). These data were aggregated to provide sample information. 

Table 1  Description of Participants 

Number of Participants 20 

 

   
 

Range Mean    

Age (year) 57-87 70.55    

Birth Place n % Sexual Orientation n % 

Canada 17 85 Heterosexual 17 85 

England 2 10 Homosexual 2 10 

China 1 5 Did not answer 1 5 

Ethnicity 

  

Employment status   

Caucasian 18 90 Retired 14 70 

Chinese 1 5 Employed 6 30 

Prefer not to say 1 5    

Education Level 

  

Disability   

High School 1 5 Yes 3 15 

Some-Post Secondary 2 10 No 12 60 

Diploma 6 30 Did not answer 5 25 

Bachelor’s Degree 6 30    

Graduate Degree 5 25    

Relationship Status   Living Situation   

Married 12 60 Own Dwelling 11 55 

Live with Partner 4 20 Rent Dwelling 5 25 

Divorced/Separated 3 15 Independent/Assisted 

Living 
3 15 

Single 1 5    
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Methods of Data Analysis 

I used qualitative content analysis as the method for analysing interview data. The unit of 

analysis was comprised of the interviews, whereby the individual and focus group interviews 

were treated as discrete units to focus an initial reading and then compare within and across 

interviews and participants.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative interviews were suitable for assessing complex issues such as values. I read 

the interviews closely with the research questions in mind to discern important aspects relating to 

the participants’ core values, and I began generating preliminary codes to fracture and organize 

the data segments (Oliffe, Bottorff, & Sarbit, 2012). Data analysis was guided by constant 

comparison methods (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), wherein I read the 13 hard copy transcripts, 

marking up key excerpts and jotting notes in the margins to signal and share interpretations and 

develop potential codes for organizing the data.  RQ2 was approached abductively (inductive and 

deductive reasoning) (Robertson, 2007) using the TFSME. In meetings with my supervisor and 

in the writing up of this thesis, the data were discussed and interpretations compared to distil 

what prevailed across the interviews. Early in the analyses, six broad label codes emerged and 

were used to organize data: 

1. The value of competency,  

2. The value of contribution, 

3. Gender relations beliefs,  

4. Motivations,  
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5. Implicit and explicit memories, and 

6. Social Marketing appeals.  

Data were allocated to these six codes and read to further develop the analyses, which 

were guided by the research questions:  

RQ1. How do masculinities influence older men’s values, beliefs, and motivations? 

RQ2. What recommendations do older men have for effective targeted social marketing 

to increase participation at seniors’ centres? 

I worked with the drafted analyses for each code with my supervisor and committee to develop 

the findings and throughout the writing of the current thesis; consensus was reached about the 

labels and illustrative quotes through their conversations and feedback. Participant data are 

linked to demographic data and a researcher allocated pseudonym. 

Limitations 

All research has limitations. As qualitative research, some might say that a limitation here 

is researcher bias. However, in the constructionist paradigm, the researcher is the interpretive 

tool, and knowledge is co-created between the researcher and participants. In this way, the 

researcher’s unique perspective does not contaminate the data, but adds value, insight, and 

richness that would not be possible otherwise. The methods also have limitations; both 

interviews and focus groups rely on self-report data, which is subject to selective memory, 

exaggeration, and telescoping, but qualities such as values, beliefs, and motivations revealed 

themselves though the narratives older men had about themselves and in how they answered the 

questions. In this way, I was interested in how individuals made meaning of themselves and their 

masculinity.  
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While a sample of 20 participants would be considered small in quantitative research in 

which generalization is the goal, 20 participants is more than adequate for exploratory qualitative 

research. Marshall, Cardon, Poddar, and Fontenot (2013) outlined that anywhere from 20 to 30 

participants was an optimal sample size for qualitative research, and Crouch and McKenzie 

(2006) argued that small sample sizes of 20 or less is best for exploratory qualitative interview 

research. Therefore, the sample for my research appeared to be in the optimal size range, being 

neither too big nor too small to gather rich data. Additionally, many qualitative studies cited the 

point of saturation, when no new themes or information are observed in the data, as a limit of 

sample size, which is historically difficult to quantify (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Guest, Bunce, and 

Johnson, (2006) have attempted to operationalize saturation and found saturation occurred after 

interviews with 12 participants. Unfortunately, there is no one-size-fits-all number to achieving 

saturation, but saturation is more likely with variation and rigor of the methods (Fusch & Ness, 

2015). I used qualitative interviews, focus groups, open-ended questions, and an interview guide 

with all participants (see Appendices A and B). These factors contributed achieving saturation 

(Fusch & Ness, 2015).  

This study’s sample was limited, consisting of mainly educated, Canadian-born, 

Caucasian, heterosexual men. The current study was not attempting to generalize the findings to 

the greater population, but rather to understand how these men are guided by masculinities in 

their values, beliefs, and motivations and how social marketing campaigns would reach these 

individuals. Future research should investigate other groups of older men to understand how 

different cultures negotiate masculinity and their values, beliefs, and motivations, and how social 

marketing could be applied to these groups.  
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A strength of the sample was in the diversity of seniors’ centre users. There were 

opinions of both older men who did attend seniors’ centres and those who did not attend. The 

responses of seniors’ centre users provided insight into why some men attend seniors’ centres, 

the benefits they receive, and how they negotiate their masculinity through participation. The 

responses of men who did not attend seniors’ centres informed what hinders older men from 

participating, why they are uninterested in seniors’ centre use, and in which ways their 

masculinity acts as a barrier. 

Ethical Considerations 

The Royal Roads University (2011) Research Ethics Policy was adhered to, and formal 

university ethics approval was applied for and granted. The Canadian Institutes of Health 

Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, & Social Sciences, & 

Humanities Research Council of Canada’s (2014) Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct 

for Research Involving Humans outlined three principles that were considered in undertaking this 

research: “Respect for Persons, Concern for Welfare, [and] Justice” (p. 6). The research 

participants were shown respect by being assured that all information would be kept confidential 

and that their identities would remain anonymous. Those who chose to participate completed a 

written consent form (see Appendix E: Participant consent form). Concern for the participants’ 

welfare was shown by using interview questions that were not intrusive or upsetting, and ethical 

considerations were made to mitigate any power dynamics that may have existed between me as 

the researcher and the research participants. Justice and fairness were safeguarded, as 

participation in the research was completely voluntary, and participants were advised that 
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choosing not to participate or dropping out of the study would have no impact on any future 

interaction or participation at the seniors’ centres.  
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Chapter Four: Results 

The findings outlined in this chapter will be discussed first in terms of RQ1: How do 

masculinities influence older men’s values, beliefs and motivations for attending seniors’ 

centres? The four themes identified in response to this question are (a) the value of competency, 

(b) the value of contribution, (c) gender relations beliefs, and (d) motivations. Then 

subsequently, in terms of RQ2): What recommendations do older men have for effective targeted 

social marketing to increase participation at seniors’ centres? The themes identified are presented 

under the headings of (a) implicit and explicit memories and (b) social marketing appeals. 

