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1  |  INTRODUC TION

With the rapid increase in longevity worldwide (United 
Nations, 2022), improving older adults' health and well- being in rural 
areas is a global concern and the critical goal of nursing practice. As 
Japan rapidly approaches a super- ageing society, it faces numerous 
related challenges, and its contingency efforts, including improving 
quality of life and treatment, have attracted global attention (Arai 
et al., 2012, 2015). Thus, a paramount concern is how older adults 
can continue to live happily despite experiencing an age- related 

decline (Arai et al., 2012). Focusing on older adults in rural areas in 
Japan and understanding what factors can improve their well- being 
can help resolve challenges in gerontological health care, which the 
world will likely face in the future.

1.1  |  Background

Older adults' well- being can be improved by promoting their partici-
pation in social activities. According to Levasseur et al. (2010), social 
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Abstract
Aims: To explore the value of social activities and the prerequisites for continuous 
participation among rural older adults based on their experiences.
Design: Qualitative, descriptive design.
Methods: Individual semi- structured interviews were conducted with 14 older adults 
from voluntary community salons in a rural area in Japan. Participants were selected 
through purposeful sampling. Data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis. 
The consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research (COREQ) checklist were 
used.
Results: Four values of social activities were identified: “Mutual benefit connected-
ness,” “Preventing and coping with aging,” “Making life brilliant ‘now’,” and “Building 
a safety net.” Three prerequisites for activities were identified: “Do not overreach,” 
“Do not infringe on personal territory,” and “Do not go against community norms.” 
Social activities provide rural older adults with reciprocity ties, coping with aging, 
enhanced daily lives, and a social safety net. Continued participation in rural social 
activities requires adherence to cultural norms and moderation of relationship dis-
tances. Community and public health nurses are expected to promote social activities 
that incorporate these values and adhere to these prerequisites.
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2  |    ONISHI et al.

activities such as paid or unpaid jobs, volunteering, and participating 
in social groups provide interaction with others in the community. 
This occurs across six levels of taxonomy: (1) performing an activ-
ity in preparation for connecting with others; (2) being with others 
(alone, but with people around); (3) interacting with others (social 
contact) without performing a specific activity together; (4) per-
forming an activity with others (collaborating to accomplish the same 
goal); (5) helping others; and (6) contributing to society. Participation 
in social activity is associated with vigorous physical activity (Kikuchi 
et al., 2017), prevention of physical frailty (Abe et al., 2020), reduced 
risk of declining ability to perform activities of daily living (Fujihara 
et al., 2022; Kanamori et al., 2014), good physical health (Tomioka 
et al., 2017), prevention of cognitive decline (Bourassa et al., 2017; 
Cai, 2022; Saito et al., 2018; Sun & Lyu, 2020), and decreased lone-
liness (Niedzwiedz et al., 2016; Zhao & Wu, 2022) and depression 
(Amagasa et al., 2017; Lee & Kim, 2014). The cumulative effect of 
positive psychological and social health outcomes improves older 
adults' overall well- being (Hoshino et al., 2020; Steinbach, 1992) 
and enhances their quality of life (He et al., 2017; Lu et al., 2022). 
Notably, participation in social activities reduces mortality (Arnau 
et al., 2016; Fain et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2019) and increases survival 
(Holtzman et al., 2004) among older adults.

Environmental, social, and individual factors promote or inhibit 
participation in social activities (Aroogh & Shahboulaghi, 2020). 
Environmental factors include access to community resources, such 
as public transportation, and services to meet daily needs, such as 
household goods and medical care (Levasseur et al., 2015). Social 
factors comprise social support (Levasseur et al., 2015), social cohe-
sion (Latham & Clarke, 2018), and relationship with the neighbour-
hood (Nemoto et al., 2018). Individual factors consist of age, gender, 
disease or disability, mental health, economic status, employment 
status, and education attainment (Nemoto et al., 2018; Pinto & 
Neri, 2017).

