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Social participation is a key determinant of successful and healthy aging and therefore an important
emerging intervention goal for health professionals. Despite the interest shown in the concept of social
participation over the last decade, there is no agreement on its definition and underlying dimensions.
This paper provides an inventory and content analysis of definitions of social participation in older
adults. Based on these results, a taxonomy of social activities is proposed. Four databases (Medline,
CINAHL, AgeLine and PsycInfo) were searched with relevant keywords (Aging OR Ageing OR Elderly OR
Older OR Seniors AND Community involvement/participation OR Social engagement/involvement/
participation) resulting in the identification of 43 definitions. Using content analysis, definitions were
deconstructed as a function of who, how, what, where, with whom, when, and why dimensions. Then,
using activity analysis, we explored the typical contexts, demands and potential meanings of activities
(main dimension). Content analysis showed that social participation definitions (n = 43) mostly focused
on the person’s involvement in activities providing interactions with others in society or the community.
Depending on the main goal of these social activities, six proximal to distal levels of involvement of the
individual with others were identified: 1) doing an activity in preparation for connecting with others, 2)
being with others, 3) interacting with others without doing a specific activity with them, 4) doing an
activity with others, 5) helping others, and 6) contributing to society. These levels are discussed in
a continuum that can help distinguish social participation (levels 3 through 6) from parallel but different
concepts such as participation (levels 1 through 6) and social engagement (levels 5 and 6). This taxonomy
might be useful in pinpointing the focus of future investigations and clarifying dimensions specific to
social participation.

Crown Copyright © 2010 Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Introduction

shown to be associated with social participation. Enhancement of
social participation is a key proposal of the World Health Organi-

Social participation is an important modifiable health determi-
nant and a key outcome measure as well as a common emerging
intervention goal of health professionals. Mortality (Berkman, 1995),
morbidity (Berkman, Glass, Brissette, & Seeman, 2000), and quality
of life (Levasseur, Desrosiers, & St-Cyr Tribble, 2008) have all been
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E-mail address: Melanie.Levasseur@USerbrooke.ca (M. Levasseur).

zation’ (WHO) policy framework in response to concerns about
population aging (WHO, 2002). Social participation is highly valued
by older adults and provides fulfilment (Levasseur, St-Cyr Tribble, &
Desrosiers, 2009). Moreover, volunteering, which might be viewed
as part of social participation, can provide free essential services and
create a better community environment (Wuthnow, 1991). There-
fore, it is not surprising that social participation has been a key
component of many conceptual models of human functioning or
successful aging, and the focus of a substantial amount of research.
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Contributions to social participation research by investigators in
the field of gerontology have been described as very rich (e.g.
Dijkers, 2008). Social participation of older adults has been the
subject of theorizing (McPherson, 2004) and the focus of a consi-
derable number of empirical studies. Since older adults in particular
spend less time in structured employment activities and thus have
more time to participate in other activities, their social participation
might differ from that of younger adults. Although the volunteer rate
has been shown to be lower among older people, older volunteers
offer more time than younger volunteers (Statistics Canada, 2009).
Even if current trends in socioeconomic (Erlinghen & Hank, 2006)
and health disparities (Boneham & Sixsmith, 2006) have a major
impact on opportunities for social participation, older adults’ plans
for retirement are more diverse than ever (Lesemann, 2007).

Despite the interest in social participation, there is no agreement
around a common definition. In fact, the fields of public health and
rehabilitation seem to have different ways of defining social
participation. Moreover, many similar concepts such as participa-
tion, social engagement, social connectedness, social capital, social
support, social network, social integration, and community invol-
vement have sometimes been used interchangeably with social
participation. The lack of consensus around a definition of social
participation has important consequences: communication diffi-
culties between those using the concept, problems in the develop-
ment and selection of instruments to measure social participation
(Levasseur, Desrosiers, & St-Cyr Tribble, 2007), and blurred or
incomplete social policy efforts. Specifically for clinicians, problems
could result from inconsistent analyses of social participation situ-
ations followed by incomplete or inappropriate interventions. For
researchers, another important consequence of the lack of
consensus around a definition is the difficulty in comparing results
stemming from a variety of conceptualizations (theoretical organi-
zation of a concept) and measurement scales (Field & Jette, 2007).

In this paper we provide an inventory and content analysis of
definitions of social participation in older adults. To achieve this goal,
we examined materials from the fields that usually address social
participation (public health, rehabilitation, and gerontology) as well
as literature on psychology, sociology, and social work. The inventory
was restricted, although not exclusively, to papers on older adults. To
contribute to the debate over the conceptualization of social parti-
cipation, a taxonomy of social activities (see explanations below) was
also proposed. A taxonomy is a clear and consistent system that
allows differentiation between the levels of a concept (Polatajko et al.,
2007) such as social participation. It presents a hierarchical ordering
of related concepts that enable their specification and placement in
relation to each other (Krathwohl, Bloom, & Masia, 1964).