Research Question 1 

In regards to RQ1 it was clear that masculinities play a major role in shaping the values, 

beliefs, and motivations of older men: specifically, men’s reluctance to identify as a senior, 

desire to contribute to others and society, and acceptance of whether specific activities were 

considered appropriate and of interest to older men. Uncovered were older men’s values, beliefs, 

and motivations related to the use of seniors’ centres. The results indicated that the participants 

valued competency and contribution. Most participants believed that seniors’ centres were best 

suited to women, and many believed it was a place for inactive, dependent, and/or disabled 

people. Yet, contrasting these depictions, participants’ motivations for attending were diverse, 

ranging from searching for new experiences to attending to basic human needs such as food and 

companionship. However, overwhelmingly, participants were all motivated to pursue their own 

interests. The findings related to men’s competencies and contributions are presented in the 

following four themes: (a) the value of competency, (b) the value of contribution, (c) gender 

relations beliefs, and (d) motivations.  The views and opinions of both men who did attend 



ENGAGING OLDER MEN AT SENIORS’ CENTRES 38 

seniors’ centres and those who did not attend seniors’ centers are included in the results, but not 

distinguished between. 

The value of competency. Most participants valued qualities such as being independent, 

autonomous, able, and strong. Competency was selected as an overarching value and theme that 

encompassed all these qualities and reflected participant’s alignment to masculine ideals. For 

example, Joseph, a 61-year-old, spoke about the diversity within the term seniors and the idea of 

a seniors’ centre: “So, the whole idea of seniors’ centres, there are people at 55 who need it a 

whole lot more than some at 75.” Herein Joseph highlighted that he was an active and 

independent man, citing his achievements in completing marathons across a lifetime: “I like to 

get out and move; I’ve always liked moving, whether it was on a bicycle, whether it was running, 

or driving a car or motorcycle. I like to be moving.”  

Joseph went on to assure that his well-being ran in the family, speaking about his 86-

year-old father, who “still snow blows everybody’s block in the wintertime.” Within these 

contexts and connections Joseph distanced himself from demise and disability predicting: “The 

best thing for him [his father] would be if he has a heart attack or something and dies while 

pushing that snow blower.” Joseph also refuted his fit with a senior’s label: “I am never going to 

be a senior because my parents are seniors. It’s just a mindset.” Privileged within Joseph’s 

interview was a focus on his own activeness and the bloodline evidence that such prowess would 

continue based on his father’s well-being. Belied was Joseph’s age, wherein his focus was on 

standing out from the herd to some extent, with assertions that while he was age matched to 

seniors, he was not what might be typically expected from men within that sub-group. While 

masculine hierarchies are often associated with young working men jockeying for position, 
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evident here was the acceptance by Joseph, and other participants, on gendered ideals of being 

competent, competitive, independent, and strong.  

On balance, some men discussed the declining health they expected to face eventually 

and the avenues for reducing that potential. Most often these concessions were positioned as an 

artefact of age, but also of failing to take good care of oneself. As Brody, a 66-year-old 

landscaper asserted, “If I’m out of shape, it’s not because I’m old; it’s probably because I haven’t 

done enough.” The moral imperative of doing self-health emerged here, and the older male body 

was understood as demanding considered attention to sustain its potential. These were contrasted 

with previous practices, and as Joseph suggested, health required work: “It’s not like the old days 

where I could just go and do it. And so, now, I’m really finding that, yeah, the fitness is 

deteriorating unless I work hard at it.” Within these men’s interviews, and the testimonials of 

many other participants, the value of being active and not giving in to sedentary lifestyles 

prevailed, to the extent that outrunning one’s senior’s status was ever present.  

Indeed, the term senior had connotations of inactivity, disability, and dependency and 

many participants distanced themselves from that label. For example, Brody said, “I don’t 

identify as a senior. I am a senior, but I don’t identify that way because it suggests that I’min 

my thinkingdisabled somehow.” Brody went on to discuss that being older also meant having 

life experiences well suited to sharing and mentoring others. When asked if he would be more 

likely to attend a centre for elders (rather than seniors), Brody responded: 
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Yeah, if the name was changed. Yeah, that’s a good point, actually. I never thought of it 

like that, but yeah, that would be really an important change. Because ‘elders’ says 

something about wisdom to me, where ‘seniors’ does not.  

Similarly, Marty, a 70-year-old married retiree, said, “I don’t want to be perceived as a senior” 

and pointed out his linkages to other organizations, where “they don’t call them ‘seniors’, they 

call them retired members.” In refuting the label, Marty also deliberately distanced himself from 

seniors’ centres, given his current health:  

I don’t consider that the seniors’ centres are a necessary aspect of my existence at this 

point. And, I don’t doubt that, at some point in my life, my level of independence will get 

less and less, and my mobility will get less and less. I am not looking forward to that 

period of time. 

Marty further clarified that although he and his wife lived in an older community, they 

were not needing seniors’ centres because “everybody still has a life.” These examples illustrated 

how the term senior had negative connotations. Contrasting the disability, dependence, and 

disenfranchised nature entwined with the seniors label and the implications of needing to attend a 

senior’s centre, most men talked to their independence, strength, and autonomy in claiming a 

relative, and perhaps age-adjusted, competence in their masculine ideals. As Jayson, a married 

57-year-old, confirmed: “When you talk senior’s centre, first of all [laughs], there’s that thinking 

of, well, if I get involved with the centre, then I’m agreeing that I’m a senior.”  

The aesthetics of seniors’ centres as well as the implicit connections to disability and/or 

dependency were highlighted. Such views permeated many men’s interviews, including 

participants who had not even attended seniors’ centres. This included Roy, a 74-year-old who 
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does not attend seniors’ centres, who suggested that seniors’ centres were places “where people 

are infirmed, who can’t exercise, who may not be as agile mentally or physically.” Similarly, 

Jayson distanced himself from seniors’ centres, asserting that they were not for his age 

demographic: 

It’s all designed for people 80 plus, and it’s all very low-key exercising and things like 

that. If I could see that people more my age or even slightly older than me were getting 

involved, then I’d be completely open to the idea.  

For Jayson, and many men, concerns about not fitting with the typical demographic at 

seniors’ centres in terms of age, gender, and disability were significant barriers. There was also a 

sense that attendees at seniors’ centres might lack family and/or social connectedness. As Devin, 

a 64-year-old participant, put it: 

I suspect that there’s a lot of older men that, it’s almost as though they got pushed into 

[attending seniors’ centres] as a last resort because they felt so lonely after their partners 

either passed away or they got divorced, and they didn’t want to admit that they are 

lonely. 

While men are often idealized as independent and self-reliant, Devin’s suggestion that 

men who needed seniors’ centres were lonely indicated male attendees were marginalized, 

without resources or resolve to stoically endure their own company. This lack of masculine 

capital was also evident in assumptions and some participant assertions that men pushed towards 

seniors’ centres lacked the finances to engage with other activities. Brody indicated that seniors’ 

centres were for “men who maybe can’t afford to do other things, or men who are disabled and 

they get services, or it’s a good place to go for a cup of coffee and meet some other guys.”  
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The activities at seniors’ centres were also understood as sedentary, and this reduced the 

appeal for many men. Lawrence, a 77-year-old, married, former realtor, explained, “Well, I 

know what doesn’t appeal to me. It’s full of older people!” He further elaborated that: “I’m not 

interested in card games or anything like, not at the moment. I mean, but that could change.” 

Even those men who were interested in card games rejected a seniors’ centre as a place where 

they wanted to do that activity. Jayson, a 57-year-old, said,  

But even, like, I play crib. It’s a card game; it’s a board game. But, if it’s presented in the 

right way, I could definitely see myself going down for a cribbage tournament or 

something like that. 

