
Introduction
The purpose of this article is to develop
our understanding of older volunteers
who work in intergenerational school-
based activities, giving support to young
people’s learning. Although there is a
growing body of evidence that gives an
insight into older people and
volunteering (Davis Smith, 1998;

Forster, 1997), we know much less
about why older people choose to
volunteer with young people. This
question has important public policy
implications, as the current UK
government seeks to encourage more
people to become involved with
volunteering in their community, in
order to create a climate of
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This article brings together theory, practice and current social policy to
further our understanding of the experiences of older volunteers
working in intergenerational projects. The empirical work was
conducted in three school-based projects in London, Salford and
north Staffordshire, and involved individual, semi-structured interviews
with forty-five volunteers. The findings showed that the volunteers
came from a wide range of backgrounds, but that all had a strong
commitment to young people and a belief in the younger generation.
They brought a non-judgemental approach to the partnership, and
were able to see priorities and take initiatives that proved supportive to
the young person’s learning and the development of their self-esteem.
The article also demonstrates the benefits to the wider community of
well-planned intergenerational initiatives, and challenges the negative
stereotypes of old age. Finally, it highlights the detrimental effects of
an ageist society that does not recognise the valuable resource
represented by older volunteers, and the need for organisations to
recognise and value the special attributes of age.
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responsibility and to address social
exclusion.

This article brings together research,
policy and practice with the aim of
demonstrating the contribution that
older people make to their communities
through volunteering. It explores the
benefits to the older generation of
being involved in volunteering that
supports young people, and the impact
such schemes have in creating positive
images of older people. It also
describes the valuable resource
represented by older people, and the
special skills and qualities they bring to
intergenerational volunteering. The
research chose to focus upon the
experiences of the older people
because, although we know something
about the benefits of mentoring to
young people and schools, the
advantages to the volunteer are less
often documented. A full evaluation of
one of the mentoring projects in this
article can be found in Ellis (1998,
1999). 

The article begins with a consideration of
the current position of older volunteers
and an overview of the literature on the
topic, including two small pilot reports on
intergenerational activities in the UK.
Links are made with the current policy
debates on social exclusion,
neighbourhood renewal and active
communities. The article then presents
the findings of an empirical study of
forty-five older volunteers working in
three intergenerational school-based
mentoring and reading support schemes
in England (Granville, 2000). It draws out

a number of themes relating to both the
individual older person and the local
community that emerged from the
volunteers’ accounts of their
experiences. The article concludes by
discussing some of the issues raised by
the findings on intergenerational
volunteering, and makes
recommendations for future policy and
research. 

What we know already about older
volunteers
A body of evidence already exists that
gives us an insight into the
characteristics of older volunteers and
what motivates them to become
involved in their communities. We
know, for example, that more retired
people are taking part in formal
volunteering than were six years ago,
in contrast to a decline in volunteering
among younger people (Davis Smith,
1998). However, the figures still
suggest that a smaller proportion of
older people – 40 per cent of those
aged between 55 and 64 – come
forward to volunteer compared with 52
per cent of people aged 35-44 (Davis
Smith, 1998). A study of volunteering
in the Third Age (Davis Smith, 1992)
found that, although older people may
not volunteer as frequently as younger
people, they did give more time to the
activity – five hours per week
compared with three – and tended to
stay for longer. 

This study also supports the theory that
volunteering is an activity that people
carry on throughout their life, and that
the factors which influence whether
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they volunteer, such as socio-economic
status, educational achievement and
income, remain the same. Davis Smith
(1992, page 48) suggests that:

According to Continuity Theory, third
age volunteers are second age
volunteers grown old.
However, the research carried out by
Forster (1997) into volunteering by
people aged over fifty found that 52 per
cent of the volunteers took up
volunteering for the first time after the
age of fifty. 

Older women are slightly more likely to
volunteer than older men, according to
the Third Age volunteering survey
(Davis Smith, 1992), a finding in line
with the higher participation rates by
women in all age groups. However,
more recent research found that
women were three times more likely
than men to volunteer in schools
(Davis Smith, 1998). A national profile
of Age Concern volunteers (Tovey,
1999) showed that three-quarters of
them were women; Forster found that
60 per cent of older volunteers were
women, and confirmed that men were
more likely to do ‘male-type tasks’
(1997, page 24). 