Method

We retrieved papers published between January 1980 and
February 2009 in four databases (Medline, CINAHL, AgeLine, and
PsycInfo) using keywords: Aging OR Ageing OR Elderly OR Older OR
Seniors AND Community involvement OR Community participation
OR Social engagement OR Social involvement OR Social participa-
tion. Papers were excluded if written in a language other than
English or French and if they focused on narrower concepts (e.g.
exclusively on participation in a senior center or volunteering).
Inclusion criteria were: 1) reporting an empirical study, a review, or
a conceptual paper and 2) providing a definition of social partici-
pation. For the sake of parsimony, the definitions chosen represent
an original, i.e. not referring to another source, statement of the
meaning or description of the target concept. The title and, when
available, the abstract were reviewed for all the papers retrieved
through electronic searches. Bibliographies, personal reference
files, lists of references, and Websites were also searched.

Conceptual definitions (not their operationalizations) were
extracted from each paper and their content-analyzed using seven
specific predetermined interrogative pronouns (who, how, what,
where, with whom, when, and why). These pronouns were used to
both identify critical dimensions of the concept (Polatajko et al.,
2007), here social participation, and analyze the underlying
activity. To shed light on the content analysis, underlying dimen-
sions, conceptual models of social participation and definitions of
associated concepts such as participation and social integration
found in the literature were also examined. Content analysis was
independently performed by two members of the research team
(ML, ER), with an interrater agreement before discussion of 92%
(number of identical codes/total number of codings performed), and
validated by the rest of the team. All discrepancies were resolved
through discussion. Finally, the five commonest dimensions iden-
tified with the interrogative pronouns in the content analysis
provided the starting point for the second level of examination
(taxonomy) using the activity analysis (Blesedell Crepeau & Boyt
Schell, 2009). The activity analysis was performed to classify social
activities, i.e. activities in direct interaction with others (Maier &
Klumb, 2005). For this analysis, the main focus was on under-
standing social activities since they proved to be, although arguably,
the most frequent, significant and analyzable dimension found in
the definitions of social participation. Activity analysis is a rigorous
process in which a systematic framework is applied to understand
exactly how activities are accomplished by the person. This process
is widely used by occupational therapists, mainly in clinics, to
explore typical contexts, demands (from the physical and social
environments, the sequence and timing, and the required actions),
and potential meanings that can be ascribed to an activity (Blesedell
Crepeau & Boyt Schell, 2009). Activity analysis has been used
previously in a similar conceptual exercise to clarify the concept of
human occupation (Polatajko et al., 2007).

Results

Of the 246 papers retrieved through the electronic search, 92
did not meet the inclusion criteria. Thirty-two others were added
by the extended search strategies. Of the resulting 186 papers, we
excluded 76 (41%) papers since they did not provide a definition of
social participation and 67 (36%) others because they referred to
another source (did not provide an original definition). Forty-three
original definitions, seven of which came from extra sources (not
electronic databases), were thus extracted and content-analyzed
(Table 1). Year of publication of the papers with an original defi-
nition ranged from 1981 to 2009. Of these, almost three quarters
(n = 31; 72.1%) were published after 2000, with the most produc-
tive years being 2002, 2005, and 2006 (n = 4, 5 and 6 respectively).
About one third (n = 14) came from the field of public health,
almost one fifth (n = 8) from rehabilitation, and approximately one
quarter (n = 11) from gerontology. Only a limited number (<7%
each) of the definitions came from psychology, sociology, social
work and education literature. The majority of the papers specifi-
cally concerned older adults (n = 27; 62.8%) and used the term
social participation (n = 23; 53.5%) or social engagement (n = 13;
30.2%). Papers from the rehabilitation literature referred to the
terms social participation or community participation, which are
sometimes used interchangeably, but not to social engagement. The
latter was used more recently and almost always (12 out of 13
definitions; 92.3%) in papers related to older adults.

Overall, a majority (n = 30; 69.8%) of the papers with an original
definition reported empirical results, mostly from quantitative cross-
sectional (n = 15; 34.9%) or longitudinal (n = 13; 30.2%) studies. Less
than one third (n = 13) were drawn from papers of a more conceptual
nature, with the majority from a review, textbook, or dictionary.
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Definitions of social participation identified through an extensive search of the
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literature from January 1980 to February 2009 (n = 43).

Table 1 (continued)
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# Concepts (Reference)

Definitions

#

Concepts (Reference)

Definitions

1

Community engagement
(Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, 1997, p.4)

Community engagement
(Gottlieb, 2006, p.2)

Community participation
(Beckley, 2006, p.130)
Community participation
(Jason, 2006, p.132)
Formal social participation
(Young & Glasgow, 1998,
p.343)

Home and community
participation (Keysor, Jette,
Coster, Bettger, & Haley,
2006, p.1567)

Social and community
involvement (Ashman
& Suttie, 1996, p.120)
Social engagement

(Zimmerman et al., 2003, p.7—8)

Social engagement
(Zunzunegui et al., 2004,
p.2070)

10 Social engagement

(Glass & Balfour, 2003,
p.313—-314)

11 Social engagement

(Herzog et al., 2002,
p.593—594)