Moreover, compared with urban areas, rural areas have spe-
cific barriers related to environmental and social factors for social 
participation. Specifically, rural areas have limited social and med-
ical resources, constraining access to them (Farmer et al., 2012; 
Strasser, 2003). Reduced social resources and population in rural 
areas tend to isolate older adults (Slama, 2004). Additionally, peo-
ple in these areas lack privacy and anonymity and are prone to peer 
pressure due to the fear of gossip (Slama, 2004). This results from 
the relationship proximity inherent in rural areas and may become a 
barrier to people's participation in social activities. Thus, adequate 
transportation, information about activities and services, and social 
support networks are salient factors for enhancing social participa-
tion among older adults in rural areas (Levasseur et al., 2020).

2  |  THE STUDY

To promote the participation of rural older adults in social activi-
ties, understanding the value of social activities as perceived by the 
parties involved— in addition to the objective factors indicated by 

previous studies— is beneficial. “Value” is defined as an attribute or 
performance of a specific object that attracts the subject of action 
(Mita, 1996). Takashima et al. (2020) reported that the values of so-
cial activities for older men in urban Japan were “health as a resource 
and reward for social activities,” “feeling I am still useful,” “feeling 
that something is my responsibility,” “feeling of time well spent,” 
and “finding interest through interactions.” Extending these findings 
to rural older adults can understand the value of social activity for 
them. A strategy for promoting social participation unique to rural 
areas can thus be considered.

2.1  |  Aims and objective

This study aimed to explore the value of social activities and the 
prerequisites for continuous participation among rural older adults 
based on their experiences. Furthermore, this study focused on 
the experiences of older adults participating in Japanese “salons.” 
In Japan, older adults are familiar with activities in community- 
based centres (i.e., “salons”), where they gather to create arts and 
crafts, play games, and engage in health- and enjoyment- promoting 
activities (Hikichi et al., 2017). “Voluntary community salon activi-
ties” in Japan are resident- centred, wherein participants play ac-
tive roles and thus experience an expansion of social relations (Oda 
et al., 2020). Older adults who participate in voluntary community 
salon activities in a rural area are expected to have more experience 
participating in social activities and are thus more likely to perceive 
the value of social activities. Understanding the value that these 
activities hold for participants can help elucidate their significance 
in the health and lives of rural older adults. Further, exploring the 
conditions that encourage continued participation in these activities 
can inform nursing practice strategies to support and promote social 
participation.

3  |  METHODS

3.1  |  Design

This study used a descriptive qualitative design (Sandelowski, 2000) 
that comprehensively summarizes events in everyday, straight-
forward terms. We adopted this qualitative approach because we 

What does this paper contribute to the wider 
global clinical community?

• Emphasizes the importance of nursing practice, focusing 
on social participation, for improving rural older adults' 
well- being in a super- ageing society.

• Elucidates the direction of nursing practices needed to 
promote social participation among rural older adults.
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    |  3ONISHI et al.

aimed to highlight the value of social activity among rural older 
adults in Japan.

3.2  |  Theoretical framework

Symbolic interactionism was adopted as the theoretical paradigm in 
this study. Symbolic interactionism focuses on meanings that medi-
ate the interpretation of interactions within dynamic social activities 
(Blumer, 1969). This qualitative study assumed that rural older adults 
in Japan act according to the meaning attached to their interpreta-
tions of interactions within their social activity, the community, and 
society. The consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative research 
(COREQ) checklist (Tong et al., 2007) was used to ensure the quality 
and transparency of this study.

3.3  |  Sampling and recruitment

To target older adults who fully realize the value of social activities, 
the participants were recruited by purposive sampling with the co-
operation of the salon directors. First, a public health nurse intro-
duced the authors to the salon. Second, the authors met the four 
directors and requested an introduction to the potential participants 
in writing and verbally. The directors explained the outline of the 
research to all members and introduced 14 participants (including 
themselves) who had provided informed consent for participation. 
The researchers explained the study's outline verbally and in writing 
to participants.

