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Foreword 

 

For some years Tudor Trust, along with a number of other Trusts and Foundations, has found 

grant making within the older people’s sector challenging. There are a number of reasons as 

to why this may be, ranging from a growing complexity of the demographic itself, a general 

failure by civil society to prioritise older people’s issues, and a range of challenges for 

funders who wish to connect with user led work.  

Over the past year we have been looking for new ways to approach these problems. Is there 

a need to develop more direct ways of promoting the interests of older people across issue-

based sectors such as housing, poverty, mental health and social care? How can older 

people’s voices be encouraged to be heard and valued by others? Perhaps most importantly, 

how can older people themselves be encouraged to have the confidence to speak out about 

their experiences and needs and actively connect with those in other sectors?  

In an attempt to find answers to these questions and suggest a way forward we have worked 

with Jane Scobie, a Clore Older People’s Fellow and an expert in the field of older people 

and activism. As a first step Jane has researched the opinions and experiences of a range of 

relevant organizations and groups and this report is the culmination of that process. We 

hope it will be helpful in addressing how Tudor Trust and others might go about encouraging 

and supporting activism in later life in a practical and effective manner.   

 

Joanna de Havilland 
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Executive Summary 

This report commissioned by the Tudor Trust explores how support could be provided to 

small and medium sized older people’s organisations wanting to use evidence-based 

campaigning to effect long term change.  

The report begins by defining the difference between activism, campaigning and 

volunteering in later life. Then, through desk research and semi-structured interviews, the 

report investigates the engagement of older women and men in campaigning across the UK, 

current training targeted at people in later life and whether there are gaps in provision. 

Based on these findings the report suggests potential ways to strengthen the skills, 

confidence and community of older change-makers – women and men who are leading and 

mobilising others to make their communities more age inclusive.  

The report shows that activism by older women and men challenges ageism and tokenism, 

leads to improvements in the effectiveness of existing services and can help in the 

development of new services. On an individual level, activism builds a sense of purpose and 

improves well-being. There is evidence that activism around ageing is particularly 

challenging for individual campaigners because as a society we do not like to confront or 

engage with the ageing process.  

The report demonstrates how campaigning provides the opportunity for people with lived 

experience of ageing to bring about change and improvement.  It shows that older people-

led organisations feel their expertise is under-valued and that they are concerned about the 

limited opportunities they have to self-represent their views.  

Older change-makers have a wealth of experience and skills both from their lived experience 

of ageing and from their professional lives which they use to develop campaigns. 

Relationship building and the collection and use of evidence were identified as key 

strengths. Ethnic minority groups stressed the importance of listening to all members of the 

community.  Inclusive strategies used to engage a diverse range of members in activism 

include providing training in new skills i.e. participatory research. A key finding is that 

training needs to build on and add to existing skill sets.  Respondents talked about the 

importance of personal growth, life-long learning and how to strengthen agency throughout 

life.  
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The findings indicate that older women and men are under-represented in campaign 

trainings and are less likely than younger people to engage in campaigning. Where 

respondents had engaged in training they found mentoring, coaching and peer to peer 

networks most useful.   

There was a clear call for additional support for age specific training and outreach to 

increase the proportion and diversity of older women and men engaged in activism as well as 

to support those already working in this area.   

The report illustrates the importance of building a community of older-changemakers, 

creating pathways for people to become active campaigners and for leaders to continue to 

develop and serve. Particular barriers around reading and writing, speaking English and 

digital know-how were identified which impact on the ability of particular groups to 

campaign. 

Potential ways forward include, establishing a fund to support older people-led organisations 

to develop their campaign skills; an on-line mentoring programme and campaign scholarships 

for people over 60 years of age to participate in multigenerational training. The findings will 

be used to develop a pilot programme in stage two of this project.  

 

WASPI in Tolpuddle March of the Banners, with a banner that was the result of a series of workshops with 

Turner Prize nominee Ciera Phillips. Photo credit: WASPI   
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Introduction 

Older women and men make up a significant and growing proportion of the UK population. In 

2016, 18% of the UK population was over 65 years (ONS 2016). The recent IPSOS-Mori (2019) 

report, The Perennials, notes that “public and political discourse continues to focus on the 

challenges and costs of an ageing population and frequently characterises older people as 

frail and lonely.” Ageism in policy making and service delivery persists and impacts on the 

quality of life experienced by people in later life today and aspirations for future 

generations.  Local organisations of older women and men report a lack of campaigning 

skills, and limited peer to peer training and networking opportunities (Scobie 2018). 

This research commissioned by the Tudor Trust explores how support could be provided to 

small and medium sized older people’s organisations using evidence-based campaigning 

to effect long term change.  