12 Social engagement

(Berkman et al., 2000,
p.849)

process of working collaboratively with
and through groups of people affiliated
by geographic proximity, special interest,
or similar situations to address issues
affecting the well-being of those people
process of building relationships with
community members who will work
side-by-side with you as an ongoing
partner, in any and every way imaginable,
building an army of support for your
mission, with the end goal of making the
community a better place to live
individual’s ability to participate in

his or her community

activity involving community

members in their work

voluntary activity in the context of

a community organization with

a name and explicit purpose (club
memberships, volunteer work, and
political activity)

person’s mobility, functioning in

work, and other ADLs (community
participation); self-care and domestic
functioning; financial functioning;

social relationships; and communication
(social and home participation)
involvement of people in community
activities and social interactions

social activity participation; visit or
telephone contact with family and friends
community involvement such as
belonging to neighbourhood groups,
religious groups or non-

governmental organizations

adaptive behavioural responses resulting
from the balance between personal
competencies and environmental press
(degree of person-environment fit may
alter the probability that adaptive or
maladaptive behavioural responses such
as social engagement versus isolation will
be chosen); lead to health and functional
outcomes

person’s myriad of activities performed
within the context of their social
environment; some [...] activities

[...] chosen to promote single tasks

and overarching goals or to maintain

a current valued state (e.g. sing in the
church choir or sign up for a senior
citizens’ outing); [...] other activities
such as personal care and housework
[...] serve the goal of independence

and survival; [...]the most obvious

form of social engagement is the direct
interaction with family members,
relatives, friends, neighbors, or
coworkers and the building and
maintenance of social relationships
enactment of potential ties in real life
activity; getting together with friends,
attending social functions, participating
in occupational or social roles, group
recreation, church attendance; [...]social
roles includ[e] parental, familial,
occupational, and community roles,
which in turn provide a sense of value,
belonging, and attachment to one’s
community [...] a coherent and consistent
sense of identity [... and] enhanced
individual's feeling of

attachment

13 Social engagement
(Glass, De Leon, Bassuk,
& Berkman, 2006, p.606)
14 Social engagement

(Bassuk, Glass, & Berkman,

1999, p.165)

15 Social engagement

(Jang, Mortimer, Haley, &

Graves, 2004, p.267)
16 Social engagement
(McBride, 2006, p.66)

17 Social engagement
(Mendes de Leon,
2005, p.64)

18 Social engagement
(Morgan et al., 1987,
p.802)

19 Social engagement
(Zay, 1981, p.195)
20 Social engagement

(Mendes de Leon et al.,
2003, p.633—634; 639)

21 Social participation

(Del Bono, Sala, Hancock,

Gunnell, & Parisi, 2007,
p.55)

22 Social participation
(Sourina, 1991, p.75)

23 Social participation
(International Index and

Dictionary of Rehabilitation
and Social Integration, 2009)

24 Social participation

(Mars et al., 2008, p.1298)

25 Social participation

(Lindstrom, 2005, p.1528)

26 Social participation
(Lindstrom, Hanson,
& Ostergren,
2001, p.443; 448)

performance of meaningful social roles
for either leisure or productive activity

maintenance of many social connections
and a high level of participation in
social activities

interpersonal relationships and
participation in social activities;
degree of social connectedness
actions that connect individuals to
others and that relate to care or
development; behaviors in the social
sphere include acting as a member of,
donating or contributing to, and
volunteering for an individual, group,
association, or nonprofit organization
participation in social activity; various
components of an individual’s social
behaviour and social structure

degree to which individual actively
engage (e.g. voting, going on holiday)
or symbolically (e.g. watching
television, listening to the radio)

in the social milieu

attitude or action of a person aware
of belonging to a group and wishing
to play a role in it

degree of participation in social and
productive activity, the latter defined
as activity that represents an intrinsic
economic value, such as paid
employment, volunteer work,

or gardening; extent to which persons
are meaningfully involved in their
social environment

advantages that come with developing
and maintaining a variety of social
relationships and involvement in the
community. Aspects of social
participation include contact with

a partner, adult children or other
family members, interactions with
neighbours and friends, as well as
engagement in voluntary work and
local leisure and social activities
action of participating in the life of
the group or society

action of taking part in group or
societal life

positive experience in 1) social

contacts and social activities, 2) work
and informal support, 3) cultural
activities as well as public events,

and 4) politics and media involving
social contact; contribution of resources
to society or receiving resources from
society

civic and social participation within
organizations as well as formal and
informal social networks which serve
to strengthen the norms and values

of society and to promote generalised
trust and reciprocity between its citizens
how actively the person takes part in
the activities of formal and informal
groups in society (social activities);
individual’s participation in several
social activities within the life of
modern society; extent to which citizens
involve themselves in their
communities

(continued on next page)
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M. Levasseur et al. / Social Science & Medicine 71 (2010) 2141-2149

# Concepts (Reference)

Definitions

27 Social participation
(Utz, Carr, Nesse, & Wortman,
2002, p.523)

28 Social participation
(Pohjolainen, 1991,
pp. 111-113)

29 Social participation
(Bukov, Maas, & Lampert,
2002, p. P510)

30 Social participation
(Lariviere, 2008, p. 118)

31 Social participation
(Maier & Klumb, 2005, p. 31)

32 Social participation
(Bath & Deeg, 2005, p.24)

33 Social participation
(Dalemans, De Witte, Wade,
& Van den Heuvel, 2008,
p.1073)

34 Social participation (Dijkers,
Yavuzer, Ergin, Weitzenkamp,
& Whiteneck, 2002, p.351)

35 Social participation
(Ellaway & Macintyre,
2007, p.1385)

36 Social participation
(Hsu, 2007, p.700)

37 Social participation
(Hyyppd & Madki, 2003,
p. 773)

38 Social participation
(Lovden, Ghisletta,
& Lindenberger, 2005,
p. 424)

39 Social participation
(Fougeyrollas et al.,
1998, p.130)

40 Social participation
(Wright, 1990, p. 55)

41 Social participation
(Smits, Van Rijsselt, Jonker,
& Deeg, 1995, p. 326)

social interaction with persons other
than a spouse; formal (e.g., meeting
attendance, religious participation, and
volunteer obligations) and informal (e.g.,
telephone contact and social interactions
with friends) social roles