3.4  |  Population and sample

Participants included 14 older adults who were residents of Town 
A and engaged in the local salon. Town A is a rural area in Japan 
with a population of approximately 6000 and an ageing population 
of nearly 27%. The community salon is less than 10 years old; it com-
prises 19 members and holds monthly activities. Four men serve 
as directors and plan activities. Three members are responsible for 
cooking lunch at each gathering, and everyone eats at the table to-
gether. After lunch, members engage in recreational activities, such 
as exercise, games, and casual conversation. Kitchen duty is rotated, 
with all participants undertaking cooking duties every few months. 
We started interacting with the salon members in August 2018 to 
gain their trust.

3.5  |  Data abstraction

Between October and December 2018, the authors conducted 
individual 40-  to 90- minute semi- structured interviews with par-
ticipants at their community salon so that they could express them-
selves comfortably. Interviewers were the first (man, Ph.D.), second 

(woman, Ph.D.), and fourth (woman, Ph.D.) authors. The interview-
ers are university researchers with extensive interviewing experi-
ence in qualitative research and practical experience as healthcare 
professionals.

Participants initially reported their name, age, family structure, 
and life history, including occupational history, on the demographic 
questionnaire. Interviews were conducted in Japanese based on an 
interview guide (Table 1), a flexible tool to encourage free- flowing 
conversations. The study authors originally developed the interview 
guide by considering the participants' characteristics to achieve the 
study objectives.

3.6  |  Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Criteria for participation in the study were age 65 or older and not 
being treated for dementia. Nineteen older adults were active in the 
salon, but four members declined to participate in interview survey 
for their personal reasons. In addition, one director participated 
in a separate interview survey and was therefore excluded from 
recruitment.

3.7  |  Data sources/collection

Participants were asked about their interactions with family mem-
bers, non- family members, and participation in various social ac-
tivities in the community daily, weekly, or monthly. They were 
asked to reflect on their life in the past year, their interactions and 

TA B L E  1  Interview guide

Questions (translated to English from the original Japanese 
interview guide)

1. First, could you think about your daily life for a day, a week, or a 
month?

1. Please tell me about your interactions with your family 
members in detail.

2. Do you interact with people other than your family members? 
Please tell me about it in detail.

3. Do you ever join a social gathering or organization in the 
community? Please tell me about it in detail.

2. Second, could you think about your life for a year?

1. Please tell me about your interactions with your family 
members in detail.

2. Do you interact with people other than your family members? 
Please tell me about it in detail.

3. Do you ever join a social gathering or organization in the 
community? Please tell me about it in detail.

3. What do you think about connecting with society?

4. What do you think about connecting with people other than your 
family members?

5. Is there anything you are working on for your well- being?
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4  |    ONISHI et al.

engagement with other people, and their perceptions of being con-
nected with society and others outside their families. Additionally, 
the interview guide was refined after obtaining prior confirmation 
from the salon director and by conducting pilot interviews with two 
older adults. With the participants' permission, interviewers re-
corded the interviews using a digital voice recorder.

3.8  |  Data analysis

This study used an inductive approach for qualitative content analy-
sis. Qualitative content analysis focuses on the subject and context 
of the text and offers opportunities to analyse manifest and descrip-
tive content besides latent and interpretative content (Graneheim & 
Lundman, 2004). With an inductive approach, the researcher seeks 
similarities and differences within the data and then organizes data 
into categories and/or themes with varying levels of abstraction and 
interpretation (Graneheim et al., 2017).