A strong correlation is shown between
participation in formal volunteering and
socio-economic status, with those in
the highest groups almost twice as
likely to take part in formal volunteering
(Davis Smith, 1998). This tendency
was less marked in informal
volunteering, and Forster (1997) found
that organisations involved in social

welfare, such as visiting and
befriending schemes, were more
successful in involving people from
working class backgrounds. Seema
Bhasin reported that ‘black volunteers
are severely under-represented in
mainstream voluntary organisations’
(1997, page 15), and that progress is
slow in ensuring the implementation of
equal opportunity policies. Her report
suggests that mainstream
organisations could learn much from
the black voluntary sector, where
volunteering is seen as part of a wider
ethic of community involvement. 

A recent study in Hackney (Hutchison,
1999) looked at why so few older
people in this London borough took
part in formal volunteering, and one of
its conclusions was that the benefits of
volunteering needed to be promoted.
There was also a recognition that
organisations, if they are serious about
involving older volunteers:

need to concentrate on respect for
their contribution and on outreach
backed up by appropriate publicity and
practical support (1999, page 75). 

Forster (1997) found that a third of the
volunteers wished to have better
opportunities to use their skills. 

This brief review of the literature has
been useful for developing our
knowledge of what lies behind
volunteering by older people, but owing
to a paucity of research, we know
much less about older people’s
involvement in intergenerational
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activities (Granville, forthcoming).
Ivers’s (1999) study of three Age
Concern TransAge Action projects
showed that the volunteers’ experience
of working with children was fulfilling
because they could use their lifetime
skills. They also reported satisfaction in
terms of their emotional and physical
well-being. Ellis’s (1998, 1999)
evaluation of school-based
intergenerational mentoring showed
that the volunteer mentors felt their
quality of life had been enhanced since
becoming involved in the scheme: they
stated that they liked working with
children, they felt better about
themselves and they had more
interaction with others and more
confidence (see also Newman et al,
1995; Morton, 1997; Granville and
Ellis, 1999).

The policy context
Over the past three to four years,
public policy initiatives such as Better
Government for Older People (Hayden
and Boaz, 2000) and the Inter-
Ministerial Group for Older People
have focused attention on the
demographic changes occurring in the
UK and elsewhere. Alongside these,
developments within the Cabinet and
Home Offices, such as the Social
Exclusion Unit, the National Mentoring
Network and the Active Community
Unit, have acknowledged the value of
volunteering in creating more cohesive
communities.

At the Active Community Convention
held in March 2000, the Prime Minister
spoke of the need for people to

become more involved in their
communities, to help develop a more
cohesive society that embraced
diversity. He called for the skills and
experiences of older people to be
utilised: 

I want to challenge Britain’s older
citizens to become involved. I can
announce today that we will support an
‘experience corps’ in communities
across the country that will support and
mobilise opportunities for people over
fifty to get involved (Blair, 2000). 
At the time of writing, it is unclear how
the government plans to take this
initiative forward, although it was
encouraging to hear older people being
acknowledged as a resource for their
communities, rather than being
stereotyped as passive and dependent.

This announcement follows on from
other initiatives by the current
government that promote the idea of
active communities working together
for the benefit of all their members.
The recent report from the Active
Community Unit at the Home Office
(1999a) defines the term ‘active
community’ as:

The positive idea of restoring a sense
of community that has been lost in
some places and which for some
groups of people was never there in
the first place. It will be important to
bring together the strands of
volunteering, community self-help and
citizenship in a single strategy. The
Group has interpreted community
involvement, as meaning time and
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energy for the benefit of the wider
community, the environment, or
individuals outside one’s immediate
family, with this commitment
undertaken freely, by choice and
without concern for financial gain
(1999a, page 9). 