interest in activities (e.g. reading, [...]
religious, travelling, going to

restaurant, dancing[...] and bingo),
membership in various organizations
and participation in their work and
informal social contacts described as
meeting friends at least a few times

a week or visiting friends and relatives
socially oriented sharing of individual
resources; consequences of activities

for the social environment

doing activities that involved an action by
the individual and that contributed

to others

time spent in social interaction as well as
time spent in the presence of others
(daily social activities)

involvement in actual activities which
have a social element

performance of people in actual activities
in social life domains through interaction
with others in the context in which

they live

accomplishment of all that is needed for
living in direct or indirect exchange with
others; satisfaction of needs and the
accomplishment of personal, professional
and public goals in direct and indirect
contact with others, in one’s immediate
family and neighbourhood, and in society
at large

regular participation in any groups

and associations

paid or unpaid work for a family business
or farm, volunteer work (participating in
productive activities) and other social
group participation (regularly)

civic and social activities; social
engagement and participation in
voluntary associations

individual’s investment of physical

and psychological resources in socially
oriented activities of a sharing or
instrumental kind; involvement and
time invested in instrumental activities
beyond personal care activities, leisure
activities, social activities, and work
accomplishment of daily activities and
social roles valued by the person
corresponding to his/her age, gender, and
sociocultural identity; ensuring survival
and development of a person in society
throughout his/her life; result of
interaction between what belongs to the
person and what belongs to the
environment

person’s active and/or committed
involvement in activities broadly
referred to as leisure in the literature

but also including such activities as
volunteer work and participation in
associations or organizations (activities
other than employment

or housework)

individual socially active; activities in the
context of clubs or organizations (societal
participation) or on an individual basis,
lacking an organizational setting
(sociocultural participation)

Table 1 (continued)

# Concepts (Reference) Definitions

42 Social participation
(Thompson & Whearty,
2004, p.5—6; 10)

active engagement in society or one’s
social world; social interaction a person
has with others who also provide them
with specific types of emotional and
instrumental social support

individual in the context of societally
defined and acknowledged areas of
human endeavour; social role

43 Societal involvement
(Badley, 2008, p. 2338)

Definitions

Of the seven interrogative pronouns used to deconstruct the
definitions, dimensions related to four (who, how, what and where)
were found in the majority of the definitions (Table 2). Dimensions
concerning two others (with whom and why) were present in more
than two fifths of the definitions. Finally, the dimensions related to
the interrogative pronoun when were found less frequently (n = 10;
23.3%). Overall, definitions mostly focused on the person’s (who)
involvement (how) in activities that provided interactions (what)
with others (with whom) in society or the community (where).
Below is a detailed description of the dimensions found in the
definitions for each interrogative pronoun.

Who — Depending on an individual or populational perspective,
social participation involves either a person or people (Table 2).

How — The term engagement was distinguished from involve-
ment since it is stronger and relates to a guarantee or commitment
to do something. Involvement is defined as to take part and
included participation, connection, contribution, or integration of
the person. Performance focused on the objective outcome and was
more frequently cited in papers from rehabilitation but rarely from
gerontology.

What — References to social activities (n = 20; 46.5%) and
interactions (n = 22; 51.1%) were predominantly found in the
definitions. Social activities were seldom cited in rehabilitation.
Productive and community activities were sometimes the focus of
the definition, especially in the gerontology literature.

Where — Individuals can participate in the broadly defined
environment (physical or social environment), which included the
home as well as society or the community (Table 2). More narrowly
and according to most definitions, social participation occurs in the
community or society, which is rarely mentioned as a dimension in
the gerontology literature, and sometimes in organizations or
associations.

With whom — Depending on the authors, participation with
others includes family, friends, neighborhood, and society at large,
or specifically with a formal group. References to groups or orga-
nizations were less frequent in the rehabilitation literature.
Although nearly half of the definitions specified a dimension related
to the ‘with whom’, only four described how others or groups are
involved. Three of these definitions emphasized collaborative work
and one stressed that others provided emotional and instrumental
social support.

When — According to a few definitions, the person needs to do
the activity currently and regularly.