The first author conducted data analysis as follows. First, re-
corded data were transcribed verbatim and repeatedly read to 
grasp its context. Second, open coding was performed with a 
focus on the descriptions of value and prerequisites, and memos 
were made by continually asking the questions: “What is this?” 
and “What does this mean?” Codes were extracted based on the 
memos and focusing on the context and meaning of the data. 
Codes were compiled into sub- categories by revisiting the data 
and theoretical notes to examine their similarities and differences. 
Furthermore, subcategories were integrated with categories that 
involved more comprehensive concepts. During this process, the 
data sensitivity was refined by continuing to make memos. An ex-
ample of analysis from coding to category extraction is shown in 
Table 2.

Specifically, the first author initially extracted seven participants' 
codes and subcategories from the interview data, which included di-
rectors and other salon members. Next, based on the subcategories 
derived from the initial seven participants' data, we analysed the 
data of the remaining seven participants. We revised the label names 
of the original subcategories and confirmed the appearance of new 
subcategories. No new subcategories emerged in the data from the 
latter seven participants. Finally, subcategories were merged into 
categories. Codes, subcategories, and categories were assessed and 
agreed upon by the three co- authors. When deepening the analysis, 
we found that participants perceived the value of voluntary com-
munity salon activity and other social activities to be equivalent; 
therefore, both codes were integrated to create subcategories and 
categories. Data analysis was conducted in Japanese, and the results 
were translated into English.

3.9  |  Ethical considerations

This study was approved by the Ethics Review Committee of the fac-
ulty of Health Sciences, Hokkaido University (approval date: July 31, 

2018, no. 18– 39). The participants were assured of anonymity, data 
confidentiality, voluntary participation, and the publication of the 
results— verbally and in writing. All the participants provided writ-
ten informed consent for participation and were free to withdraw 
at any time.

3.10  |  Rigour

To increase the trustworthiness and credibility of the data analy-
sis (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Lincoln & Guba, 1985), the authors 
participated multiple times in the salon activities attended by the 
participants to build relationships. We undertook a continuous com-
parative analysis and reviewed the results together until a consensus 
was reached. We also used member checking, which involves shar-
ing the analysis results with some participants for review.

4  |  FINDINGS

4.1  |  Participants

A summary of the study participants is presented in Table 3. The 
content analysis identified four values of social activity and three 
prerequisites of continuous social activity for older adults who par-
ticipate in salons in a rural community (Table 4).

4.2  |  Value of social activities

The four values of social activity were as follows: “Mutual benefit 
connectedness,” “Preventing and coping with ageing,” “Making life 
brilliant ‘now’” and “Building a safety net.”

TA B L E  2  Examples of analysis (coding tree)

Categories Subcategories Final codes

Building a 
safety 
net

Social ties 
with this 
community 
to protect 
my livelihood

Maintaining connections with 
community members to 
avoid isolation

Creating relationships with 
people who can help me in 
times of need

Interaction with people in 
daily life with reasonable 
boundaries

Interactions 
with 
community 
members 
to bring 
emotional 
stability

An opportunity to make 
people in the community 
care about me

Opportunities to gain approval 
from the community 
members

Creating interactions with 
people who are friendly 
and helpful
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    |  5ONISHI et al.

4.2.1  |  Mutual benefit connectedness

The participants experienced happiness by sharing time with 
their peers and ascribed value to sharing small pleasures, such 
as meals and games. Community activities, such as neighbour-
hood associations, were valuable opportunities for community 
residents to share happy occasions. Spending time with people 
in the community reinforced the study participants' sense of 
belongingness.

The fun part of a neighborhood association is getting 
together to eat delicious food at New Year's or eating 
Jingisukan together during the cherry blossom view-
ing season. Everyone is still having fun. 