In summary, older men wanted to see themselves as active and competent and want to 

resist being seen as weak and dependent. They have strategies to halt the decline of old age, and 

they distanced themselves from the negative connotations associated with being a senior. They 

saw seniors’ centres as an ill fit for them, in terms of age, ability, and activities. 

The value of contribution. Contribution was a key value for most participants. Wherein 

volunteering for organizations and causes were important as was passing on knowledge and 

expertise to others and integrating and engaging in society were much valued. For example, 

Jayson’s values revolved around humanitarian work and volunteering. He had dedicated his life 

to police work, and now retired, he and his family were motivated by contributing to others: 

“We’ve done a number of long-distance humanitarian works, and we want to do more of that, but 

we also want to do more local volunteer work as well.” Similarity 61-year-old Joseph saw 

himself as an asset to people and situations: “I just want to bring some positive to whatever 

situation I’m involved in, if I can help people, because I’ve got skills that I can contribute.” In 
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their retirement, most participants remained active in organizations that were important to them 

or that they believed were making a difference. Will, a 79-year-old who was on the board of 

numerous charitable organizations and volunteered in health and educational settings, 

recommended that “[seniors’ centres] could be a resource in terms of neighbourhood or city 

volunteering” to engage more men in their programming. These participants valued making a 

positive difference and contributing to other people, and they were motivated to participate in 

activities that aided others.  

Some participants highlighted passing on knowledge and experience as important. Brody, 

66-year-old, reflected on the significance of legacy and feeling that life has been meaningful: 

For me, the key issue is, you know, how are [older men] being encouraged to look and 

assess how they’ve lived in their life, and what are they passing on as a legacy? Those are 

really important issues for me, and I think that should be a role for seniors’ centres.  

Many of the participants who attended seniors’ centres took on leadership roles within the 

organization or in the programs they were a part of. Participants valued contributing to others, 

not solely for altruistic reasons, but to reconcile that their life experiences had been worthwhile 

and meaningful.  

Some participants suggested that seniors’ centres should integrate themselves more into 

society to facilitate older men making such contributions. Peter, a 59-year-old, surmised, “You 

know, if I had to plan the world sort of thing, I would like to see seniors’ complexes integrated 

with other parts of our society, and where the seniors could actually get involved.” As an 

example, Peter suggested a marina and seniors’ centre partnership, where those participating 

contributed their time and skills to running the marina. Therefore, men were motivated to 
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participate in activities that allow them to contribute, and they wanted to pass-on their 

knowledge and experience to others through mentorship. These men acknowledged the integral 

role seniors’ centres could play in assisting older men’s contributions.  

Gender relation beliefs. Participants believed that there were clear gender differences 

between men and women, and they recognized an impact and influence of gender relations. 

Many men believed that there were gender-specific activities and characteristics for men and 

women. Hank, a 57-year-old gay man and travel agent with a long-term partner, discussed why 

women use seniors’ centres more than men:  

Well, I think women are more social than men, to begin with. I think women seek the 

companionship of other people and other women more than men seek the companionship 

of other men aside from maybe sports. I think it probably has to do with women being 

fitter in their senior years than men are.  

Hank went on to list other perceived gender differences such as men not being as into “artsy” 

activities as much as women. Further, many participants believed that gender impacted health 

and life expectancy, citing that women live longer than men. It was also suggested that 

throughout men’s lifespan, they were less connected to others and less likely to hear of activities 

through word-of-mouth. Men’s interest in educational activities rather than yoga or dance classes 

was also referenced, and Hank suggested, “men are more reluctant to see themselves as seniors 

than women. I think it’s harder to admit you’re ‘past your prime.’”  

Most of the men viewed a senior’s centre as a place for women, with activities geared 

towards women-specific interests and an emphasis on socializing. Indeed, this was many men’s 

perception, including some men who attended the seniors’ centres. For example, Will, a 79-year-
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old ex-military man who regularly attended seniors’ centres, compared seniors’ centres to 

doctors’ offices in terms of being female-orientated environments:  

It’s a little bit like a doctor’s office, you know, these places. They’re not really designed 

for men in many cases. You go to your doctor’s office, and you sit down, and the walls 

are pastel or something. I think there’s a similarity to [seniors’ centres], in that maybe 

they’re designed for women principally. 

Some participants spoke about the different types of masculinities related to participation 

at seniors’ centres. Some participants differentiated two groups of men: ‘joiners’ versus ‘loners’. 

Devin, a 64-year-old Chinese immigrant who came to Canada at 12 years of age, responded 

when asked what kind of men use seniors’ centres, “well, I think there is definitely groups that 

wouldthe joiners, you know; they always have been from a young age.” Devin disassociated 

himself from joiners and spoke about his preference for solitary pursuits. For example, he was 

wary of being “pigeonholed” by subscribing to a political group, asserting, “I am not a sheep.” 

He linked these traits to masculinity, saying, “My observation with men is that we tend to be a 

little bit more loner [sic] than women.” When Devin spoke of joiners, he used the term “they,” 

but when he spoke of the loners, he used the term “we,” indicating he identified as a loner, 

separate from the men who are joiners.  

Devin made observations about the negative impact some masculine ideals can have, 

specifying that while he was not afraid to cry and open to being emotional, he said,  

I think there’s still this very strong pull of “being a man.” They probably don’t know 

anything better simply because that’s the way they were brought up, probably; and they 

don’tthey probably feel that as a weakness, maybe. And I think that’s where they’re, I 
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don’t know, maybe I’m wrong, maybe that’s the reason that there is drinking culture as 

well, you know, that you can drink other people under the table; and, you know, that’s 

cool [laughs].  

Devin was pointing here to how masculinities connect to one’s ability to form and function 

within social support networks. Also critiqued were the joiners and men’s ability to connect and 

confide in one another. In essence, Devin suggested that men did want to connect with one 

another, but the mechanisms for doing that varied.  

Comparably, Roy, a 74-year-old retired employee of the Canadian National Railway and 

current board member, echoed Devin’s sentiment about the division of men into joiners and 

loners: 

Personally, I’m not much of a joiner. I’ve more or less been a loner, and there’s a lot of 

guys that are the same. On the other side are, there’s the people who play hockey, for 

examplethe team genre. 

Paradoxically, Roy repeatedly mentioned the importance of social interaction and named 

numerous groups he belonged to, but still considered himself a loner, saying, “in my career, I 

worked with a lot of people, but I was always on my own.” These examples illustrated 

subscriptions to masculine ideals of autonomy and independence. Both Devin and Roy saw 

themselves as separate from some masculine stereotypes that thrive in group environments. In 

this way, joiners and loners might lay claims on masculine ideals, though Devin and Roy 

suggested that their loner alignments signalled their ill fit with joining a seniors’ centre. 

Generally, these results emphasised the participants’ beliefs that men have certain 

characteristics that inhibit their participation at seniors’ centres. Seniors’ centres are considered 
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feminized domains. Certain environments cater more towards men, and some masculinities 

interfere with one’s ability to fit well at seniors’ centres. 

Motivations. The motivations of participants to participate or not at seniors’ centres 

varied. Some men were motivated by relationships in their life, such as doing things for their 

partner, some were motivated by basic needs, such as companionship or food. Some were 

motivated by adventure, new experiences, or “something to do.” A retired 74-year-old 

participant, Angus, who attended seniors’ centres said,  

I got involved in [seniors’ centres], mainly because I didn’t want to spend my time at 

home. And I’ve found it very useful, and I’ve enjoyed it, and I participate regularly in the 

functions. . . . It’s amazing what [seniors’ centres] can do, and I really like them because 

they can give you all sorts of opportunities to get yourself healthy and get yourself wise. 