The project builds on research from #Agefriendlylondon - building on the power of older 

people, commissioned by the Greater London Authority, (Scobie 2018). This report found 

that the capacity and experience of older change-makers, women and men who are leading 

and mobilising others to make their communities more Age Friendly, is not well supported in 

London. Older activists put a lot of effort into improving local and London wide provision but 

their efforts are dispersed and un coordinated.  

This report will define campaigning as ‘working in an organized and active way towards a 

particular goal, typically a political or social one’.  Activism is defined as ‘the policy or 

action of using vigorous campaigning to bring about political or social change’. Volunteering 

is defined as ‘working for an organisation without being paid’. (Oxford University Press 2019) 

 
Activism in later life 

Scharf T et al., (2016), in his study of civic engagement in later life, notes that civic 

engagement research often distinguishes between activism which is primarily focused on 

political and social change and volunteerism which is orientated towards providing a service. 

He points out that in general, activists tend to view the social structure as a target of 

intervention, where as volunteers view it as a framework within which to work. Scharf 

observes that Glister’s (2012) research suggests that activism leads to different benefits 
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than volunteerism. Activists have higher neighbourhood and personal mastery than those 

who volunteer.  Community activism is associated with an increased likelihood of interaction 

with local officials and enhanced social ties in the neighbourhood.  

Research by Social Finance has found that mastery or ‘personal control’ i.e. the ability 

(perceived or actual) to decide/choose aspects of one’s own life – is one of the most 

significant predictors of wellbeing in later life, and it has been suggested that it is of 

growing importance as we age. (Daatland, S. & Hansen, 2007).  

Research by Campaign Bootcamp/YouGov (Forthcoming) found a very real "democracy gap" 

between younger people and older people. Older people (65+) were less likely than younger 

people (18-25) to start petitions, donate to campaigning and take part in demonstrations on 

issues they care about. Consequently, the issues and needs of older people are less likely to 

reach those in power.   

There has been a great deal of interest in volunteerism in later life.  The governments Civil 

Society Strategy, Cabinet Office (2018) sets out a vision of people engaging in a life time of 

contribution, primarily through volunteer work.  The Centre for Ageing Better recently 

published Age-friendly and inclusive volunteering: Review of community contributions in 

later life (2018). The evidence review found that barriers to participation in volunteering 

are less about age and more about how age, gender, ethnicity, disability and class intersect. 

The least wealthy are most likely to miss out but stand to gain most in terms of the 

wellbeing benefits of taking part.  The report found there are physical, structural and 

emotional barriers to taking part in volunteering.  The report concludes that volunteering 

roles should be age-friendly rather than age specific.  These barriers are likely to apply to 

activism. However, as activists work for underlying systematic change there is an argument 

that support for age activism should be age specific and that activism around broader issues 

such as housing or transport should be age inclusive. 

A project to train older women and men in participatory action research run by Toynbee Hall 

in East London, (Lin X, et al.,2018), found that “older people want very much to play a role 

in shaping their communities – as well as more traditional volunteering, there was a real 

appetite for learning new technical skills, such as questionnaire design and analysis”. The 

report concludes “that the strength of a growing network of citizen advocates can’t be 

understated. The researchers – and many of those questioned – are now a real resource for 

the local authority and wider community: a skilled cohort who can listen, engage and 
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understand issues and surface them to policy makers and commissioners in an effective 

way.” 

Activism can also lead to people taking direct action to solve a problem. For example, in 

response to evidence older people simply did not know about locally available services the 

Elders Council of Newcastle launched a communications programme.  This includes a 

quarterly printed magazine; a fortnightly e bulletin; a monthly radio programme; a monthly 

informal event with a speaker; a Facebook page and website and a programme of mini 

information days produced for and by older women and men.  

The governments new civil society strategy wants to find ways to further open up decisions 

and services for input by those people directly affected. Increasingly older women and men 

are asked to take on representational roles on government health, planning and transport 

groups. There is also an increased demand for older people to participate in research, not 

just as research subjects, but on advisory groups and steering groups which also engages 

them in commenting on the design of the research; the way it is conducted and the 

findings. Understanding the needs of older change-makers taking on these roles and ensuring 

they are a diverse cohort is becoming increasingly important. 

 

About the research 

This research investigates the engagement of older women and men in campaigning across 

the UK, current training targeted at people in later life and if there are gaps in provision.  
Based on the findings this report suggests potential ways to strengthen the skills, confidence 

and community of older change-makers.  The findings will be used to develop a pilot 

programme in stage two.  