[ID 6]

The participants experienced joy when they gathered casually 
with community members, as their time together was congenial 
and harmonious. They highly valued casual conversations with 

TA B L E  3  Characteristics of the study participants

Variables Item n (%) mean (SD)

Age (years) 81.1 (4.80)

Sex Men 6 (42.9)

Women 8 (57.1)

Family composition Single 9 (64.3)

Only a couple 2 (14.3)

Two or three generations 3 (21.4)

Birthplace Town A 7 (50.0)

Outside town A 6 (42.9)

Unknown 1 (7.1)

Social activities that participants 
described (Other than salon 
activity)

In groups or organizations Senior citizens' clubs 7

Neighbourhood associations 4

Senior colleges 3

Activity as a welfare commissioner 2

Activities at shrines 2

Volunteer activities 1

Religious activities 1

Day- care 1

Widow support group 1

Activities of the Cultural Property Protection 
Committee

1

Activities of the Gymnastics Federation 1

Activities at the agricultural cooperative 1

Women's association 1

A group enjoying a hot spring 1

Group of gate ball players 1

In informal interactions Interaction with friends 4

Interaction at the kitchen garden 4

Taking a walk 2

Picking edible wild plants 1

Park golf 1

Interaction with helpers

Interaction with neighbours 1

Interaction at the Post Office 1

Hobby- related activities 1

Commuting to hospital 1
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6  |    ONISHI et al.

members while eating from the communal pot in the salon. Sharing 
a place where everyone could engage in casual conversation was a 
source of enjoyment for all salon members.

Whenever I show up here (at the voluntary commu-
nity salon), I enjoy doing something or the other and 
having lunch together. There is an old friend here 
who I can talk to! It has been a pleasure to spend time 
talking with him about a lot of things. 

[ID 2]

Furthermore, participants wished to contribute to the community 
and its members, especially those in need. Social activities were per-
ceived as opportunities to embody these wishes.

I am going to participate in any gatherings in the 
community. People are never happy on their own. I 
believe that everyone should be happy, whether it 
is family, loved ones, friends, or neighbors. So, if my 
friends are in trouble, I want to do something to help. 

[ID 9]

4.2.2  |  Preventing and coping with ageing

When participating in social activities, participants valued using the 
wealth of their life experiences. They utilized their skills acquired in 
the past to remain active in the salon. For example, some salon par-
ticipants used to work as cooks and used their refined cooking skills 
when they were assigned cooking duty at the salon.

Cooking skills of the ladies who cook here (in the 
salon) are the result of their training when they were 

young, and I have always been impressed with them. 
They are very lively (when they are on kitchen duty). 
Their eyes glisten when using a kitchen knife (a skill 
learned in one's former days). 

[ID 1]

Social activities were also crucial in preventing physical and 
mental frailty and remaining as youthful as possible. For the partici-
pants, who were accustomed to listening to sermons at the temple, 
social activities were meant to involve lifelong learning. Some com-
munity activities included health lectures, where the participants 
gained knowledge on how to improve their health. The participants 
also realized that active interaction with community members 
through social activities was linked to maintaining their cognitive 
function.

I am an older adult, so I think my cognitive function will 
gradually decline. That is why I think it's good to par-
ticipate, to be able to talk with people in the commu-
nity, like at the voluntary community salon activities. 

[ID 5]

4.2.3  |  Making life brilliant “now”

Social activities were linked to enriching the participants' present 
times. The annual trip with community members was an opportunity 
to experience the extraordinary, and the participants looked for-
ward to it. Additionally, kitchen duty at the salon required trial and 
error, such as considering the preferences of community members, 
and the participants saw this as an interesting and unusual experi-
ence. The novel experiences through social activities added fun to 
the participants' lives.

TA B L E  4  Results of qualitative content analysis

Categories Subcategories

Value Mutual benefit connectedness Happy time spent with community mate

Chance to embody a spirit of contribution

Preventing and coping with ageing Demonstration of self- worth fostered through life

Source for active ageing

Making life brilliant “now” Having fun daily, arising from interesting experiences

Part of my everyday life in this community

Building a safety net Social ties with this community to protect my livelihood

Interactions with community members for engendering emotional 
stability

Prerequisites Do not overreach Activities to participate in while relaxing

Activities to maintain own pace without strain

Do not infringe on personal territory Maintenance of a neutral relationship with community members

Mutual thoughtfulness in interaction with community members

Do not violate community norms Restriction of participation in activities by local norms

Compliance with potential rules for activities in this community
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    |  7ONISHI et al.