Thus, once participating, older men such as Angus were motivated to continue engagement 

because of the benefits they were receiving.   

All participants were motivated by their own interests. That is, if the opportunity 

presented itself to join a group or activity that was of interest or filled a void, they were 

motivated to participate whether or not it was at a seniors’ centre. Most participants cited being 

active as their main interest, and some men mentioned hiking specifically. Lawrence suggested 

he, “does a fair bit of hiking,” and Devin belonged to a couple of hiking groups. According to 

Mark, an 81-year-old retired lawyer who lived in independent living, hiking was also social: “I 

realized that I need social activity probably more than a lot of people do, and so I make a point of 

belonging to [a discussion group], a hiking group I belong to, a few other things like that.” 
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Therefore, creating social connection through activity was a motivating factor for participating in 

groups and at seniors’ centres for some men.  

Most men were also interested in travel, ranging from international travel to local bus 

trips. Tyrone, an 87-year-old retired warden of a federal penitentiary who was proud of his 

working-class upbringing, said, “I grew up with a hammer in my hand” and participated in active 

pursuits throughout his life, such as sports, skiing, ski patrols, and rowing, which were also 

discussed as part of his travel interests: “I loved to travel, and I still love to travel, but not as far 

away as I used to go. Both my wife and I travel together; we enjoy it, and we’re still travelling.” 

Many participants were interested in politics. Simon, a 67-year-old, was a member of a current 

event discussion group at a senior’s centre and a retired chief financial officer. Simon suggested 

discussing politics was one mechanism for social interaction: “There’s a couple of guys I meet 

over here at the coffee shop on Friday mornings, and we just sit around and talk politics.” Some 

participants were interested in sports, art, music, computers, manual activities, and card games. 

Overall, the participants were motivated to attend seniors’ centre programming if it was in line 

with their interests, but not because it was a senior’s centre, and once participating, they were 

motivated to return if receiving benefits. Joseph clarified his reasons for taking part in activities: 

“Even if I went to a senior’s centre, it would be to engage in a program I want to engage in, not 

because it’s a senior’s centre.”  

Research Question 2 

The results of RQ1 illustrated the interaction of older men’s values, beliefs, and 

motivations and how they impact seniors’ centre participation and forming social support 

networks. Social marketing can impact these ideals in two ways: (a) the negative perceptions 
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older men have regarding seniors’ centres can be changed by social marketing, and (b) seniors’ 

centres can shape their programming and services to attract older men based on a social 

marketing framework that considers older men’s values, beliefs, and motivations. 

 The theoretical framework of social marketing effectiveness (TFSME) is used to outline 

the data in response to RQ2: What recommendations do older men have for effective targeted 

social marketing to increase participation at seniors’ centres?  As detailed in the TFSME, when 

someone is exposed to a marketing appeal, it elicits a cognitive process that prompts them to 

either act or not. Participants had strong views about seniors’ centres based on their values and 

beliefs, which impacted their reactions to encountered marketing appeals. The results of data 

collected in response to RQ2 are outlined in terms of their (a) implicit and explicit memories; (b) 

social marketing appeals based on general campaign characteristics, framing, and the marketing 

mix; and (c) the response to social marketing.  

 Implicit and explicit memories. The TFSME shows how implicit and explicit 

memories interact with a marketing appeal to change attitudes and, ultimately, behaviour. In this 

context, implicit and explicit memories refer to all the experiences, observations, learnings, and 

education older men have had in regards to seniors’ centres. That is, their entire past experiences 

with seniors’ centres including personal and representations of seniors’ centres in the media and 

popular culture. Evidenced by the results in response to RQ1 were many men’s negative views of 

and distancing from seniors’ centresand by extension, their distance from visibly marginalized 

men who needed such supports. Perhaps Peter, a 59-year-old motorcycle enthusiast, summarized 

it best in listing an array of reasons for not attending seniors’ centres:  
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You know, what comes to mind when you say, “seniors’ centre”, to me, would be an 

environment I don’t think I’d be very happy at. I see a lot of older women, and not very 

many men; and I see them doing activities that I really have no interest in, which would 

be something like playing cards or crib or you know, those types of activities. I see bland 

food, cafeteria-style [laughs] sort of thing.  

Past experiences had instilled ideas such as feminine, passive, and cheap, and it was clear that 

many men held little regard for seniors’ centres.  

Some participants indicated that they have observed that seniors’ centres were not 

currently marketed well. This related to visibility or lack thereof and/or the generic nature of the 

marketing efforts. That many men did not recall specific materials marketing seniors’ centres 

was also telling. Lawrence remarked, “I mean do they market themselves? I’m just trying to 

think if I’ve ever received any advertising with respect to seniors’ centres? Other than, I mean, if 

you go there, they advertise all their programs.” Affirming this, Patrick said, 

I just don’t see a whole lot of marketing for anything. Like, you might get something in a 

calendar that says, “Oh, these centres exist, and here’s what they have.” But they don’t 

really give much marketing to it at all.  

Evident in the men’s accounts were suggestions that seniors’ centres tended to focus on 

announcements around specific activities or events rather than the marketing of seniors’ centres 

themselves. This was an important distinction because the recruitment of new members did not 

seem to be a priority; rather, communication with existing patrons drew most effort. Absent was 

marketing that might send “other” messages to more fully engage a range of male attendees. 
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Recognized is the importance of effective social marketing after reviewing participants’ current 

view of seniors’ centres  

Social marketing appeals. Continuing the results for RQ2, the TFSME defines social 

marketing appeals as comprised of (a) general campaign characteristics, (b) framing, and (c) the 

marketing mix. Accordingly, the appeal preferences of the participants are outlined in the 

following discussion.  

General campaign characteristics. When describing their preferred general campaign 

characteristics, many participants said they looked for information content in marketing opposed 

to gimmicky statements or emotional /lifestyle marketing. Peter asserted, 

I don’t like marketing that appeals to my emotional side. I like marketing that appeals to 

my, I guess my engineering and mathematical side. . . .Yeah, I like, I want the factual 

information. . . . I think gone are the days when advertising can sort of try and sell you a 

lifestyle, or pair it with a celebrity. And I don’t think people are fooled by that anymore.  

Evident here was a requirement for authenticity in marketing that holds men as competent and 

rational in making their own decisions. Hank agreed: “I’m not sucked in byor try not to be 

sucked in bystatements that something is, ‘the best’ or, ‘the only, the exclusive.’ Because it 

never is. Yeah, so just kind of very sort of factual, matter-of-fact information is what I like best.”  

By contrast, some participants indicated that they responded to catchy slogans or jingles. 

Roy recalled: 

Well, my mind goes back to when I was a kid, and there was one that, to me, was very 

powerful, and that was, the slogan was “Keep Britain Tidy.”. . . So, these things are very 
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useful if they’re done properly. It’s a form of brainwashing, but it works on the right 

things. Good marketing to me is a good, a good jingle, an intelligent jingle.  