Why — Compared to gerontology and public health, the reha-
bilitation literature regularly included dimensions related to the
pronoun why to explain social participation. Someone can partici-
pate socially because activities satisfy needs or ensure survival.
While allowing the person to accomplish personal, professional,
and public goals, social participation also ensures his/her deve-
lopment and contribution to society. Finally, social participation
might represent opportunities for meaningful life activities and for
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Table 2
Synthesis of the content analysis of the 43 original definitions of social participation found in the literature.
Interrogative pronouns Dimensions [reference # of definitions provided in Table 1] Frequency (%)
By dimensions Total*
Who 1. People® 7 16 20. 26. 33 6(14.0) 23 (53.5)
1.1 Person 4 6. 10-12, 17-19, 26, 29, 30, 34, 38-43 19 (44.2)
How 2. Involvement" 3 4 7-9. 12, 14-17, 19-23, 25-27, 31, 32, 35-38, 40, 41 27 (62.8) 33(76.7)
2.1 Engagement'® 21 37. 42 4(9.3)
3. Performance> & 11-13. 16, 19, 22, 23, 30, 33, 34, 39 13 (302)
What 4. Activities* 11 12, 28-30 6(13.9) 38 (88.4)
4.1 Social activities> 8 12- 14-17, 2026, 28, 31-33, 37, 38 20 (46.5)
4.1.1 Productive activities'3 20 36 3(7.0)
4.1.1.1 Work?* 6 20. 24, 28. 36, 38 7(16.3)
4.1.1.2 Voluntary activitjes> 1 20: 21. 27. 36. 40 7(16.3)
4.1.2 Community activities> 7+ 11- 12 16, 24, 27, 28, 37, 40, 41 11 (25.6)
4.2 Recreational activities'? 13- 18 20. 21. 28, 38, 40 8(18.6)
4.3 Daily activities® 1! 18 39. 41 5(11.6)
4.4 Instrumental activities® 1 38 3(7.0)
5. Social roles!'? 13 16. 19, 27. 39, 43 7(16.3)
5.1 Responsibilities'®: 27 2(4.7)
6. Social interactions? 6-8 11, 12. 14-17, 19, 21, 24, 25, 27-29, 31, 33, 34, 38, 42 22 (51.1)
Where 7. Environment'© 1(2.3) 26 (60.5)
7.1 Community or society" 3 % 11 12. 16, 18-21, 25, 26, 29, 33, 34, 36, 39, 41-43 20 (46.5)
7.1.1 Organizations® % 19 25 28. 35, 37, 40, 41 9(20.9)
With whom 8. Others® 1 12. 16, 19. 21, 24-27, 30, 31, 33, 34 14 (32.6) 21 (48.8)
8.1 Group" > 9 16.17.19. 22, 23, 25, 26, 35. 36 12 (27.9)
When 9. Current? 32 33 3(7.0) 10 (23.3)
10. Regular'" 14 21. 28 35. 36, 39 7(16.3)
Why 11. Satisfaction of needs or survival'0—12 16. 34. 38,39 7(16.3) 19 (44.2)
12. Development!!: 16: 34. 39 4(9.3)
13. Meaningfulness® 1-13. 19-21, 24, 25, 28, 39 11 (25.6)
13.1 Contribution ' 24 25. 38 4(9.3)
13.1.1 Helping others' 2 24 25 29. 30. 38 7(16.3)
13.1.2 Receiving support!®: 24 25 42 4(9.3)

* The same definition can appear under more than one dimension but only once for the total of each interrogative pronoun.

developing or maintaining significant relationships and roles,
including helping others (Table 2).

Although not associated with the interrogative pronouns
mentioned above, other important elements emerged from the
content analysis. Social participation can be an objective (observed
by someone; based on performance) or a subjective (reported by the
person; satisfaction with the experience) outcome and requires the
interaction between personal and environmental factors. To some
extent, social participation is a process that reflects age, sex, and the
sociocultural identity of the person and necessitates adjustment to
social and cultural norms. As highlighted by some definitions, social
participation can be influenced by political (Mars, Kempen, Mesters,
Proot, & Van Eijk, 2008; Young & Glasgow, 1998), economic (Mendes
de Leon, Glass, & Berkman, 2003) and community contexts. Social
participation involves choices by the person, coherent and consis-
tent with his/her identity. Only three definitions (7.0%; data not
shown) referred to the cultural aspect of social participation.

Finally and outside the field of gerontology, some differences were
identified from the dimensions of the interrogative pronoun what.
These differences concerned personal care or instrumental activities
necessary for survival. Although some definitions emphasized the
inclusion of these activities, other definitions specifically excluded
them. However, of the five (11.6%) definitions that referred to daily
activities, the majority also focused on social activities, roles, or
interactions. Another difference found across definitions is the need
to have activities that contribute to others or that benefit the
community.

Taxonomy of social activities
As mentioned, dimensions (Table 2) related to five of the seven

interrogative pronouns found in the definitions of social partici-
pation (Table 1) were useful in exploring social activities (what)

according to two main elements: 1) levels of involvement (how) of
the individual (who) with others (with whom), and 2) goals of
these activities (why). The two elements used to explore social
activities were chosen based on the commonest dimensions iden-
tified in the content analysis and their helpfulness in differentiating
between social activities. As they did not help to discriminate
between social activities, dimensions concerning two of the inter-
rogative pronouns (where and when) were not used when devel-
oping the taxonomy. Indeed, the same activities can sometimes be
carried out in different environments (home, neighborhood,
community center, etc.) and at different times of the day or
frequencies. The taxonomy has, along a continuum, six proximal to
distal levels of involvement of the individual with others in social
activities having different goals (Fig. 1). As mentioned, these levels
were mainly differentiated by examining: i) individual proximity of
involvement with others (level 1: alone, level 2: in parallel, levels
3—6: in interaction), and ii) goals of the activity (levels 1 and 2:
basic needs oriented, level 3: socially oriented, level 4: task
oriented, level 5: oriented toward helping others, and level 6:
society oriented). Activities can be performed for oneself (levels 1
and 2), with others (levels 4 and 5) or for others (levels 5 and 6). The
levels also include the typical context where activities are per-
formed but, as mentioned, these were not helpful in discriminating
across levels.