The impulse behind the government’s
policy of mobilising communities
springs from its social exclusion
agenda. The Social Exclusion Unit
(SEU) was created in 1997 with the
purpose of examining the problem of
social exclusion and of working with all
government departments to find
solutions. The SEU has now published
its consultation document (2000),
bringing together the work of the
eighteen Policy Action Teams and
suggesting a framework for
neighbourhood renewal. Alongside this,
there is the drive to introduce a
statutory requirement for citizenship to
be taught in schools by 2002 (QCA,
1998). The government is also paying
increasing attention to the value of
mentoring, particularly for young
people, as demonstrated by its new
Connexions strategy (DfEE, 2000). 

Policy initiatives that have focused
particularly on older people include the
Active Community Unit’s Older
Volunteers Initiative, which aims to
improve the quality and quantity of
opportunities for older people to
volunteer. It has provided grants to a
number of organisations, and an
evaluation is being carried out to
capture the key features of each
project so that other organisations can

learn from them. A resource pack for
groups hoping to attract older
volunteers has also been prepared
(1999b), in collaboration with two other
organisations involved with
volunteering by older people: REACH
(Retired Executives Clearing House)
and RSVP (Retired and Senior
Volunteer Programme).

It is against this policy backdrop of
social exclusion, citizenship and active
communities that this current report is
set.

The research framework
The research took place over a six-
month period between October 1999
and April 2000, and was carried out by
the Beth Johnson Foundation. It
involved volunteers working in three
projects in England: a Business
Education Partnership in Greater
Manchester, an Age Concern group in
London and a charitable trust in
Staffordshire. The aim of the research
was to develop an understanding of
intergenerational volunteering from the
perspective of older people. It was
therefore considered essential to
ensure that the research was well
grounded in what older people actually
say about their experiences. At the
beginning of the fieldwork, a focus
group of active volunteers met with the
researcher to discuss the broad areas
of the study, and after this meeting an
interview schedule was devised. It
proved a useful way of learning how to
phrase questions and how to
understand the issues important to
older people.
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One part of the research was to
consider any improvements in the
health and well-being of the older
people. Because of the style of the
interviews, it was not thought
appropriate to introduce quantifiable
measures of health and well-being.
Instead, the older person’s own
perception of their health status would
be sought. Recent research (Coleman,
1996) has indicated the importance of
subjective experience in measuring
people’s well-being: 

This is justified by the consistent body
of evidence, including longitudinal
research findings, which shows that
elders’ perception and evaluation of
situations are more relevant for
determining behaviour and feelings,
such as well-being and satisfaction,
than objective situations. One cannot
judge quality of life on the basis of
externally assessed health and
environmental parameters without
taking into account people’s own
individual evaluations, which in turn
reflect their goals, commitments and
meaning systems (1996, page 93).

A reference group of four older people
who are, or had been, involved with
intergenerational volunteering worked
with the researcher to comment on and
pilot the interview schedule. They were
not involved directly with the data
collection, but after the information had
been collected, they met again to
comment on the themes emerging from
the analysis. To inform the planning
process, the researcher also sought

the views of a number of professionals
with various areas of expertise related
to the research topic.

The researcher carried out forty-five
individual face to face interviews, and
during the process, as the themes
began to emerge, the schedule was
adjusted to take account of them. This
ensured that the method was
developmental rather than rigid, and
that the issues discussed were those
of concern to the older volunteers, not
simply those identified by the
researcher (Harding, 1999). It is worth
noting that, out of forty-five interviews
carried out over a period of time and at
three different sites, there was only one
cancellation due to ill health; all the
other volunteers participated as
planned. This is perhaps an indication
of the commitment of older people who
volunteer, as well as of the value they
placed on their work. 

Reflecting the diversity of
experience
There is still a tendency for older
people to be considered as a
homogeneous group and for their
individual life experiences to be
ignored. Recent research (for example,
Hutchison, 1999; Haydon et al, 1999)
has therefore sought to include a range
of older people chosen according to a
list of criteria that are considered to
reflect diversity. However, there is often
a failure to understand how individual
biographies may affect the way people
involve themselves in the communities
in which they live. This study wished to
be sensitive to individual experiences,

Voluntary Action Volume 2 Number 3 Autumn 2000 32



as well as recognising the common
themes that linked the volunteers
together. Therefore no attempt was
made to select people according to
predetermined categories, but instead
the characteristics of people who come
forward to volunteer in
intergenerational school-based
activities were analysed:

• The ages of the volunteers ranged
over four decades – 50 per cent
were aged 60 to 70 and 25 per cent
were aged 70 to 80 – and they were
physically able.