Gareth, 71-year-old, unconsciously used a slogan as an idiom to communicate surprise at 

not realizing something, saying, “Even if I don’t feel that way, something will happen that’ll 

kind of hit [motioned his hand to hit is forehead] and, ‘I could have had a V-8!’” This statement 

was a marketing campaign for V-8 tomato juice that dates back to the 1970s. His cross-reference 

to the slogan as a casual phrase was evidence for the long-lasting effect and unconscious impact 

of the slogan can have. In this way, slogans can permeate language and cultures, changing 

attitudes and creating awareness, which is paramount in social marketing.  

Further, many participants tended to focus attention on appeals that were already in line 

with their own interests. Patrick confirmed, “when something does catch you, you notice it. Like, 

if it’s something you’re interested in.” Devin clarified that if an activity was not already in line 

with his own interests, marketing appeals were unlikely to change his mind:  

So, it has to be the individual that’s interested. Like, if I have no interest in sailing, right, 

and even though that is, “Oh, such and such a day, they’re offering free sailing lessons 

down in [the] Bay,” or something like that, I don’t know if I would go.  

Simon implied that older men were likely set in their ways and interests: “I think it’s just 

that, by the time you get to the age where you’re interested in here (an older man), your views 

are settled as to what you want to do.” Highlighted here was the importance of offering programs 

that resonated with older men if seniors’ centres want to be successful in engaging older men to 

participate.  



ENGAGING OLDER MEN AT SENIORS’ CENTRES 53 

Framing. The TFSME considers framing a key component in social marketing appeal. 

Some men discussed the importance of positive framing. First, they thought seniors’ centres 

should be framed as fun and active as opposed to supporting those with deficits or disabilities. 

Patrick, a former gas bar owner and current truck driver, said that: 

[Marketing for seniors’ centres had] to be a lot more positive, and rather than approach it 

from the negative side, you’re needing a little more positive side, where you’re talking 

about getting together, meeting people, having a good time, communicating with others, 

getting involved in activities. 

Second, as outlined earlier, the term senior had negative connotations for men, and the 

participants thought seniors’ centres needed to be renamed and rebranded. Joseph said, “well, I 

think the concept of “seniors’ centres” throws people into an old mindset; it just needs to be 

rebranded,” and Brody said that he would much rather attend a “centre for elders” as opposed to 

a “seniors’ centre.” A couple of the men suggested framing things in a masculine way: for 

example, crib competitions as opposed to playing crib. 

The marketing mix. The marketing mix is made up of the 4Ps, which are arguably the 

most impactful aspect of a marketing appeal comprising of (a) promotion, (b) product, (c) price, 

and (d) place. Each of the 4Ps is defined followed by demonstrating results.  

Promotion. In social marketing, promotion contains all the strategies used to inform a 

target group (i.e., older men) about the product. The promotion preferences of the participants 

varied. Many participants did not watch television or stated that they did not even own a 

television. Those who mentioned watching television, cited specific programs or sports that they 

watched, and they did not pay attention to advertising on television. As Lawrence illustrated, “I 
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don’t think I’ve ever been influenced by a TV ad to ever buy anything [laughs]. There might 

have been, but I mean, I basically just tune out TV advertising.” Many participants read 

newspapers or other print publications, including Peter, who stated, “mostly, I read magazines if 

I’m going to read anything. I like a physical newspaper,” and many participants paid attention to 

word-of-mouth marketing. Some participants read flyers/posters, responded to internet ads or 

social media, listened to the radio, and/or searched the internet, suggesting these might be 

efficient promotion mechanisms for some older men. Thus, when considering promotion, a 

senior’s centre should use varied media, including print and word-of-mouth strategies.  

Product. The product in social marketing is a behaviour change, and in this case, it was 

for older men to form social support networks at seniors’ centre. Most men viewed seniors’ 

centres as a place for socialization, which some admitted could be beneficial. Will spoke highly 

of his involvement with seniors’ centres: 

As we get older, we find that a lot of our friends are simply either not there any longer, or 

they’re not able to get out and around. So, this [attending seniors’ centres] is an 

opportunity to meet people and so on, as others have said . . . because you would come 

here for fun or for relaxation or companionship and social.  

For those who did attend seniors’ centres, it was apparent that they liked the product and 

perceived it as accessible to them. At first Patrick had a negative view of seniors’ centres; 

however, he misunderstood and assumed we were speaking about nursing homes. Upon 

clarification that the inquiry was about seniors’ centres, he then expressed that seniors’ centres 

were lacking and needed in his community: 
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I think that’s [seniors’ centres are] a very good idea. . . . If the focus was on teaching 

people that that’s [staying in your own home but having a place to socialize and do 

activities is] what it’s about . . . and you could just still go out and meet people and have 

things to do. I think people would be interested in that.  

Exemplified here is that even those who did not attend seniors’ centres recognized the 

benefit and availability of the product to them, but they associated the product with negative 

perceptions and connotations. Jayson used language that described benefits while also distancing 

himself from seniors’ centres. Jayson explained that seniors’ centres “provide an opportunity for 

seniors to get together and socialize and have some recreation. It’s a quality-of-life thing; it’s a 

mental-health thing; and it’s just an opportunity for them to get out into the community.” The 

barrier for most of these men was that they saw a need and benefit to both seniors’ centres and 

social support networks, but, as outlined in RQ1, had trouble rectifying seniors’ centres as in line 

with their masculine ideals.  

Price. The price in social marketing is the time, effort, and monetary costs associated 

with taking on the new behaviour of forming social support networks at seniors’ centres. Most 

men saw seniors’ centres as a place for the inactive and/or disabled, thus, for them, the time, 

effort, or money associated with attendance did not seem worth it. However, for participants who 

attended seniors’ centres, they had found seniors’ centres worth the price when seniors’ centres 

offered programs of interest to older men in line with their values of competence and 

contribution. Some men who had participated at seniors’ centres mentioned that they went there 

because they found a program of interest that was not offered elsewhere, such as Will, who 

stated, “I’m here because they have a number of activities that I can’t find anywhere else.” As 
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previously outlined in the motivations older men had for attending seniors’ centres, most 

participants are interested in being active and travel; many are interested in art, music, and 

hiking; and some are interested in hiking, manual skills, sports, computers, politics, learning, and 

discussion. Thus, if you want older men to make the time and effort to participate at seniors’ 

centres, programs of interest and value to older men must be offered. That is, you must make it 

worth the price.   

Monetary cost was not a deterrent for most participants; however, Mark spoke 

extensively about cost, idealizing that seniors’ centre programs should be free and, therefore, 

available to everyone. Mark’s view was contrasted by others who advocated for an annual 

membership fee and nominal costs for programs. Further mentioned was a city-sponsored 

program for low-income seniors to subsidise participation, while the process and paperwork 

discouraged utilization for some. Mark put it this way: “You have to fill in a form that declares 

you’re indigent and a lot of people resist that.” Accepting help is counter to masculine ideals of 

competency, and this can be a barrier to men receiving free services. Overall, the monetary costs 

to attend seniors’ centres did not seem to be a barrier to participation. 

Place. Place in social marketing is where the new behaviour occurs, which in this case is 

the actual senior’s centre. Many participants distinguished amenities as attractions to seniors’ 

centres, such as a pool table, a woodworking shop, a mechanical shop, computers, or a big screen 

Television. Although he did not regularly attend seniors’ centres, Lawrence recalled, “When I 

went in there [the senior’s centre] one day, and I realized that they have a pool table, and that 

piqued my curiosity.” Peter surmised that he would be interested in attending “if there’s places, 

seniors’ centres that, like, I’d love to have a nice woodwork shop or metalwork shop.” Derek, a 
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79-year-old who attended seniors’ centres regularity, said, “the reason I joined this place, they 

had a little woodworking shop.” Additionally, all these amenities and their subsequent activities 

had stereotypical masculine appeal. Thus, to attract older men, seniors’ centres must have 

masculine amenities that older men cannot otherwise access.  