Age Activism: Strengthening the skills, confidence and community of older change-makers is 

based on a mix of desk research and 14 semi-structured interviews carried out between July 

and September 2019. The report includes four case studies exploring the range of campaigns 

run by older people-led organisations. The desk research was undertaken to identify a broad 

range of organisations to interview. Sources included Age Friendly Cities Network, 360 giving 

data base, the Ecampaigning Forum and older people-led organisations known to the author.   

The aim was to identify a cross section of  
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 Older people led organisations campaigning at national and local level and working with 

a range of communities including ethnic minority communities.  

 Not-for-profits providing campaign training or support to small and medium organisations 

 
Over 80 organisations were identified, 30 were invited to engage and 14 were interviewed. 

All of the change makers interviewed mentioned that the skills and experience gained during 

their professional working life (e.g. as health professionals, third sector managers, local 

government officers etc.) has been pivotal and enabled them to campaign effectively.   

Each of the 14 organisations interviewed and the Centre for Ageing Better, (a charity, 

funded by an endowment from The National Lottery Community Fund, working to create a 

society where everyone enjoys a good later life) were invited to comment on the first draft 

and these reflections have enriched and refined the final report.   

 
Organisations interviewed 

Older people led organisations  

Bristol Older People’s Forum, (BOPF) - A member-led charity with around 2700 members. 

BOPF promotes the rights of older people in the city of Bristol by informing, campaigning, 

and working with key local, regional and national partners. 

Dhek Bhal - A charity which promotes the health and social well-being of South Asian older 

people living in Bristol & South Gloucestershire through a range of services including respite 

care, day breaks, self-help and advocacy. 

Elders Council of Newcastle - The Elders Council of Newcastle is an older people-led 

membership organisation which is committed to making Newcastle a great place in which to 

grow old. 

Newham Chinese Association - A charity that improves the lives of older Chinese people 

living in Newham and surrounding boroughs. 

Silver voices – A web-based membership organisation for the over sixties who want a 

platform for campaigning on current issues; enabling their views to be channeled to the 

political parties and so influence national and local policies’ 
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Whyte Family Trust - A charity campaigning to raise public awareness and create pressure 

for improved bereavement services. 

Women Against State Pension Inequality (WASPI) - A voluntary UK-based organisation 

founded in 2015 that campaigns for fair transitional state pension arrangements for all 

women born in the 1950s affected by the changes to the State Pension Law (1995/2011 

Acts).   

Not-for-profits providing campaign training or support to small and 
medium organisations 

Campaign Bootcamp - A charity dedicated to ensuring that people most impacted by 

injustice are leading campaigns that affect their lives, from better housing to fairer 

treatment of migrants and LGBTQ+ rights. 

Citizens UK – Citizens UK organises communities to act together for power, social justice 

and the common good. 

Independent Age - A national charity supporting older people, families and carers. 

National Council of Voluntary Organisations - Champions the voluntary sector by 

connecting, representing and supporting voluntary organisations.  

National Lottery Community Fund, Leaders with Lived Experience Pilot Programme - An 

initiative which aims to better embed ‘experts by experience’ in all aspects of an 

organisation’s operations – and enable the Fund and the wider sector to continue testing and 

learning about how people with first-hand experience can become leaders and how funders 

can support them. 

Shelia McKechnie Foundation - The UK’s leading provider of training and support to those 

seeking to bring about positive social change.  

Social Finance - A not-for-profit group working with change-makers to deliver greater 

impact and improve people’s lives.  
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Key findings 

Engagement of older women and men in campaigning  
 

Why campaigning is important 

 Campaigning provides the opportunity for people with lived experience to use that 

experience to bring about change and improvement. Respondents agreed it is important 

that older people lead campaigns and challenge policy makers on ageing. “A collective, 

organised voice with first-hand experience of the challenges people face as they age is 

very powerful”.  Three of the seven older people’s organisations interviewed expressed 

frustration that more often than not professional charity workers rather than older 

campaigners represent older people’s issues.  “The only time older people are seen on 

TV is as specimens”. “Too many organisations in the charity sector speak on behalf of 

older people, they are only present to give testimony, we need to create the possibility 

for people to be active.” The key concern was self-representation and the view was 

expressed that if more people represent their issues at national level this would 

challenge ageist stereotypes and encourage people at local level to represent their 

views. “At a conference on housing attended by around 200 people, I had to lobby to get 

on a panel, when I asked how many people in the room were over 65 years just two 

people raised their hands.”  Clearly it is vital for experts, family members and others to 

engage in campaigning on ageing issues as well but currently the sense is that older 

people do not have platforms to represent themselves. This concurs with insights from 

the IPSOS-Mori report The Perennials (2019) which found under-representation and 

stereotyping of older people in advertising and the media. One campaigning organisation 

noted “Our view is that the most powerful and impactful campaigns are designed by 

those who have lived the injustice or inequality they seek to solve. This is because they 

have a direct experience of the problem, and a clear idea of a solution.” 