• Three-quarters were women.
• The majority were Caucasian, which

was unrepresentative of the
communities they volunteered in. 

• The majority had been in paid
employment throughout their adult
lives, and between them had an
extensive range of different
experiences. 

• The volunteers’ experience of
education also varied widely.
However, all believed strongly in the
importance of learning. 

• There were differences in the nature
of their personal involvement with
children, in both the family and work
setting, but all the volunteers
showed a concern for and
commitment to the welfare of the
younger generation.

Experience of volunteering as part
of an active community life
Some of the older people had been, or
still were, involved with a range of
volunteering or charity work, although
there was less evidence for formal or

more traditional volunteer activity.
Some were linked with volunteering as
part of church-based activities, such as
the Girls’ Brigade, Girl Guides, visiting
schemes, youth groups and Sunday
schools. A few were part of committees
or ‘friends’ supporting local cultural
institutions. These findings on types of
voluntary work are similar to those of
other studies (Davies Smith, 1998).

However, there were many examples
of older people in this group being
active in their communities in ways that
they and others did not formally
recognise as volunteering: for example,
as school governors, as members of
police consultative committees, in trade
union work, in residents’ associations,
on committees of local organisations,
as councillors and involved with the
churches in their wider role of
supporting the community. Recent
research (CSV, 2000) has highlighted
the extent of the ‘hidden’ volunteering
that takes place in communities, and
this was found to be the case in this
study.

Times of transition 
In the majority of cases, older people
had become formal volunteers
because of some significant change or
transition in their lives. The most
common were retirement from paid
work and the death of a spouse. A few
of the volunteers who had been
involved in caring for elderly relatives
now had more time to get involved.

The majority did not have a long
history of volunteering earlier in their
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lives, which supports the findings of
Forster (1997) and contradicts the
notion that people continue to
volunteer throughout their lives. It was
evident that one of the reasons why
they came to volunteering now was
because they had more freedom,
whether from employment or caring. 

But why intergenerational
volunteering?
This study sought to discover why, with
a range of volunteering opportunities to
choose from, older people decided to
work with children and young people.
This is discussed in more detail in the
Findings section below, but what was
overwhelmingly clear was the
passionate commitment the older
volunteers had to young people and to
supporting their development. The
majority of volunteers chose to work in
local schools that were known to be
socially disadvantaged, because they
felt that was where the greatest need
was.

THE FINDINGS
The picture emerged of a very diverse
group of people, each with a unique
history and a wide range of life
opportunities. However, there were
themes that cut across these individual
differences and demonstrated a
number of factors common to all the
volunteers.

The experience of age
This study was particularly interested to
discover whether the fact that a
volunteer is an older person is significant
for the type of the support they offer to a

young person, or whether a younger
volunteer would have obtained similar
results. The volunteers were asked what
they thought they brought to the work;
overwhelmingly, they felt it was their life
experience. Thanks to this experience,
older people have acquired certain
personal characteristics that help to
explain why they can be helpful to young
people:

Non-judgemental
The volunteers were very clear about
the fact that they did not make
judgements or assumptions about the
lives of the young people. They felt less
critical and more tolerant than they had
at a younger age; as one woman put it,
they had had ‘a mellowing of ideas’.
This was the result of having been
through a range of different
experiences, which led them to realise
that it was inappropriate to pass
judgements on other people’s lives.
They felt able to stand back and reflect
on circumstances, rather than making
hasty assumptions. Typical comments
included:

You are prepared to accept things as
they are, rather than as you like them.
[You are] not so blinkered now.

Some volunteers recognised that they
had had fortunate lives, and therefore
did not blame young people for the
circumstances they sometimes found
themselves in. This finding challenges
the stereotype of older people being
set in their ways of thinking and out of
touch with contemporary life. 
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Seeing priorities
A lifetime of experience also gave the
older people the perspective to
recognise what were the important
issues and what were less significant.
They were clearer about their priorities
than they had been earlier in their
lives, when they had been subject to
the pressures of work and family. The
older people now had a more rounded
view of life, an ability to see the bigger
picture, that enabled them to take a
balanced position. One volunteer said
that being involved in the
intergenerational project had:

proved [that] things I thought were
important are important.