Some participants commented on the importance of atmosphere and environment. Peter 

was deterred because of the experiences he had in the past, saying, “you go in, and it smells sort 

of medicinal; this strong smell of cleaning fluids and just a really non-inspiring sort of place.” 

Hank also emphasized the importance of appearance and contrasted a positive view of seniors’ 

centres even though he did not regularly attend:  

It’s probably a beehive of activity in the daytime; it’s kind of quiet there at night. But [the 

senior’s centre I have been in is] a fairly impressive place. I think some, I mean, I think 

senior’s centres have to be really careful not to appear in any way too much like a 

senior’s home, like a care facility. 

Some mentioned the friendliness and flexibility of staff and organizational structure. As 

Hank affirmed, “I think they [seniors’ centres] are pretty well run, and the staff that I’ve 

encountered there have been great.” Simon clarified: “The organization is very responsive to 

program ideas. So, if the six guys here, say we wanted to set up a chess club, we probably could 

do it.” A rigid organizational structure can deter men. As illustrated by Roy, seniors’ centres 

have “to be a place that appeals to a person [sighs] who’s not going to feel that they have a whole 

bunch of rules that they have to follow. You know, ‘You can’t do this, you can’t do that.’”  

Demonstrated here by Roy and Simon is, again, how masculine values shape the 

requirements older men have. If the organizational structure of a senior’s centre does not allow 
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for men to be competent and offer opportunities for contribution, older men will be deterred from 

attending that organization or participating in its programs.   

Some participants commented on the location of seniors’ centres as either a barrier or 

abetment. Mark commented on numerous, clustered seniors’ centres in an area: “One of the 

problems is there’s confusion because there are three somewhat similar community centres 

within a few blocks of this place.” Conversely, having seniors’ centres too far away was also a 

hindrance, as Tyrone pointed out, “as far as going to the senior’s centres . . . the trouble is getting 

there.”  

To summarize, the results illustrated social marketing efforts should be information 

focused rather than gimmicky or lifestyle marketing, employ memorable slogans, and use 

positive and/or masculine framing. Promotion should use varied media, including print and 

word-of-mouth strategies, and offer programs of interest and value to older men. The 

environment of seniors’ centres should avoid seeming medical in appearance and have friendly, 

flexible staff. If possible, amenities such as workshops and pool tables could draw older men in. 

Response to social marketing. The response to social marketing is broken into three 

parts in the TFSME: (a) attitude change, (b) intention to change, and (c) behaviour change. 

Gareth did not believe marketing had an impact on engaging men in seniors’ centres: “I don’t 

think advertising really does it because I don’t think people are really thinking about it. And the 

ones that are don’t usually carry it from hearing, to acting on, it, to physically getting there.” 

However, social marketing can operate outside of one’s conscious awareness. Social marketing’s 

effect can be gradual, and when asked if they had ever changed their behaviours because of 

social marketing, some participants acknowledged social marketing had no doubt played an 
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unconscious role. Peter struggled to pinpoint the cause of his behaviour changes overtime, 

saying, “we’ve seriously changed our behavioursand our attitudes as well. Now, whether we 

would have got to that point anyway . . . I don’t know if that was due to social advertising. It 

probably is.” The response to social marketing is challenging to identify precisely, as social 

marketing first impacts the attitude of individuals. Then, by the time an individual is intending to 

change a behaviour, followed by actually changing the behaviour, they are unaware if their 

motivations have come from social marketing or from within themselves. Illustrated here were 

concessions that social marketing influenced behaviours, but change was gradual, making it 

difficult to distinguish the cause of new practices. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

Through qualitative individual and focus group interviews the values, beliefs, and 

motivations of 20 older men were investigated regarding seniors’ centres and revealed their 

suggestions for a targeted social marketing campaign to increase the participation of older men at 

seniors’ centres.  As illuminated in the literature review, seniors’ centre attendance can support 

and improve psychosocial health through participation and resulting social connections. Findings 

of RQ1 confirmed that masculinities impact older men’s values, beliefs, and motivations, 

influencing seniors’ centre participation. Identifying as a senior was counter to masculine values 

of competency and contribution that most of these participants valued, and beliefs of gender 

differences translated into beliefs of when senior’s centre participation was acceptable. Some 

types of masculinities lent themselves more to participation, and overall, participants were 

primarily motivated to attend a senior’s centre or notice marketing when it aligned with their pre-

existing interests. The preferences older men had for a social marketing campaign were outlined 

using the theoretical framework of social marketing effectiveness.  

Masculinities and old age are inextricably linked (Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018; 

Thompson & Langendoerfer, 2015). For example, the ageing body is seen as a diminishing 

resource of masculinity and subordinate to youthful bodies (Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018). 

Masculine identities are linked to activities and roles of men, such as career identities and 

provider roles, which can be lost with age (Oliffe et al., 2013). Thus, there are social 

expectations that masculinity is ageless, which causes continual renegotiation as most young 

men inevitably become older men (Thompson & Langendoerfer, 2015).  
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Late-life masculinities play an integral role in the lives of older men (Thompson, 2006) 

and will only continue to increase with increased life-expectancy. The proportions of older men 

have increased as the baby boomer generation is presently above 50 years old, and at the same 

time, men are living longer. However, much of the research on masculinities is based on younger 

men (Thompson, 2006), and the quintessential ideals of masculinity remain youth-orientated. 

Clearly more research is needed to study the linkages between late-life masculinities and social 

support networks, because, as was evident by the diversity in the literature review, how older 

men connect with and support each other challenges widely accepted ideas and stereotypes of 

masculinity. For example, older men’s social support networks are characterized by close 

friendships and emotional exchanges rather than instrumental activities (Thompson & Whearty, 

2004). 

As has been referenced in other studies and the current research, participants’ masculine 

ideals shaped the values that they subscribed to (Aléx, Hammarström, Norberg, & Lundman, 

2008; Calasanti & King, 2005; Genoe & Singleton, 2006; Hurd Clarke & Lefkowich, 2018; 

Lefkowich et al., 2015; Spector-Mersel, 2006; Thompson, 2006; Thompson & Langendoerfer, 

2015). Specifically, the current study identified the significance of the core values of competency 

and contribution, and therefore, it remains important to target these values when attempting to 

create communications, programming, or spaces intended to engage older men. 

The recommendations older men had for a targeted social marketing campaign were 

investigated as RQ2, wherein the analysis revealed that in order to attract older men to 

participate in seniors’ centres, masculinities need to be considered at all levelsspecifically with 

reference to the 4Ps of social marketing (Grier & Bryant, 2005; Hopkins & Misan, 2017). As 
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was evident in the results, older men had specific preferences and attitudes towards promotional 

avenues (Promotion); the amenities, atmosphere, location, culture, and staff of the seniors’ 

centres (Place); why they would or would not participate at a seniors’ centre (Price); and their fit 

with the types of men who use seniors’ centres (Product). Being purposeful in implementing the 

4Ps, targeting individuals who value competency and contribution would reach and motivate 

older men more effectively and ensure that the seniors’ centre and programs are desirable and 

appealing to older men. This assertion was further supported by Malcolm Knowles’ theory of 

andragogy (Knowles, Holton, & Swanson, 2005), in which men tend to only invest time and 

effort (i.e., the price in social marketing) in pursuits that have use and application, such as skill 

building or teaching others, which categorically links to competency and contribution.  