The first level (Fig. 1) involves all daily activities that an indi-
vidual normally does alone in preparation for other activities that
will connect him/her with others. These activities are basic and
survival activities such as eating and dressing or can be more
complex activities such as preparing meals (includes both activities
of daily living and instrumental activities of daily living). Solitary
activities such as listening to the radio and watching TV are also
included in this level. While listening to the radio or watching TV,
the person informs himself/herself about what is going on in
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Doing an activity in preparation
for connecting with others

Being with others (alone
but with people around)

Interacting with others
(social contact)

without doing a specific
activity with them

Contributing to society ‘ 6

Fig. 1. Proposed taxonomy of social activities based on 1) levels of involvement of the
individual with others, and 2) goals of these activities.

society, a common way to initiate conversation with others. Unlike
in the following levels, the person usually does the first level
activities alone and in his/her home.

The second level also includes activities where the individual is
not directly in contact with others but others are around. One
example is when the individual is walking around the neighbour-
hood. Nowadays, new technology makes activities without contact
possible: one can buy tickets online (Internet) and go alone to the
cinema, execute financial transactions or shop for groceries without
the services of a cashier, etc. Most of these activities take place in the
community.

In the third level, the individual is in social contact with others,
in person or through the Internet, but does not do a specific activity
with them. For example, when shopping, the individual interacts
with others to find what he/she wants or to pay for merchandise.

In the fourth level, the individual collaborates with others to
perform an activity, reach a common goal (Fig. 1). Examples include
most recreational activities like tennis or shuffleboard. Level three
and four social activities include but are not restricted to social roles at
a specific time or someone’s personal situation (e.g. being a parent).

The fifth level includes activities where the individual helps
others, such as being a caregiver or volunteer. A person or group of
persons being helped can be identified.

Finally, in the sixth level, the individual contributes more
broadly to society (civic activities), for example by being involved in
political parties and organizations. Contrary to the previous level,
these contributions are seldom made solely by one individual and
can potentially be beneficial to many persons, i.e. not intend to help
specifically one person or a group of persons at the time, and
interaction occurs with the community or society.

Discussion

This paper provides an inventory and content analysis of 43
definitions of social participation from a broad array of disciplinary
traditions. The content analysis of the original definitions found
that social participation mostly focused on the person’s involve-
ment in activities that provide interaction with others in society or
the community. With the focus on critical components (the inter-
action of the individual with others in social activities having
different goals), a taxonomy comprising six levels was developed.
By providing a clear and consistent hierarchical ordering system
that allows differentiation between the levels of social activities,

the taxonomy makes an innovative contribution to the debate over
the conceptualization of social participation. The taxonomy enables
specification and placement of related concepts, and might make it
easier to compare research results by allowing studies to be clas-
sified on the basis of the definition, operationalization, or inter-
vention aimed at improving or maintaining social participation.

Trends from disciplinary traditions

Differences were identified between two major fields providing
definitions of social participation. On the one hand, the rehabilitation
field mainly uses the concept of social participation or community
participation, which are sometimes used interchangeably, but not
social engagement. Specifically linked to its expertise, the rehabili-
tation field more frequently focuses on performance, and seldom
refers to social activities and to groups or organizations. On the other
hand, the field of gerontology almost exclusively cites social
engagement. It rarely focuses directly on performance, but some-
times focuses on productive and community activities. Moreover, the
field of gerontology infrequently mentions that social participation
occurs in the community or society. Although such differences are
interesting and might reflect disciplinary roots such as the impor-
tance of performance for the field of rehabilitation, generalizations
regarding the vision of one field must be viewed with caution.
Indeed, the results are based on only a small number of original
definitions (8 from rehabilitation and 11 from gerontology), which
do not necessarily purport to represent the visions or all definitions
present in the field. Nevertheless, differences help to enrich the
vision of social participation, which can consider both the perfor-
mance of the person and his/her engagement in social activities.

Involvement of the person and social activities and interactions as
distinctive features of the definitions

First, the dimension ‘involvement’ is the one most frequently
found in the definitions of social participation. According to these
definitions, involvement of the person is a critical element of social
participation. As social activities and interactions are for the most
part based on the volition of the individual to participate, a minimal
level of involvement of the person is required. Indeed, if the person
is alone or with others but in parallel, social activities or interactions
are not possible. Nevertheless, involvement of the person in social
activities and interactions can be seen on a continuum from rela-
tively passive to very active. A different perspective comes from the
‘performance’ dimension. Based on almost one third of the defini-
tions, mainly from the field of rehabilitation, the accomplishment of
activities is the focus of social participation. Accordingly, the level of
performance of the person can be quantified as accomplished with
or without 1) difficulty and 2) human or technical assistance. This
focus does not mean, however, that the person is not involved, but
the emphasis is on an objective measurable outcome.