 Activism can lead to better services. Older people have a wealth of skills and lived 

experience to contribute to make ageing a better experience locally and nationally, but 

if their skills and experience have never been valued, it can be difficult to take the first 

step to become involved. Supporting activism can build confidence and belief that 

participation can make a difference. “Being engaged and still learning after you cease in 
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the world of work should not be underestimated. The sense of comradeship that 

develops with other campaigners and the opportunity to continue to learn new skills 

gives a continued sense of wellbeing. I have observed women who had felt completely 

powerless and alone in facing the shattering of their dreams regain a sense of personal 

determination and feel so empowered that they have taken on challenges outside their 

experience and expectation.”  

 Campaigning is linked to well-being and helps organisations deliver services. “The impact 

of our campaign work is improved well-being, increased resilience, confidence and 

knowledge of people’s rights and how to hold people accountable. As a result, hospital 

admissions are reduced.” However, without support there is a danger of burn out. “Peer 

support or mentoring would keep spirits up and help board members and staff continue 

support to their communities”. 

 Campaigning challenges racism and ageism. Respondents from ethnic minorities 

commented that it is critical to challenge perceptions of older ethnic minority 

community members today and campaigning is one way to do this. “The community feels 

scape-goated in face of Brexit, despite being invited to the UK in the 1950’s and 1960’s 

to help build the country”.  

 Activism empowers communities. Being active grows more leaders and can create a more 

diverse cohort of older people who can deliver better more inclusive intergenerational 

and age-focused policy and practice. 

 

Sandra Broadbent, Women Against State Pension Inequality (WASPI)  

“There is nothing more powerful than standing with a group of women blowing whistles 

outside Parliament”. WASPI campaigns for fair transitional state pension arrangements for 

all women born in the 1950s affected by the changes to the State Pension Law (1995/2011 

Acts).  The issue affects over 3.8 million women in the UK.  

The campaign started with 5 ordinary women who in 2015 got together via Facebook and 

decided to fight this injustice.  Now there are dozens of groups across the country working 

with local councilors and MPs building media coverage and engaging legal support and taking 

our cases to the Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman.   

Sandra Broadbent, National organiser for local groups, explains their success “Women in 

WASPI have a wealth of experience which they bring to the table and our culture is to learn 
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from one another.  The key is to utilize skills within the group”.  They actively seek 

collaborations with other organisations working on similar issues i.e. Fawcett Society who 

work on women’s equality and Trade Unions.   

Sandra identified the need for media training, digital skills and coaching to build confidence. 

“I see a loss of confidence for women on retirement. In representational roles coaching on 

how to intervene, be persistent and get your voice heard would be useful.  In mixed age 

forums you can get overlooked and/or be dismissed.”  By engaging with the campaign 

confidence grows enormously.  

IT and digital training is needed to help members connect and organise across different 

devices and platforms.  25% of members in Devon have difficulty with this and WASPI Devon 

produce a newsletter to be inclusive. Sandra feels it is unlikely that people would travel for 

training but coaching, particularly when members have a goal e.g. meeting with an MP 

would be empowering and impactful. 

What people campaign on 

 Campaigns focus on a broad range of issues including; health, housing, social care, 

planning, culturally appropriate care, pensions, transport, fly tipping, park safety, TV 

licence fee, knife crime, LGBT+ issues in older age, clean air, abuse, environment, 

racism and bereavement. 

 Older campaigners and older people-led organisations work on a range of campaigns, not 

just on issues relevant to older people.  They often frame their work as improving the 

future for all generations and use intergenerational approaches. An example given was 

an age inclusive campaign on care. A report on ‘What kind of care does our society 

want?’ was produced, which led to the twinning of a number of primary schools and care 

homes. Increasingly, solutions to society wide issues such as transport and housing are 

cross-generational and recognise that life is a continuum.  

 Some veteran campaigners who are now older are bringing their experience of ageing to 

the issues they work on. Examples presented include Women’s equality campaigners 

working on the menopause, LGBT+ campaigners working with care homes to build 

understanding of the needs of older LGBT+ people. Ethnic minority rights activists 

campaigning for translation services and culturally relevant care.  
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 Activism around ageing is challenging, “It is easy to bring people together to campaign 

for a local issue such as a cut in transport but bringing people together to re-imagine a 

different future for people in later life or tackle complex issues such as elder abuse, 

social care or housing requires a lot more effort”. However, the view was also expressed 

that starting with a local issue can lead to successful campaigns on more complex issues.  