Another admitted that she:

sees life differently . . . more relaxed
because there are less pressures.

Showing initiative
It was also evident that people who
have a range of past experiences are
confident about using their initiative in
a variety of circumstances. There was
an element of ‘been there, done that’
about them that was clearly useful in
supporting young people. They could
draw upon a variety of coping
strategies to develop the relationship.
Some of the volunteers explained that
they had:

learned how to handle situations. 

Another comment was: 

You’ve seen things happen . . . you

bring your knowledge with you. 

The volunteers felt that, over time, they
had accumulated knowledge on which
they could draw when necessary.

Commitment to young people
The overwhelming commitment to
young people shown by the volunteers
was demonstrated in three ways:

Continuity of experience
For the vast majority of the older
people, children and young people had
been a central feature of their lives,
whether as part of their family or
through their jobs or their previous
community involvement. The small
proportion who, owing to the
circumstances of their lives, had not
been able to involve themselves
directly with young people had always
valued them and now welcomed the
opportunity to work with them. Many
gave as their reason for volunteering
on the school-based project as:

a wish to be with children.

The volunteers all wished to help the
young people to believe in themselves,
to increase their self-esteem. They
wanted the children to feel important;
as one woman put it, they wanted to
‘be on their side’. Some saw
themselves as a bridge between the
generations, others spoke of young
people as part of the future. 

By becoming involved, the volunteers
felt that they were able to understand
the problems of young people without
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making uninformed judgements. They
spoke of their respect for young
people, the talents they possessed and
the way they coped with the stresses
that modern life placed on them.

Belief in the younger generation 
The older volunteers had a profound
belief in the younger generation. They
wished to support them in what they
perceived as a harsh and rapidly
changing world that alienated children
and adolescents. They felt that
society’s values had been eroded, to
the detriment of everyone, but
especially children. There was talk of
the ‘emotional poverty’ of many young
people today, but the older volunteers
also accepted their own responsibility
for the state of affairs, seeing
themselves as ‘paying for the
consequences of our actions as an
earlier generation’. They recognised
that they had helped to create a
selfish, individualist society and now
wished to be involved in building a
better future. 

Interestingly, there seemed to be no
desire to return to the ‘good old days’,
no suggestion that everything had
been better in the past. The older
people genuinely believed that there
had been a loss of traditional human
values that was having serious
consequences on younger people’s
lives. There was concern about young
people who may have material
advantages but were deprived of basic
human contact. It was clear that the
older volunteers feared for the future if
traditional values were not revived and

people did not start to care for each
other. 

Love of learning
There was real concern about the low
literacy levels among young people
and the disadvantages they might
suffer if they could not read. When they
were told of the extent of the literacy
problem during recruitment drives,
many of the volunteers gave this as
their prime reason for volunteering.
Some volunteers felt that they had
been privileged to have a good
education, and therefore wanted to
pass some of their advantages on to
young people. Others recognised that,
for a variety of reasons, they had not
had a good experience of schooling,
and that this had disadvantaged them
in later life; they were concerned that
the current cohort of young people
should not make the same mistake.

The volunteers also shared a love of
reading and derived immense
enjoyment from books. They
experienced considerable pleasure
when they were able to interest a
young person in reading, and they
used a variety of interesting methods
to stimulate this interest. One volunteer
described a young man who followed a
particular football team but could not
see much value in reading. In her own
time the volunteer searched out an
autobiography of one of the players,
which made the boy realise that there
was more to books than just fiction.
The volunteer felt immensely satisfied
when she was later told that the young
man’s parents had bought him the
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book as a birthday present, in a
household that did not have many
books. Another volunteer had been
able to show a young man with a
passion for motorbikes how reading
could enable him to use motorbike
manuals. Yet another expressed
delight when the young person he had
been mentoring went to join the local
library.

Engagement with life
This commitment to young people may
have been linked to a desire among
the older people to keep in touch with
mainstream society. Spending all their
time with their peers would, they
feared, give them a narrow, inward
looking perspective, and cause them to
be left behind as other generations
advanced. They spoke of ‘ghettos’ of
older people, and the lack of
stimulation that resulted if they were
only around other older people. They
did spend time with friends and
enjoyed a range of hobbies and
activities, but they strongly felt that
they also needed to engage with the
younger generation. 