Second, the main dimensions of the interrogative pronoun what
found in the majority of the definitions of social participation were
social activities and interactions. According to these definitions,
social activities and interactions are essential elements of social
participation. Although not all the definitions specified that social
participation required contact with others, further analyses reveal
that all but one definition (Glass & Balfour, 2003) either stressed the
dimensions or underlying sub-dimensions of social activities, social
roles, social interaction, community or society, or others. This is
consistent with previous work on the conceptualization of social
participation (Lariviere, 2008; Mars et al., 2008; Raymond, Gagné,
Sévigny, & Tourigny, 2008, p. 111) and conceptual models
(Fougeyrollas et al., 1998; Glass & Balfour, 2003). For example,
according to the Disability Creation Process model (Fougeyrollas
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et al.,, 1998), social participation includes activities and roles which
result from the interaction of individual factors (e.g., personal
characteristics, organic systems, and capabilities) with the physical
and social environment.

Nevertheless, some definitions specifically focused on produc-
tive (including work and volunteering), community or recreational
activities. Although these activities can usually be included under
social activities, focusing on social activities and interaction can be
seen as a narrower view of social participation. Indeed, this focus on
social activities can mask the importance of the productive,
meaningful and recreational dimensions of social participation.
Finally, the majority of the definitions did not explicitly specify how
others should be involved or refer to the cultural aspect of social
participation. Lack of emphasis on the cultural significance might
be explained by the fact that most definitions specifically refer to
the community or society, which is a component of the wider
environmental context linked to cultural aspects.

Social activities are, by definition, carried out with others
(interaction between the person and the social environment),
which might explain the lack of explicit references to the envi-
ronment in some definitions. Moreover, nowadays, being in direct
contact with others does not necessarily mean being in the same
physical environment and can be achieved through other forms of
communications such as chatting online. The environment can be
a virtual space (Internet, videoconference, etc.), a friend’s house, or
a community center. Nevertheless, social participation requires
being responsive to environmental situations (Glass & Balfour,
2003). Contrary to concepts such as social network or social
support, the focus of social participation is on the person’s inter-
action with the environment, not on the environment itself
(Fougeyrollas et al., 1998). According to Herzog, Ofstedal, and
Wheeler (2002), the most obvious form of social participation is
direct interaction with family members, relatives, friends, neigh-
bors, or coworkers. Interactions, a fundamental aspect of social
participation (Badley, 2008), are not the result of social support but
the consequence of participation in a meaningful social context
(Berkman et al., 2000).

Distinctive features of the taxonomy

Our taxonomy reflects the multidimensionality of social
participation (Raymond et al., 2008), possible involvement from
the micro (personal) to macro (societal) level (Lariviere, 2008), and
its links with the ecological model (Green & Kreuter, 2005). Social
participation can be thought of as levels of involvement of the
individual with others in social activities. Based on the content
analysis of the definitions, the taxonomy and according to some
authors, the six levels might be hierarchical and help to distinguish
social participation (levels 3 through 6) from similar concepts such
as participation (levels 1 through 6) and social engagement (levels
5 and 6). That is, the concept of participation is different but
includes the concepts of social participation, which excludes levels
1 and 2, and social engagement, which excludes levels 1 through 4.
Moreover, the concept of social participation is different, since it
encompasses levels 3 and 4, but also includes the concept of social
engagement. This representation of the concepts according to the
taxonomy has the advantage of clearly highlighting links between
the concepts and suggests how they relate to each other. Indeed,
the taxonomy makes it possible to differentiate between definitions
of social participation based on individual proximity of involve-
ment with others (level 1: alone, level 2: in parallel, levels 3 to 6: in
interaction), and goals of the activity (levels 1 and 2: basic needs
oriented, level 3: socially oriented, level 4: task oriented, level 5:
oriented toward helping others, and level 6: society oriented).
These activities can be performed for oneself (levels 1 and 2), with

others (levels 4 and 5) or for others (levels 5 and 6). Broader
concepts such as those including levels 1 through 6 are however
harder to operationalize and their associations with other concepts
might be more difficult to verify (i.e. might mask associations
between smaller concepts). Consequently, it is now generally
agreed that daily and social activities must be measured separately.

Several authors (e.g. Badley, 2008) point to the difference between
social participation and participation, although no consensus exists in
the literature. The difference is seen that activities specific to parti-
cipation (e.g. feeding, washing, dressing, etc.) are daily activities that
must be done before social participation (and not included under the
latter). Terminology attributed to levels 1 through 6 is consistent with
ICF definition of participation, i.e. involvement of the person in life
situations, which includes the following nine domains: 1) learning
and applying knowledge, 2) general tasks and demands, 3) commu-
nication, 4) mobility, 5) self-care, 6) domestic life, 7) interpersonal
interactions and relationships, 8) major life areas, and 9) community,
social, and civic life. Although these specific activities are usually
categorized as less complex than social activities, it does not mean
that an individual who needs technical or human help to accomplish
his/her daily activities cannot participate socially. As emphasized
by the ICF (WHO, 2001), health problems, impairment or activity
limitations do not necessarily lead to restrictions in participation.
Moreover, as only a small proportion of the definitions of social
participation emphasized the inclusion of daily activities and other
definitions specifically excluded them, the debate on the topic must
continue. The origin of this debate lies in differences between the
fields providing a variety of definitions of social participation.