“After they have changed a zebra crossing they have built relationships and skills to 

move onto bigger issues”.  

 Campaigning on issues people find uncomfortable to think or talk about, including ageing 

and death, is challenging. “People don’t open up easily. People don’t want to 

acknowledge it will happen.”  There are also fewer people working on these issues so it 

can be isolating.  “A strength is that those that are in that space are very committed.” 

 

 

Age Proud Bristol Campaign run by Age Friendly Bristol and featuring Zehra CEO of Dhek Bhal, a 

charity for the South Asian Community in Bristol & South Gloucestershire  
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How campaigning is organised 

 All older change-makers spoke about the wealth of experience and skills which they have 

in their groups.  These include; negotiation, writing responses, setting up a project that 

encourage others, gathering evidence, presenting evidence in a report and other 

formats, identifying who needs to receive the evidence, knowledge of local government 

and presentation skills. 

 Older people-led organisations use their lived experience of ageing as an expertise. E.g. 

in trying to improve hospital and care services based on the experience of using these 

services. “We provide evidence for those representing older people on health and well-

being boards and other bodies.  Both on good practice and of problems.” 

 Organisations make an active effort to share and build skills internally through group 

working. “The key is to utilize skills within the group, enable people to adapt own 

experience and add to this”. Ethnic minority groups stressed the importance of listening. 

“Older women and men can give examples of what has or has not worked for them 

whether or not they have reading or writing skills or they are English speaking.”   “We 

run specialist consultations where volunteers and service users can feedback and into 

wider consultations in their own language.”   

 A strong feature of the campaigning is partnership working with other organisations. 

“Our approach is to build dialogue and relations and offer solutions as well as problems, 

we build a vision of what a good service would be like”. “Common themes emerge across 

women of different ethnicity when we meet, breaking down barriers”.  Skills exchange 

between organisations and the pooling of evidence and experience to submit to 

authorities was reported.  

 Membership growth and outreach is a priority. Campaigners take up invitations to speak 

to groups, i.e. theatre groups, tenants’ associations, retired union associations etc. 

 Four organisations work locally and three work nationally. Independent Age - a national 

charity with regional offices; Women Against State Pension Inequality (WASPI) - which 

has devolved local groups and Silver Voices – a national online organisation. 

 Two organisations partner with academic institutions.  One commented that “It is 

important that older people’s organisation should be respected and valued not just co-

opted as unpaid sources of evidence”.  They look for full cost recovery for engagement 

and use of name. 
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 The importance of the mindset of life-long learning came through strongly.  Support 

needs to build on and add to existing skills.  Respondents talked about the importance of 

personal growth and strengthening agency and pathways for members grow.  

 Training in new skills i.e. participatory research, street mapping, video diaries, 

counselling and citizen journalism is an effective strategy to improve participation and 

engage a diverse range of members in activism. 

 Organisations work with local councillors and MP’s and respond to local and national 

government policy.  They use government plans to hold authorities to account and 

ensure finance is available for implementation. 

 

Maryan Whyte, Whyte Family Trust 

“We are making changes at government level which will eventually filter down into local 

polices.  Like the suffragettes the pace is slow and there is still much work to be done.” 

The Whyte Family Trust campaigns for the improvement of mortuaries and bereavement 

suites throughout Scotland and has campaigned successfully for a review into mortuary 

facilities and services for the bereaved.  Following the publication of the Mortuary Review 

Group Report, Maryan told BBC Scotland: "From nobody knowing how many mortuaries there 

were across Scotland, and nobody knowing who had responsibility for mortuaries either, we 

have come to this point now where we know the answers to those questions. 

"And we actually have a framework which will take us into the future and that will seek to 

ensure that there is dignity and respect for the deceased, compassion for the bereaved and 

also a decent working environment for the staff and professionals who are involved."   

Maryan comments on the difficulties of campaigning on issues that people are fearful of such 

as ageing and death. “Bereavement and the results of death are very hard to campaign 

about. People don’t want to acknowledge it can happen – death can happen to young people 

of course but it is more common in old age”.  

Maryan had campaign training, “what really helped me was the mentor and the 1:1 support 

which was very good, we connected through face time, email and one face to face 

meeting”. She notes that without her working experience as a third sector manager she 

would have been at a loss as to how start.  Successful strategies include; identifying key 
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decision makers and understanding where they are coming from, conducting research to 

prove need and a willingness to speak openly. 

“Campaigning can be understood as placard raising, this doesn’t capture the hard graft 

behind successful campaigns, the connecting and networking. These are the skills people 

need to develop.” 