In this respect, these findings illuminate an opportunity for seniors’ centre programs to 

consider how their marketing approaches can hold older men as competent individuals and 

enable opportunities for them to contribute to others. For example, knowing older men value 

contribution, as part of their marketing strategy seniors’ centres could offer opportunities for 

older men to volunteer, to lead or create programs, and to mentor others. This would be 

consistent with other research which found that older men value mentorship with younger men as 

an opportunity to contribute and create community cohesion (Devine et al., 2017). Likewise, 

understanding that men value competencyand everything encompassed in that theme such as 

independence, autonomy, strength, and abilityseniors’ centres must consider how programs 

and services are framed. For example, framing programs as opportunities to be active as opposed 

to needing a program for health reasons could be beneficial. In parallel and as found in other 
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research, a motivating factor for participation was when programs and services were in line with 

the participants’ interests (MacKean & Abbott-Chapman, 2012). That is, older men were more 

likely to attend programs of interest to them and pay attention to marketing messages that 

featured their personal interests. While at first glance this finding may seem obvious, it speaks to 

how programs and services need to be structured and communicated. Suggested here is that 

marketing for older men focus on the specific activity as opposed to the benefits for the 

individual. Other studies reiterated the findings of this study that without renegotiation, 

masculinities can act as a barrier to participation, especially if the behaviour appears to be help 

seeking (Addis & Mahalik, 2003; Smith et al., 2007). Thus, it is important to frame both seniors’ 

centres and programs to correspond with masculine values when developing a social marketing 

approach.  

Consistent with the findings of my study, older men do not want to participate in places 

or programs that they view as feminine. The results further illustrated that older men subscribe to 

clear gender roles, in that some things are for men and some things are for women. Consistent 

with other research (Bøen et al., 2010), the current study’s findings indicated that most older men 

view seniors’ centres as a place for women. This issue must be tackled twofold: 

1. The physical spaces and environments should be adjusted to appeal to men as well as 

women. 

2. Social marketing can begin to alter attitudes and perceptions communicating that 

seniors’ centres are places for men too.  

Again, the belief that seniors’ centres are for women can be overcome through how the 4Ps of 

social marketing are implemented. Social marketing can alter attitudes and perceptions, 
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especially over time. Such alterations have been exemplified through social marketing results 

showing attitudes towards recycling, drinking and driving, and seatbelt wearing have changed 

over time through effective social marketing. It follows then, that the negative perceptions and 

stereotypes, and the connotations of disability and dependence, can equally be transformed 

through social marketing efforts. 

Concurrently, the issues seniors’ centres have with negative perceptions need to be 

addressed multilaterally. Seniors’ centres also must create their programs and services based on 

interests and values of older men instead of, perhaps unintentionally, ageist stereotypes. The 

results of this research indicated that seniors’ centre programs marketed as senior’s support or as 

healthy for seniors were unattractive to older men and, in line with the literature reviewed, were 

not attractive to the younger generation of seniors either. Instead, framing centres and programs 

in a positive way with a heavy emphasis on the activities opposed to the benefits would be much 

more appealing to older men. For example, a program could be a self-led “Retired Guys” hiking 

group that plans and executes weekly hikes. Encompassing the information in this research, this 

group of participants would likely encourage members to bring friends, have an information page 

online, and advertise in the paper every so often. All communications would be information rich, 

letting potential members know when and where the group meets, the types of hikes, and the 

difficulty level. To start the group, a seniors’ centre could enrol a few older men volunteers and 

enlist their help and expertise in the set-up and word-of-mouth promotion.  

Many men in this study, even some of those in their 70s, rejected the idea of being a 

senior or distanced themselves from ageing by how they described themselves, such as still 

having an active life. Aléx et al. (2008, p. 453) called it “striving to maintain the male façade.” 
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The discourse associated with ageing is changing as life-expectancy increases, and what once 

was considered old age is now accepted more as middle age. This presents a challenge for 

organizations looking to engage men over the age of 55 years old because, “older men may not 

necessarily perceive themselves as ‘older’, thus, services that explicitly target older people can 

be a deterrent to them” (Devine et al., 2017, p. 9).  

The findings from this study showed that eliminating the term “senior” is the first step in 

rebranding these centres. By the nature of attending seniors’ centres, one must accept the identity 

of senior and with it the connotations the term is imbued with. Senior is loaded with negative 

connotations and represents the acceptance of a less masculine identity. As mentioned, the term 

senior then is a threat to masculinity because ageing is a threat to masculinity (Hurd Clarke & 

Lefkowich, 2018). It is reasonable to speculate that all terms previously associated with the 

history of seniors’ centres, such as retirement centre, activity centre, and elderly, be avoided 

because of their potential to evoke the same negative perceptions, especially with the ageist, 

youth-centric ideals of masculinity.  

Therefore, to modernize and attract male users and the next generation of seniors, efforts 

to incorporate terminology that elicit positive connotations are paramount. The best terms would 

still create belonging to a community without imposing non-masculine qualities. Future research 

is needed to investigate what these terms might be and how they differ cross-culturally. 

Incorporating the findings from this research, the terms would focus on the activities offered 

instead of the fact that the programs are for seniors and demonstrating the values of competence 

and contribution. Some speculated examples are as follows:  

1. Young-at-Heart Adventures: a travel group that plans and executes their own trips. 
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2. The Workshop: a men-specific space where older men can work on projects with 

opportunities to teach and learn from other men. 

3. Community Avengers: a community engagement group that tackles local problems in 

their community by fundraising and organizing events.  

The take-away message is that seniors’ centres have an image problem. The existing 

views, expectations, and beliefs that most of these older men had were negative and distorted 

with images of nursing homes and disability. For a centre attempting to create thriving programs 

that engage older men, these perceptions are a problem. Changing these perceptions is possible 

with a combination of social marketing and program modification. Without transforming these 

negative perceptions, not only are older men less likely to participate, but emergent seniors as 

well. This presents a problem for centres that wish to specifically target older men, since older 

men may not perceive themselves this way and, therefore, may not access services for older men 

(Devine et al., 2017). 
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Chapter Six: Conclusions 

There is a lack of men attending seniors’ centres, but research has continued to conclude 

that it is beneficial for men to attend, and as a result, they receive connections to social support 

networks. As expected, most older men do not want to attend seniors’ centres, as they view them 

as a place for women and/or disabled, dependant men. However, these perceptions can be altered 

by considering masculinities theory in the generation and implementations of a social marketing 

framework, including the 4Ps of the marketing mix. Specifically, drawing from the values of 

competency and contribution when generating communications, programs, and spaces, could 

increase the appeal of seniors’ centres to older men and engage them to participate. Recognizing 

that ageing is counter to masculinity and many men want to distance themselves from ageing 

stereotypes, seniors’ centres could rebrand themselves by eliminating terms such as seniors. 

Seniors’ centres need to focus on creating communities around activities and purpose, instead of 

around the circumstance of old age.  
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Appendix A: Interview Guide: Individual Interviews 

R1) How do masculinities influence older men’s values, beliefs and motivations? 