I know the members of the senior citizen's club would 
share the food they made at home with everyone 
during their spa trips. It is the season for tasty pickles, 
so they bring me tasty pickles. And we enjoy asking 
each other, ‘How did you pick it?’. 

[ID 7]

Social activities were also a part of the participants' daily lives in their 
communities. The participants took the salon and other community ac-
tivities for granted, stating that those activities were not special. Social 
activities were an important component of the participants' daily lives.

(Because of actively participating in various activities 
such as senior citizen clubs and gateball gatherings 
regularly), I'm pretty busy, so my friends say, ‘You're 
not home at all’. 

[ID 8]

4.2.4  |  Building a safety net

Participants' interactions with community members through their 
social activities helped form social networks with a safety net func-
tion to enable continued residence in their communities. The par-
ticipants engaged in social activities to connect with community 
members due to a fear of isolation.

Whenever there is a gathering, I try to attend. I think 
I cannot endure an isolated life without community 
members because I feel lonely and uneasy. 

[ID 9]

In particular, the participants perceived that their daily interaction 
with neighbours, as an extension of their neighbourhood association 
activities, helped them in times of emergency.

I am always indebted to the people in the neighbor-
hood. I am far away from my relatives. I know the 
neighbors rush to me if I encounter trouble. Just the 
other day, when the electricity went out in my house 
due to the earthquake, my neighbors came to check 
on me, asking if I was okay. 

[ID 8]

4.3  |  Prerequisites for continuous participation in 
social activities

Three prerequisites of continuous participation in social activities 
were as follows: “Do not overreach,” “Do not infringe on personal 
territory” and “Do not violate community norms.”

4.3.1  |  Do not overreach

The participants hoped to engage in social activities as much as pos-
sible, based on their health and physical strength. As participants 
aged and realized that their bodies were deteriorating, they were 
less inclined to participate in their usual activities that were beyond 
their health and physical capacity. However, they continued to par-
ticipate in activities that they could manage and proactively chose 
whether to continue.

I have not gone on trips organized by the senior citi-
zens' club as I have a back problem. Now, if it is a day 
trip, I can go, but if it is an overnight trip, I have to 
decline. I can walk if I rest adequately, but it is hard to 
keep up with the pace of others. 

[ID 6]

4.3.2  |  Do not infringe on personal territory

The participants believed that boundaries were necessary to 
maintain relationships with community members. Having interper-
sonal boundaries in rural communities ensured participants main-
tained an appropriate distance. In the community, rumours spread 
quickly; thus, participants tried to avoid gossiping about others. 
Some participants were concerned that rumours about others 
would spread because of them; hence, they would only participate 
in activities with close friends. Since theirs is a small community, 
the participants believed it is essential to build relationships where 
community members care about each other without getting too 
involved.

It is not a good idea to get into a deep relationship 
with people in the community. I hear both good and 
bad rumors, so I try not to get too deep into a relation-
ship. This is a harmonious relationship. 

[ID 13]

4.3.3  |  Do not violate community norms

Participants must strictly follow the rules of social activity to con-
tinue their activities. The participants said many people had quit 
the voluntary community salons because they did not want to be 
on kitchen duty. The community members had self- selected social 
activities if they could not strictly follow the implicit norms. Further, 
participants were influenced by ingrained community norms when 
choosing social activities, such as joining a senior citizens club after 
retiring and getting older. The latent normative consciousness of 
the community was one factor that dictated participants' social 
participation.
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I thought that eventually, I would have to join a se-
nior citizens' club, too. Since I was old (enough to be 
a community member), I joined a senior citizen club. 