 
Current campaign training and support targeted at people in later 

life 

 

Participation in mainstream training 

 Data on age was collected by two out of the four campaign training organisations 

interviewed, but not consistently over all programmes. Where data was collected, older 

women and men were under-represented as applicants and participants.  One 

organisation reported 59 out of 844 applicants (6.9%) were over 60 years and of these, 

five people (2.5%) were chosen to participate. Other respondents recognized the need to 

systemize the collection of data.  

 Older campaigners who have been on campaign training for community organisations 

found mentoring particularly useful. Others reported that it would be difficult to attend 

residential courses or travel far. 

 One organisation has identified support for older campaigners as a gap and reports that 

funders seem “Obsessed with funding youth scholarships”.  They have found that it is 

generally not a good idea to create training just for a specific group, interest area or 

identity. “We have found that the best communities are diverse in age, ethnicity, class, 

disability, location and more”. Another organisation reports that relatively small 

numbers of people actually access available provision and that cause drives interest in 

capacity building. 

 One organisation reported that a high number of older leaders drawn from faith 

organisations, participate in their training.  The issues they choose to work on affect 

everyone in their communities and have a particular focus on the youth.  However, 

through their listening programmes issues of elder abuse have been raised and this might 

be a focus for future work. 
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Targeted training and support 

 Campaign training targeting older women and men is more limited than provision for 

youth campaigners.  “There is an explosion of training in the youth sector, primarily 

around online and movement building”.  

 The Touchstone programme in Galway (Scharf T et al., 2016) aimed ‘to enhance the civic 

engagement of older adults, and to do this in a collaborative way in the context of the 

national age-friendly city and community initiative’, the 6-week course was successfully 

run twice and a manual for replication has been produced. 

 Active Voices is a Comic Relief funded project developed jointly by the Workers 

Educational Association, Newcastle University (Tom Scharf) and the Elders’ Council of 

Newcastle to develop the skills and knowledge of people aged 50+ who wish to play a 

more active part in their communities. The course aims to raise awareness and build 

skills to give people a voice to improve policy and service development, it has been 

developed from the Touchstone programme.  The first course run with the Elders Council 

was successful however they have experienced challenges in recruiting a more diverse 

group of people to take part in course.  As a result, the courses have been tailored to 

suit the needs and interests of the participants and the partners are constantly reviewing 

the barriers to participation.  

 Large age-focused organisations co-opt ‘campaigners’ to support charity directed 

campaigns.  One organisation described its campaign work as ‘in infancy, it plans to 

produce briefings and tool kits and develop training for volunteers to support charity 

directed campaigns. It was noted that in other sectors, (i.e. disability and environment) 

regional and local campaign staff from the large agencies support civic leadership 

programmes and local campaigns initiated by their supporters.   

 The Age Friendly Cities Framework (WHO 2007) has been used to develop local age-

friendly manifestos.  In theory this framework supports civic participation.  Where 

respondents were familiar with the framework they see its value as supporting local 

governments to design better services. One respondent commented “It is unclear if 

professionals working on this framework support older peoples voice, empowerment or 

political action”. 



19 

 One national campaign produces simple guides and templates written in plain English for 

a wide variety of situations, including making complaints to government, contacting MPs, 

get started with Twitter or work with the media. 

 The Older People’s Housing Champions is a national network of older activists supported 

by Care and Repair England. Members work to improve housing and related services for 

the ageing population across England. 

 

 

The Elders Council of Newcastle meet to discuss next steps at their AGM.  

Photo credit: The Elders Council of Newcastle 
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Dennis Reed, Silver Voices  

Silver Voices is a’ web-based membership organisation for the over sixties who want a 

platform for campaigning on current issues; enabling their views to be channeled to the 

political parties and so influence national and local policies’. Dennis Reed, Director 

describes it as “the only independent older people’s voice” Reed explains “Silver Voices is 

for members who want to engage with policy but not necessarily meet in drafty halls.  They 

are online and digitally active.”  

Members are fed up of older people’s issues being represented by, and the preserve of large 

charities. They want older people to speak for older people.  They feel they can represent 

the consumers view.  

Silver voices currently has over 1300 members.  It is funded through membership fees, £8 a 

year and donations. It is free to anyone on pension credit. Currently they are campaigning 

on social care and for free TV licenses for the over 75’s.  The Director writes the regular 

policy briefings and leads on the policy work.  Members are systematically surveyed to 

decide on priorities and endorse positions. 

Silver Voices works collaboratively with other organisations and they are members of the 

Care and Support Alliance.  Reed feels that because of their independence they can take a 

more robust stance then the large charities.   

Silver Voices is ambitious to grow the organisation and their membership to 10,000.  They 

identified support needs in media, PR, online and membership development.   

