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Abstract

This study, a participatory action research, was set out to examine the
formation, operations, community participation, as well as problems and obstacles
encountered by a rural community's elderly group. It also aimed at developing
practical guidelines for improving its future operations. The group studied was the
elderly group in Sab Pong Village, Sob Pong Sub-district, Pang Ma Pa District, Mae .
Hong Son Province. In the research process, group leader and members, members
of community-based organizations, community leaders, government officials and the
researcher himself partipated throughout the stages of problem identification and
needs assessment, planning, implementation, and summarization of lessons
learned. In collecting the needed data, the researcher relied, for one whole year,
on field observations, carefully recording group operations,' and interviews with
group members participating in various  activites.  Collected data were
subsequently cross-checked, verified and classified according to research
objectives and the predetermined conceptual framework. Then, the results were
descriptively and analytically presented.

Findings were as foliows:

The studied elderly group was established in 1996 with the support and

encouragement from the nursing division staff of Pang Ma Pa Hospital. Most group



activities revolved around regular member meetings, physical health check-ups and
physical exercises. These activities were mainly supported by the local public
health personnel. Since the group’s operations were not quite satisfactory, efforts
were made to conduct this participatory action research which can be summarized
here-below:

Analysis of the group's problems revealed 11 key problems, namely:
group members did not really understand group rules and regulations, health
insurance card rights and henefits, and collection of funeral welfare fees; small
membership; the group committee being too small, inappropriate and not aware of
its role and functions; the group did not have occupation-promoting activities; no
capital for running group activities; lack of coordination with other community groups
and government agencies; and the group meeting place was located too far away.

As regards planning, it was found that group functions and responsibilities
had been delineated and assigned, with activity dates, time and venues determined
in advance. Underizken activities revolved around the following: expanding
membership campaigns; community traditional and cultural activities promotion;
meetings of the group's executive commitiee and general members; physical health
check-ups and exercises, village development activities promotion; and
coordination with other community-based groups and arganizations.

Regarding implementation, each and everyone/party assumed
responsibilities for and participated in each activity, involving other community
organizations at every stage of group activities, e.g., attending temple sermons;
participating in group monthly meetings and physical check-ups; joining physical
exercises; participating in such traditional/cultural ceremonies and activities as
paying respect to the community elderly, celebrating Bhodi tree supporting
columns, observing the beginning and ending days of the Buddhist Lent, the float
festival, post-lent presenting alms and basic necessities to the temple; joining
temple development evenis; and free planting. Such events and activities were

carried out monthly and during seasonal, religious and other important cccasions

alternately.



As far as evaluation and summarizing lessons learned were concerned,
it was found that the number of elderly group members had increased from 18 to 63.
Diverse  activities were continuously organized with considerable community
participation. The meetings of the group's executive committee and general
members took place every month. Coordination with other community-based
organizations enabled group activities and operations to proceed smoothly, quickly
and continuously. Process-wise, participation of all stakeholders in every stage of
group work did encourage the elderly to share their ideas, exchange their opinions
and collectively plan problem-solving measures. Structurally speaking, the group
had a fairly effective, dedicated and willing executive committee who held regular
meetings.

As regards summarizing of lessons learned, the participatory process
enabled all stakeholders involved to engage in a systematic thinking and working
process and, thus, receive valuable experiences which can be used to further
improve the group's overall activities and operations. Moreover, it was clearly
dermonstrated that the elderly were capable of conducting activities on their own,
thus changing their role from being merely passive receivers of help to active doers.
This amounted to drawing forth their untapped potentials and rendering them
usefui to both themselves and the community. The key lesson learned was that
group work and activities, to be truly useful and valuable, should be integrated with
community activities. Based on above findings and lessons learned, the researcher
recommends several measures to promote the development of elderly groups so
that they can better active their goals. Firstly, the participatory work process should
be promoted, involving other community organizations at every stage. Secondly,
elderly groups should closely coordinate with and eiiicit help from community-based
organizations as well as government officials. Thirdly, diverse and continuous
activities should be promoted; fourthly, opportunities for the elderly's self-directed
activities, based on their existing potentials, should be created and expanded.

Lastly, a new generation of group leaders should be developed to replace
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existing ones and to further the course of the group to the point of becoming truly
self-reliant.

In summary, the participatory action research process is found to be an
effective model for problem-solving and for developing the elderly group in the

target area and can be replicated for similar purposes in other community contexts.