[ID 6]

5  |  DISCUSSION

This study contributes findings on the value of social activities as 
captured by the lived experiences of older adults, compared to pre-
vious research that largely focused on outcomes from social partici-
pation and superficial facilitating and inhibiting factors. The value 
of social activities and the preconditions for continued participation 
may provide suggestions for nursing practice to stimulate social par-
ticipation among rural older adults.

From the narratives of rural older adults who participated in vol-
untary community salon activities, we derived four values that they 
placed on social activities. First, “mutual benefit connectedness” 
was an important factor. Specifically, the opportunity to eat lunch 
together at the salon or neighbourhood association symbolized rec-
iprocity. This shared mealtime was special in that it symbolized their 
emotional and social connection with others (Shiraz et al., 2020). For 
older adults with a sense of belonging to the region and its commu-
nity members, this is an essential factor in improving their well- being 
(Harvey, 2007). Social activities may be valuable in forming close re-
lationships among rural older adults and improving their well- being.

Reciprocity refers to the relationship of mutual support among 
community members. The participants desired to contribute to 
their community and its people, and social activities were a valu-
able opportunity to actualize that desire. For older adults, altruistic 
contributions are a strategy for maintaining mental health (Shiraz 
et al., 2020). Moreover, it generates a sense of being needed, 
which empowers their positive attitudes and pride (Lewis, 2014). 
Contributing through social activities may be vital in maintaining 
older adults' psychological well- being.

Second, the participants saw “preventing and coping with age-
ing” as another value of social activities, through opportunities to 
prevent physical and mental decline and learn new things. Previous 
studies have reported that “keep moving” and “keep learning” are 
strategies older adults use to adapt to declining physical health 
(Shiraz et al., 2020). Social activities may assist in acclimating to 
changing health and increasing frailty. For participants, social activi-
ties demonstrated the inherent strength they had developed in their 
lives. The feeling of self- efficacy from a long life is a factor that older 
adults perceive as successful ageing (Zanjari et al., 2016). Exercising 
their abilities and enhancing their self- efficacy through social ac-
tivities may be a valuable way to facilitate their successful ageing 
experiences.

Third, the participants also saw “making life brilliant ‘now’” as a 
value of social activities, as they added novel experiences to their 
daily lives. These activities became necessities for living, and the 
novel experiences, including excursions, enhanced the participants' 
regular lives. Enjoyment in life is an essential factor in defining the 

well- being of older adults (Ingersoll- Dayton et al., 2001), and social 
activities present opportunities for them to obtain happiness by en-
riching their daily enjoyment.

Fourth, the participants saw “building a safety net” as another 
value of participating in social activities. Participation prevented 
them from being socially isolated, which they are especially at risk 
of in rural areas (Slama, 2004) because of the inconvenience of 
transportation and lack of opportunities for informal interactions 
(Harvey, 2007). Social activities increase older adults' social net-
works and security. For instance, participants received support 
during emergencies from the community members that they had 
cultivated a relationship with through social activities. Thus, social 
activities can ensure that rural older adults continue to live in their 
communities without the risk of isolation.

The participants had three prerequisites for continued partici-
pation in social activities. First, since the participants were aware of 
their declining physical function and ill health, they required activi-
ties to be within their capabilities, that is, “Do not overreach.” Older 
adults who experience declining physical functions adapt by avoid-
ing overdoing activities, taking breaks, and maintaining their own 
pace in their daily lives (Nicholson et al., 2013). Hence, they need to 
exert control over their level of participation in social activities for 
continued participation.

Other conditions were “Do not infringe on personal terri-
tory” and “Do not violate community norms,” which ensured that 
the participants maintained harmony in the unique human rela-
tionships that arise from rural culture. Harmonious relationships 
with people who form a social network, such as friends, are im-
portant for older people to maintain psychological health (Shiraz 
et al., 2020). However, in rural communities, there are specific 
difficulties in harmonizing relationships. This includes the lack of 
privacy and exclusion of those who do not conform to the rural 
identity (Harvey, 2007). Thus, participants likely would adopt 
strategies to counter the negative aspects of relationships and cul-
ture that are unique to rural areas while continuing to live in their 
rural communities. Therefore, activities must be implemented 
without interfering with these strategies to achieve continued 
participation in social activities.