• Tell me more about yourself? e.g. where you grew up, went to school, your 

career history  

o How do you think your values were shaped by your upbringing? 

o What do you do in your spare time? 

• What comes to mind when I say, Seniors’ Centre? 

• Many more women use seniors’ centres than men, why do you think this 

might be? 

• Why type of men use seniors’ centres? 

• What aspects of seniors’ centres appeal to men? Which do not? 

• What have you heard other men say about seniors’ centres or seniors’ 

programming? 

• What types of activities in seniors’ centres do you think men would be 

interested in? 

• Describe your first experience attending a program, service or event at a 

seniors’ centre?  

o Probe: what led to go to the seniors’ center?  

• What are the challenges for men attending seniors’ centres? 

• What have you heard you male friends say about seniors’ centres? 

• If you were in charge, how would you change seniors’ centres and their 

programming to be more appealing to men? 

 

R2) What recommendations do older men have for effective targeted social marketing to 

increase participation at seniors’ centres? 

• How do you think seniors’ centres could better market themselves to men? 

• If you were in charge of the seniors’ centre, how would you engage more 

men in your programming? 
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• Have you ever changed your behavior because of this type marketing that 

you heard, saw, or read? What did you do differently? 

• Where do you find yourself paying attention to marketing? Where do you 

find yourself ignoring marketing messages? 

• Any other locations? 

• What type of images or messages are you attracted to in marketing? What 

images or messages do you find off-putting? 

• In what ways do you use the internet to find new things you are interested 

in?  

• Are there any organizations or companies that you feel loyal to? 

o What have they done to earn you trust? 

If no, why do you think that is? 

• What motivates you to try a new place or try a new activity 

Before I ask these last question, I want to define the term social marketing. 

Have you heard about social marketing? Social Marketing is marketing for the 

betterment of you or the betterment of society. Unlike traditional marketing that is 

just aimed at selling you things. Does that make sense?  

• Can you tell me about a time when you encountered this type of marketing?  

o Probe: (If no) For example, have you ever encountered messages that 

improve your health in seniors’ centres in newsletters or come across 

advertisements encouraging people to get the flu shot?  
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Appendix B: Interview Guide: Focus Groups 

Hello welcome. My name is Dustin and I want to Thank you all for joining 

me here today. Before we begin, what, if any, questions do you have?  

 
R1) How do masculinities influence older men’s values, beliefs and motivations? 

• To start, I thought we could go around and each say our name and a little bit 

about ourselves. 

• Great, Thanks. I am wondering what kind of things you all enjoying doing in 

your spare time? 

• What initially drew you to participating with seniors’ centres? 

• What did you think about seniors’ centres before you began attending? 

• Why type of men use / do not use seniors’ centres? 

• Many more women use seniors’ centres than men, why do you think this 

might be? 

• What aspects of seniors’ centres appeal to men? Which do not? 

• What types of programs do seniors’ centres have for men? 

• What types of activities in seniors’ centres do you think men would be 

interested in? 

• What are the challenges for men attending seniors’ centres? 

• If you were in charge, how would you change seniors’ centres and their 

programming to be more appealing to men? 
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R2) What recommendations do older men have for effective targeted social 

marketing to increase participation at seniors’ centres? 

• How do you think senior’s centres could better market themselves to men? 

• How did you hear about (this seniors’ centres)? 

• Have you ever changed your behavior because of marketing that you heard, 

saw, or read? What did you do differently? 

• Where do you find yourself paying attention to marketing? Where do you 

find yourself ignoring marketing messages? 

• What type of images or messages are you attracted to in marketing? What 

images or messages do you find off-putting? 

• If you were in charge of the seniors’ centre, how would you engage more 

men in your programming? 

• In what ways do you use the internet to find new things you are interested 

in?  

• What motivates you to try a new place or try a new activity 

• What motivated you to attend a seniors’ centre for the first time? 

 

Before I ask these last question, I want to define the term social marketing. 

Have you heard about social marketing? Social Marketing is marketing for the 

betterment of you or the betterment of society. Unlike traditional marketing that is 

just aimed at selling you things. Does that make sense?  

• Can you tell me about a time when you encountered this type of marketing?  

o Probe: (If no) For example, have you ever encountered messages that 

improve your health in seniors’ centres in newsletters or come across 

advertisements encouraging people to get the flu shot?  
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Appendix C: Sample Poster 
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Appendix D: Demographic Information 

 

Participant ID _______ 

  

1.  Age:  _____ Yrs.    

3.  Birth Year: ___________ 

4.  Birth Place 

 Canada  Other (please specify): ___________________ 

 

5. What is your highest level of education? Please check  one. 

 

 Some high school  

 High school diploma 

 Certificate/diploma (Vocational, technical, trade) 

 Bachelor’s degree 

 Graduate university degree 

 Other (please specify): __________________________ 

 

6.  What is your race/ethnicity? 

___________________________________________________ 

 

7.  What is your relationship status?  

 Single    Have a partner, but not living together 

 Divorced    Living with a partner 

 Widowed    Married 

 Separated 

 

 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION:  Engaging Older Men at Seniors Centres 

Marketing 
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Over for page 2 -> 

 

8. Sexual Orientation  

 Heterosexual  Homosexual  Bisexual  Prefer Not to Say 

 

9. If married or partnered, how long have you been with your current 

partner?  

 

 ________ Years  _________ months 

 Retired     Yes  No 

 Disability  Yes  No 

 Unemployed  Yes  No 

 

10.  Do you regularly attend seniors’ centres?  Yes  No 

 

11.  What is your Living Situation? Check those that apply 

 Own Dwelling   Live alone 

 Rent Dwelling   Living with a partner 

 Independent living    Living with Roommate/s 

 Assisted living   Nursing home 

12. Would you like a copy or summary of the finished research? 

 Yes, Summary  

 Yes, Full Copy  

 No Thank You 
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Appendix E: Research Consent Form 

My name is Dustin Lockhart, and this research project is part of the requirement for the 

Master of International and Intercultural Communication at Royal Roads University. My 

credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by telephoning Phillip Vannini, at 

[phone #], the Thesis Coordinator at Royal Roads. Alternatively, he can be contacted at [email 

address]. For additional queries about the research, you may also contact Jennifer Walinga, 

Director, School of Communication and Culture at [email address] or [phone #]. The Royal 

Roads University Research Ethics Board can be contacted via Colleen Hoppins at [email 

address] or [phone #]. 

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my research project, the 

objective of which is to conduct a study on the topic of increasing accessibility of seniors’ centre 

use by men. 

The research will consist of a thesis document that will include information about and 

references to you. This consent form seeks your consent to be included in the study. Your 

identity will be kept confidential. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any 

individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand.  

A copy of the final research project will be housed at Royal Roads University. This 

research may be sought to be published also within a journal or other type of publication. 

You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 

participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose not 

to participate in this research project, this information will also be maintained in confidence. You 

will be required to be interviewed for one hour either individually or as part of a focus group. 

Questions will be open ended and related to your beliefs and opinions. These sessions will be 

recorded, but not shared and eventually erased. While I also work at seniors’ centres this project 

is independent from my places if employment, and no personal information will be shared with 

them, but they will receive a copy of completed thesis document. 

Would you like to participate in this research? By signing this letter, you give free and 

informed consent to be included in this project. I available to answer any questions you might 

have. 

Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 

Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 

Date: _______________________________________________________________ 

Phone or email:___________________________________________________ 


