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What is happening now?
Older people make a huge contribution to civil 
society.

or relative.

more likely to also do the other.

councils and other community organisations; 

religious bodies.

over still volunteer regularly.

now ‘say that they would like to take on some 

relatives.

pressure.

Older people are active as participants in the 
democratic process and civil society more widely, 

cast their ballot.

Overall, people who have had a higher education 

volunteer and to vote, and this pattern also applies 

some encouragement to get involved.

dependent on child care provided by grandparents, 

Discussion paper

What is civil society?
the ways a community comes together and 
people choose to work together to support 
each other. 

their skills, as well as contributing their views.   

religious bodies

leisure activities

other interest groups and associations 
such as trade unions, parent associations, 
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Benefits for older people
People who are involved in these ways have better 
physical and mental wellbeing than people who 

contribute to society through clubs, associations, 

staying connected with other people.

physically and mentally active.

amongst older people, particularly when they are 
living alone.

Older People’s Forums

area.

JLSH Tenants Association (Jedworth Court & The Loaning Sheltered Housing, Bearsden) gives 

and computer classes.

Grey Matters in Helensburgh
them. Other organisations consult with them and they are seen as an important group. One member 

Disabled People’s Housing Service in Fife

sharing their own housing stories with others, they can inspire innovative thinking in older people who 

or organising community events and social occasions.

Men’s sheds

Benefits for wider society
having a positive, valued role.

or carers.  

experience and ideas that older volunteers bring.  

who have chosen to be involved because they 
want to make a contribution.

“Many older people are ready to take on 
positions of responsibility within voluntary 
groups and charities.  They bring their 
lifetime of skills and experience to these 
roles.”
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“After just six months our men’s shed group 
in Helensburgh has over 30 men and is 
applying for charitable status and looking 
for premises. It has been hard work but I 
am so looking forward to doing engineering 
stuff again with a group of other guys.”

“The lady who gets our men’s shed 
organised is secretary to lots of community 
groups in this part of Lanarkshire, even 
though she has a long-term disability 
herself.”

“We started a group to support women in 
similar situations over 20 years ago.  Today 
we’re still meeting at the same community 
centre and the person who got things going 
is still the main organiser.”

“Our group have started organising local 
residents to do something about the 
location of bus stops and pedestrian 
crossings.  The situation is not good for 
older people who needed a bit longer to 
cross the road safely.  But it is also putting 
the lives of other people at risk, especially 
children and mums with prams.  Several 
members have been doing this sort of thing 
for many years and we know where to 
start.”  

Risks and points to watch

public transport is not always very convenient or 
accessible.

For some older people weekends are a busy time 

others, weekends could be a lonely time when 
they would like to get out and work with others on 
something constructive.

drive at night.

Older people who take on roles such as 

older individuals themselves.

people who are retired are based around people 

that people who were in other roles and situations 
have less to contribute and that their experience is 
not valued.

discrimination in employment do not extend to 

with older volunteers have policies and procedures 

this was not intended.

Older people having less access to training - 
assuming older volunteers and other active 

worth the investment.

Organisations may have attitudes and policies 
that make a clear separation between people 
who receive services and people who provide 
them, even though this may not reflect the 

Older people sharing or accepting attitudes that 

really want to mix with younger people, or are 

people.

to contribute.

have a car  - and lunches.

“There was a consultation event about 
plans for the shopping centre.  But no-one 
thought to hand in the leaflets around the 
sheltered housing or to the older people’s 
club.  It felt as if our views didn’t matter.”
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“When you have worked as a bookkeeper, 
everyone wants you to come and do their 
books for them.  But that was just what I 
didn’t want – I wanted something different 
from what I had been doing all of my 
working life!”

“I never thought of myself as the sort of 
person who would be a volunteer and who 
did things.  But a few years ago I hadn’t 
been well and I started coming to the 
walking group.  Then the co-ordinator asked 
me and some other walkers to help her 
organise a Big Walk to promote walking.  
Then she encouraged us to get our First 
Aid training and go on more courses.  Now 
I’m a trained Walk Leader with certificates 
and everything.   I go to the volunteers’ 
meetings and I am one of those people.  
It’s great to be giving something back and 
It’s good to be recognised in this way.”

“All my life I’ve been working for social 
justice.  I want to continue contribute on 
issues such as fuel poverty and employment 
rights that affect everyone rather than on 
things abut older people.  I was asked about 
my views on the support service I get and 
I asked whether the support workers were 
on zero hours contracts and what were the 
Council going to do about care workers 
getting a living wage?  But that wasn’t 
what they wanted the feedback from an 
older person to be about.”

“The school never told me that the session I 
was going to do had been cancelled because 
of a school outing.  I felt that they didn’t 
really value my time, that because I was 
retired I had nothing else to do with myself 
all day. I was quite upset and thought that 
they would never do that to a paid staff.” 

“When we began it was volunteers in our 
60s giving support to people in their 80s.  
Now we’re in our 80s, with  most of us 
needing a bit of support and some of us 
needling a lot.  There is more peer support 
now – or rather, it was always there and 
we are recognising and celebrating it now.  
We’ve changed but the way the Council 
sees us still hasn’t changed.”

Ways activities led by older 
people can contribute
Older people designing publicity aimed at people 

becoming a volunteer.  

more people to take on new roles.

People who have become involved recently helping 

People getting together to think about the 

to make a contribution, such as have several 
people to chair meetings.

Points for discussion
What needs to change to help older people 
contribute in their own ways to civil society?

What needs to change to help older people 
benefit from civil society, both through their 
active participation and also as recipients 
of support (often including both roles at the 
same time!)?

Are older people around you carrying too 
much of the responsibility for creating and 
running civil society, and even for filling in 
gaps that have appeared following cuts in 
public services?

Are grandparents and other carers carrying 
too much responsibility for child care and 
hence being prevented from contributing to 
society in the way they would like to?

Will the raising of the pension age make 
it more difficult for many organisations 
in which older people are active and how 
should they respond?

Are the opportunities for co-production in 
developing and providing services opening 
up ways for more older people to make a 
contribution if they want to do this?
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Sources for more 
information, advice and 
ideas
The Institute for Volunteering Research has 

involving-older-volunteers-a-good-practice-guide

The Royal Voluntary Service

‘The impact of volunteering on well-being in later 
life’

ResPublica
recommendations on how, as our society ages, 

Retired and Senior Volunteer Programme
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which older people have said are important to them.

www.wisdominpractice.org.uk

Outside the Box 
Unit 23, 150 Brand St, Glasgow G51 1DH
0141 419 0451
admin@otbds.org
www.otbds.org