This study's prerequisites for continuous participation in social 
activities were internal factors for the participants. Combining the 
results of this study with those of previous studies (e.g., Levasseur 
et al., 2015) on external environmental factors of social participation 
is expected to strengthen strategies for promoting social participa-
tion among rural older adults.

This study emphasizes the importance of nursing practice, with 
the promotion of social participation as a focal point, for improv-
ing the well- being of rural older adults in a super- ageing society. 
Furthermore, this study provides insights into the direction of nurs-
ing practices needed to promote social participation among rural 
older adults.

To promote rural older adults' participation in social activities, 
it is vital to produce resources for social activities that provide the 
four values identified in this study. Community nurses and public 
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health nurses should promote social activities that contribute to 
building reciprocity, which would serve as a foundation for rural 
older adults to have richer ageing experiences and daily lives. This 
role may become even more important in an ageing society. In 
addition, the psychological well- being of older adults can be im-
proved by creating a place in the community for social activities 
that embody the spirit of reciprocity. This would also lead to a 
strategy to promote health promotion for older adults living in 
rural communities.

Furthermore, it is crucial to consider these social activities and 
their values and prerequisites in the context of the COVID- 19 pan-
demic. Since 2020, social distancing and other preventive measures 
have forced older adults to reduce their face- to- face social activities 
and thus experience isolation (Chen, 2020; Tyrrell & Williams, 2020). 
Nurses must understand that these circumstances reduce older 
adults' opportunities to find value in social activities. A potential 
solution would be to use information and communication technol-
ogy (ICT) to create non- face- to- face connections, which have gained 
prominence during the pandemic (Banskota et al., 2020; Smith 
et al., 2020). In the community development context, community 
and public health nurses must create opportunities for social activi-
ties using ICT that provide the value of social activities indicated by 
this study.

5.1  |  Strengths and limitations of the work

Although this study provided new insights, it exhibited some limi-
tations. First, the results are likely influenced by socio- cultural 
influences in rural Japan. The transferability of this study will be 
limited to older adults in countries and regions with collectivist 
cultures like Japan. Second, the analysis results are limited to satu-
ration among participants within a single rural community salon. 
Although the continuing comparative analysis confirmed that no 
new concepts were derived from the data obtained from the study 
participants, this was limited to the single salon that participated 
in this study. Third, because three interviewers conducted the 
data collection for this paper, we cannot eliminate the possibility 
of differences in the quality and content of the data across inter-
views. Although the interview guide may have helped to ensure 
the homogeneity of the interviews, differences in the interview-
ers' skills and relationships with the study participants may have 
affected the data.

5.2  |  Recommendations and for further research

An important area for future research is to explore the value of so-
cial activities based on the experiences of a broader range of older 
adults. Although rich narratives were obtained from older adults 
who regularly participate in senior citizen salons, the value of social 
activities identified by this study was solely from an insider's per-
spective. A more comprehensive clarification of the value of social 

activities can be achieved by investigating the experiences of older 
adults who are reluctant to participate— and non- participants— in so-
cial activities.

6  |  CONCLUSION

This study explored the value of social activities for older adults who 
participate in voluntary community salon activities in rural commu-
nities. Social activities provide rural older adults with reciprocity 
ties, coping with ageing, enhanced daily lives, and a social safety 
net. Continued participation in rural social activities requires adher-
ence to cultural norms and moderation of relationship distances. 
Community and public health nurses are expected to promote social 
activities that incorporate these values and adhere to these prereq-
uisites. This ensures a healthy, secure, and rich ageing experience for 
older adults. This strengthens the promotion of psychological well- 
being and health promotion among rural older adults.
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