 
Support required to develop campaigning  

 The majority of respondents from older people led organisations and campaign training 

organisations agreed that greater support is needed. “Absolutely we need to develop the 

capacity and leadership of older people.” Respondents felt that with more strategic 

support campaigns could make more progress. “A lot of members are bright and sharp 

but they get frustrated with lack of progress, ageism and tokenism”. “Successful 

campaigns engage people and create a self-sustaining energy.”  

 However, two out of 14 respondents did not feel there is a need for older people focused 

support. One organisation commented that “People don’t see themselves as older”.  
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Another older campaigner explained that age is not the issue but that campaigning on 

issues around ageing is the challenge. 

 The skills identified for development by older change-makers were: media (4), 

leadership (4), digital (4), strategy (4), confidence building (3), membership engagement 

(2), diversity (1), understanding local and charity law (1).  Both ethnic minority 

respondents noted that translation or interpretation support would be needed for 

training to be effective. 

 Confidence training was raised by 3 respondents, who identified a loss of confidence in 

retirement and a fear of challenging authority figures. Within representational roles, 

coaching on how to intervene, be persistent and get your voice heard in meetings is 

needed. “In mixed age forums you can get overlooked and/or be dismissed”. One ethnic 

minority respondent commented that developing members to take on campaigning roles 

was challenging, “Mainly due to language and cultural barriers, and fear of authorities, 

of making a fuss.” 

 Coaching or mentoring was identified as the preferred method. “It is better able to help 

the individual progress from their starting point and at the relevant time in their 

development.”  

 IT and digital training at different levels was identified by respondents. Both digital 

campaigning skills and more entry level training to give members the confidence to use 

technology and social media. This resonates with the government’s UK Digital Strategy 

(2017) which notes that “While we live in an increasingly online world, a significant part 

of the population remains digitally excluded and the latest data shows that the slowest 

adopters of basic digital skills are disabled and older people.” 

 Funding to create pathways to build the skills and include less confident members is 

needed. Examples of projects that empower members to take an active role in 

campaigns and leadership i.e. citizen journalism and peer to peer research were 

identified as good ways to include more, and more diverse, members in decision making 

roles. 

 The need to build leadership capacity and not to lose leaders was also mentioned “We 

need to think constantly about creating continuing pathways for people who move out of 

leadership roles to make way for fresh faces.” 

 Even when the group has significant skills in-house there will be gaps as membership 

changes and as new skills, such as digital, are needed. Respondents felt that there was 
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an opportunity for these needs to be actively identified internally and addressed through 

outside support. 

 The patchy coverage of older people-led organisations and reduced funding was noted. 

“Many Older People’s Forums have folded because of lack of investment”.   “There is no 

doubt, in many parts of the country there are no older people’s organisations”. 

Campaigning for change needs sustained action and quantifying success is more difficult 

than quantifying service delivery which makes this work more difficult to fund. 

 Experience from campaign training organisations is that a range of provision is needed 

over time to build long term power that can effect change. “Coherent skills training that 

gets people to engage with strategy instead of just tactics is crucial if people are to not 

spend their time doing actions which feel good but aren't helping to bring about longer-

term change. Skills training should be viewed as more than a one-off intervention and if 

it is well thought through campaigners will want to go on to deliver trainings to their 

community and allies”. 

 

 

Newham Chinese Association Board Meeting. Photo credit: Newham Chinese Association  
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Gill Tan, Newham Chinese Association  

The Newham Chinese Association improves the lives of older people living in Newham and 

surrounding boroughs. The group is not homogenous and supports the many different waves 

of Chinese people who have come to Britain since the 1950s from Malaysia, Singapore, 

Vietnam, China and Hongkong.  Set up 32 years ago the Association campaigns for inclusive 

health and well-being services.   

Tan commented that the legacy of colonial rule across South East Asia still impacts on older 

women and men in the UK today.  “The history of repression results in a fear of engaging 

with authorities. The majority of elders, especially women, are not educated and have 

worked 16-20-hour days, for 6-7 days a week in catering related occupations. They suffer 

reduced access to entitlements, racism, and have no re-course to justice due to language 

and cultural barriers. Just to survive takes all their energy.” 

The group provides support in accessing mainstream services, interpreting letters, 

communicating with GPs, hospitals and clinics, to prevent wrong diagnosis and wrong 

treatments. They are campaigning for bilingual Chinese Health Advocates to be re-instated 

and culturally appropriate care services.  