The volunteers were not trying to
behave like young people, but wanted
to be near to them in order to be
involved with change and keep in
touch. One woman said she now had:

a fresh look on life that the young ones
give you. 

There was a sense that volunteering
enabled people who felt outside the
mainstream of society because of their

age to review their own lives and see
where they now fitted in. Those who
had been involved with young people
at earlier stages of their lives had
missed the stimulus of their ideas, and
found that intergenerational
volunteering gave them a changed
view on life. Some said they were now
‘out where it is going on’, and many of
the older people thought they would be
able to communicate better with their
own grandchildren. 

Finding meaning
Although many of the volunteers were
involved with their own families or with
a range of interests, they nevertheless
claimed that being a volunteer who
supported a young person’s learning
gave a meaning to their lives. They
suffered from the attitudes of an ageist
society that does not value older
people; many had felt a loss of
purpose after they had retired or their
family commitments had decreased.
They generally felt that they still had
something to offer, and were seeking a
direction that restored their sense of
self worth. The volunteers explained
what their involvement gave them:

Something to get up in the mornings
for. 

Feeling needed because you can’t let
the young person down. 

Feeling worthwhile. 

To some, the volunteering gave them a
status that they had lost, and they
wanted to feel they still had a role to

The experience of older volunteers 37



play in society. Some of the volunteers
had been worried that they were not
‘clever enough’, but had still wanted to
try the scheme. They were delighted
when they realised that they did have
something to offer, through their ability
to support a young person who was
having difficulties at school. 

It was clear that the volunteers restored
meaning to their lives through their
belief that they could make a difference
to a young person’s future. They
recognised that, even in very difficult
circumstances, they could improve that
child’s chances by their support and
their non-judgemental attitude. They
could introduce a young person to a
range of experiences, and by means of
a trusting relationship, they could bring
about changes even when they had not
expected to. The children’s reading
improved: many showed an interest in
books, others showed a growing
confidence in the way they interacted
with other people. 

A mutual relationship
One interesting aspect of the study was
the modesty with which the volunteers
talked about their involvement with
young people. It was clear that,
although they recognised they were
making a difference to young people in
need of help, they did not connect their
volunteering with altruism. They were
anxious not to be thought of as ‘do-
gooders’, as philanthropists who did
things to others, but instead
emphasised how far the experience was
mutual. They stressed the benefits that
they gained from being with young
people and knowing that they were

needed. They talked about advances in
their own learning – in particular, the
new subjects taught in schools and the
new developments in technology – and
how they were able to learn about other
cultures from children with different
ethnic backgrounds. But they also
recognised a growth in their
understanding of themselves.
Sometimes, this was a welcome
confirmation of their own abilities, such
as the gift of being able to relate to
young people. At other times, it was
discovering things about themselves
that were unexpected, such as their
capacity for tolerance, accepting
different lifestyles from their own and,
as one man put it, ‘becoming
streetwise’. 

Many volunteers talked about the
equality of the relationship they had with
the young people, and about how they
were ‘side by side’. They spoke of being
on the same level, of the mutual trust
that developed in the partnership; this,
they felt, enabled intergenerational
activities to be of equal benefit to both
generations involved, even when it may
appear that one generation is ‘giving’ to
the other. 

A benefit to health and well-being
Finally, as discussed in the research
framework, the older volunteers were
asked to give a subjective evaluation of
their health and well-being. The older
people overwhelmingly felt that being
involved in intergenerational
volunteering had benefited their health,
and in particular their mental health.
Their responses included: 
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Have stopped dwelling on things.

Feel better in the winter.

Stops me worrying. 

Have to look after yourself because you
can’t let the children down. 

One woman had taken up
intergenerational volunteering following
the unexpected death of her husband
and a period of deep grieving; she was
very clear about the fact that, because
she was able to make a difference to a
young person, her sense of self-
determination was beginning to return.
Another woman linked her involvement
in the work with growth in her spiritual
health, and there were many comments
about keeping active. 