According to Mars et al. (2008), for social participation, the
individual must be involved in an activity and be in contact with
other. These activities are performed primarily for their own sake
and cannot, therefore, be delegated to a third party without losing
the benefit (Maier & Klumb, 2005). Our taxonomy shares similari-
ties with the results of authors or groups that specifically worked
on the conceptualization of social participation. From the study of
Mars et al. (2008), participants perceived social participation as
a positive experience having one or more of the following three
dimensions: social contact, contributing resources to society, or
receiving resources from society. Raymond et al. (2008) identified
four types of definition of social participation in the literature: daily
living functioning, social interactions, social networking, and
formal involvement. Our third and fourth levels share similarities
with social interactions (Raymond et al., 2008) and receiving
resources from society (Mars et al., 2008). Even though social
integration (Berkman, 1995) and social networking (Raymond et al.,
2008) also partially refer to our third through fifth levels, they can
be seen as an outcome of social participation rather than a partic-
ular type or level.

Our fifth and the sixth levels are included under the concept of
social participation but specifically encompass the conceptualiza-
tion of social engagement, where social activities are often not
obligatory and require active and meaningful engagement.
Charpentier and Quéniart (2007) also differentiate between two
kinds of engagement: proximity (social participation) and social
engagements. Accordingly, while social participation involves less
formal engagement with friends and family, social engagement
necessarily involves a desire for social change or to be heard to
affect community choices. By volunteering and being involved in
some social organizations, some people contribute to making the
community a better place to live, and have a direct or indirect
impact on others’ well-being.

Finally, the taxonomy focused on broader social activities which
are, contrary to specific activities such as employment or educa-
tion, relevant for the majority of older adults. Because of this
broader focus, the taxonomy could be applicable to a wider
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population of adults, who also have various levels of involvement
with others in social activities having different goals. Moreover,
the taxonomy may also complement human functioning concep-
tual models (Fougeyrollas et al., 1998; Verbrugge & Jette, 1994;
WHO, 2001). Indeed, the taxonomy allows detailing of the inter-
action of the person with his/her social environment (levels of
involvement of the person with others), which is a central
component of these models.

Strengths and limitations

This study carefully reviewed a large number of original defi-
nitions of social participation and used a rigorous and innovative
procedure, involving at least two coders, to analyze their content. It
considered important concepts such as community involvement/
participation and social engagement/involvement/participation.
However, the electronic search did not specifically include other
potentially interesting terms such as participation, civic/societal
participation, social activity/contact, handicap, disability, occupa-
tion, and social integration/involvement. Also, time and budget
constraints prevented the inclusion of papers written in a language
other than English or French. Exclusion of papers written in other
languages and the origin of the authors of this paper might make
this review and the resulting taxonomy more specifically related to
ageing and social participation in Western countries. Among the
interrogative pronouns used to deconstruct the definitions, the
content of the why was the most complex to decompose: the
meaningfulness of an activity might sometimes be part of the
description of an activity and not always an explanation for social
participation. Some definitions found might be implicit, serve the
main purpose of being consistent with the operationalization of the
concept (measurement tool) without considering what the concept
involves in detail, and only include a limited number of dimensions.
Moreover, although they might reflect evolution in the definitions
or different perspectives in the group, opinions from two active
groups of authors (Glass, Balfour, Berkman, Mendes de Leon &
Bassuk; and Lindstrom, Hanson & Ostergren) might be over-
represented in the analysis. Finally, the taxonomy focused specifi-
cally on the commonest activities found in the definitions, social
activities, and not on productive, community or recreational
activities. Although these latter activities are often included under
social activities, specific dimensions related to these and not to
social activities might be underrepresented in the taxonomy.

Conclusion

This paper provides interesting insights into how social
participation and related concepts are defined in the literature.
According to the results of this analysis, social participation can be
defined as a person’s involvement in activities that provide inter-
action with others in society or the community. The majority of the
definitions maintain that to participate socially the individual must
specifically be involved with others. This synthesis of the defini-
tions found in the literature from various disciplinary fields covers
all the essential dimensions. However, the synthesis of the defi-
nitions does not purport to 1) represent the vision from all disci-
plinary fields, 2) distinguish social participation from similar
concepts, or 3) describe these dimensions in sufficient detail as is
required for such complex human phenomena. For example, it
does not specify how others should be involved. Nevertheless, this
synthesis is a meeting of disciplinary trends and a good starting
point for further discussion. Future work should continue to
deepen the conceptualization of social participation according to
the different social representations resulting from the perspectives
of multiple fields.

Six distal to proximal levels of involvement of the individual with
others in social activities having different goals were also identified
from the analysis of the literature: 1) doing an activity in preparation
for connecting with others, 2) being with others, 3) interacting with
others without doing a specific activity with them, 4) doing an
activity with others, 5) helping others, and 6) contributing to society.
These levels are along a continuum and can help distinguish social
participation (levels 3 through 6) from parallel but different
concepts such as participation (levels 1 through 6) and social
engagement (levels 5 and 6). As a way to come closer to achieving
a consensus, this paper suggests ideas that can contribute to the
debate over the conceptualization of social participation. We
recommend that investigators identify a specific definition of social
participation when designing and conducting their research. Yet
surprisingly, more than one fifth of the papers from all disciplines
did not provide any conceptual definition. Positioning of definitions
in the taxonomy may be helpful in allowing research findings to be
integrated.
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