The association has identified the need to improve their campaigning skills and provide 

pathways for members to take on leadership roles. Ideally training would be delivered in 

Cantonese/ Mandarin, or with Cantonese/ Mandarin interpretation.  It is envisaged it would 

empower members and improve the sustainability of the organisation. “Members need to 

grow their confidence and to understand how to strengthen their own community groups.”  
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The way forward 

Conclusions 

 Activism by older women and men challenges ageism and tokenism, leads to 

improvements in the effectiveness of existing services and the development of new 

services. It also fosters collaborative working and supports community and 

intergenerational cohesion. On an individual level activism builds a sense of purpose and 

improves well-being.  

 Older people-led organisations are actively engaged in age specific and age inclusive 

activism and they feel unsupported in this work and that their views are not valued.   

 Older change-makers have a wealth of experience and skills both from their lived 

experience of ageing and from their professional lives which they use to develop 

campaigns. Relationship building and the collection and use of evidence were identified 

as key strengths. 

 Campaigning provides the opportunity for people with lived experience to use that 

experience to bring about change and improvement. A key concern was the lack of self-

representation and platforms for older people to represent their views.  

 Older women and men are under-represented in campaign trainings and are less likely 

than younger people to engage in campaigning. They are also under-represented in the 

media.  The majority of respondents felt that more support should be provided to older 

women and men. 

 Mentoring, coaching and peer to peer learning are favoured, particularly for leaders.  

These approaches build on existing skills and can be more easily tailored to the problem 

in-hand and increase motivation. 

 Campaign trainings that build community and from which peer to peer support 

mechanisms could be developed will be most effective.  Communities could be sector 

specific e.g. on housing.  They could focus on particular localities or under-represented 

minorities.  
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 The opportunity to learn new skills is important and can be an effective way of engaging 

under-represented groups i.e. ethnic minorities with diverse experience and creating 

pathways to activism and leadership. 

 The wide range of technical skills, (research, media, digital, evaluation) and soft skills 

(e.g. negotiation, networking, confidence) make it unlikely that a single effective 

training programme could be developed 

 There are particular issues around literacy, digital and language which impact on the 

ability of particular groups to campaign.  Mobility and transport also impact on how 

people engage. 

 The current context is that inequalities are rising and healthy life expectancies are 

reducing in poorer areas.  Given the charitable nature of the Tudor Trust a focus on 

groups serving the most vulnerable through innovative and inclusive projects would be 

appropriate. 

 There are arguments for age specific training to increase the proportion and diversity of 

older women and men engaged in activism as well as to support those already working in 

this area.   

 
Potential support mechanisms 

To build skills and confidence  

 Pilot an Older Change-makers fund to support older people-led organisations to develop 

their skills and increase the diversity of activists i.e. ethnic minority and working-class 

activists. This could be co-designed with older change-makers, building on learnings from 

the National Lottery (see box below) and Campaign Boot Camps evaluation approach that 

measures growth in civic power, personal power and campaign power  

 Trial older people focused scholarships for ongoing campaign training and explore how 

more older people might be included in existing trainings targeting broad areas such as 

health, women etc.  
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To build community 

 Pilot an on-line mentoring scheme for older change-makers who are actively campaigning 

on age specific or age-inclusive issues and a space for links to relevant resources, tools 

and experience of campaigning to be shared. 

 Establish a research programme with an academic institution to evaluate the impact of 

the pilots (fund, scholarships, online space) over a 3-5-year period. 

 Publish, market and distribute this report to engage wider discussion on the issues 

raised.  

 Explore with the Age Friendly Cities Network how plans to promote civic empowerment 

could be developed to provide older campaigners with platforms, skills and confidence. 

 

Case study: The National Lottery Community Fund, Lived Experience Pilot 

The programme was developed to support lived experience leadership - defined as leaders 

who have used their experience to create change for others. (Sandhu 2019). The programme 

has “helped the Lottery to understand how to engage with marginalised groups, the need to 

be honest and how to avoid being tokenistic”.   The design process involved around 80 

people with lived experience and looked at barriers and enablers to leadership and included 

a dream phase “what would a flourishing lived experience sector look like?” Outputs 

included fund design, applications, monitoring, evaluation and sustainability criteria.   

The dream phase imagined a scenario where, “smaller organisations are not drowned out 

and lived experience is not ‘stolen’ by large professional organisations. Experts and people 

with lived experience are treated with equal respect”. 

The pilot fund had £1m – the group decided to award grants of 20-50k for 15-20 

organisations.  Eligibility included being set up or run by a lived experience leader and 

having a leadership team that is comprised of people with lived experience. They expected 

to receive 200 applications and but in fact over 700 people applied during the 6-week 

window.  

Funds were used for mentoring, leadership training, succession planning, CEO salary so CEO 

could take time to develop.   
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