Some of the volunteers had been told by
family and friends that they looked
better, but overall the improvement in
their well-being came from having a
sense of purpose in their maturing years.
This subjective finding links with other
evidence that appears to support the
holistic benefit to health of being
engaged in meaningful activities. 

The significance of community
One older volunteer commented:

It’s like a pebble going in the water, and
it goes out bigger and bigger, and you
get contact with more people. And that’s,
as I say, from one child. 

The research showed that the influence
of intergenerational school-based
volunteering went far beyond the one-to-

one relationship between old and young.
As the above comment from one of the
volunteers illustrates, the effects were
felt by many different networks within the
community. This section looks at three
different results of involvement in the
schemes: acting as ‘champions’; being a
good citizen; and challenging
stereotypes of old age. 

Acting as ‘champions’
One result of older people volunteering
in their local schools was that they
became ‘champions’ for other groups in
the community that are sometimes
misrepresented and suffer criticism from
wider society. 

First and foremost, they became
champions for young people.
Repeatedly, the volunteers said that they
now understood much more clearly the
pressures and problems experienced by
young people today. They believed that
life was more difficult for the younger
generation than it had been for them,
because of the changes in values they
had observed. They spoke about the
material deprivation and poverty of their
own youth, but considered the high
expectations of success and the lack of
support that young people experience
today as greater barriers to happiness
and self-belief. 

Many volunteers mentioned occasions
when they were with family, friends or
acquaintances when they had spoken up
to defend young people. They disliked
hearing stereotypical images of young
people being perpetuated, and felt able
to challenge such remarks because of
their own personal involvement. They
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were able to offer positive examples from
young people’s lives and to demonstrate
their achievements, often in very difficult
circumstances.

The second group the volunteers
‘championed’ was the teaching staff. The
older people frequently expressed their
admiration for teachers and the hard
work they did. They themselves had not
realised how much schools had changed
and what challenges teachers now
faced, so once again they spoke up on
behalf of teachers whenever they heard
criticism of them outside the school
environment. 

The older volunteers were also more
sympathetic to parents and less likely to
blame them for the lack of support and
direction they observed in some young
people. They were better able, through
their experience of intergenerational
work, to appreciate the range of
pressures on parents and how changing
family structures and societal values had
combined to deprive many of them of
support.

Being a good citizen
In spite of the modesty with which they
carried out their work and the benefits
they gained for themselves, the
volunteers clearly felt a responsibility to
be active participants in their local
community. They wanted to make a
contribution that would impact on the
lives of others, and many of them spoke
of wishing to ‘give something back’:

It’s pay-back time.
Having a responsibility as a human being
to give back. 

The majority of volunteers carried out

their activities at their local school. This
was either because they or their children
had attended the school or because they
were aware that the school served large
estates with poor reputations and
therefore felt this was where their
support was most needed. They
recognised the importance of getting a
good start in life through education, and
were committed to helping the younger
generation obtain it. 

Furthermore, by taking responsibility and
developing networks with other groups in
the community, the volunteers showed
how citizenship can help social inclusion,
as well as enabling them to have
healthier lives, a more active older age
and an opportunity for lifelong learning.

Challenging the stereotypes
In their citizenship role, the
intergenerational volunteers were also
able to help break down the stereotypes
of old age. Through being actively
involved with schools, they were able to
make connections with groups outside
their traditional spheres. They got to
know the young people’s friends, and
they were well respected figures around
the school as well as among the parents.
The volunteers told many stories of
being greeted in the neighbourhood by
pupils from the school and the parents
asking, ‘Who was that?’ In cases where
the volunteers chose, for reasons of
privacy, to work outside their immediate
neighbourhood, or where there was no
school near them, they still found that
they made contact with the
schoolchildren in places such as
shopping centres, petrol stations,
supermarkets, libraries or local
restaurants. 
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The volunteers became more visible as
active members of the community, and
this challenged the stereotype of old
people as lonely and selfish. It also
showed how two sections of the
community that have traditionally been
portrayed as at odds with each other
were now able to engage with each
other and enjoy a relationship. There
were indications that the older people
had become less fearful of crime and
vandalism. This greater understanding
and respect for each other made it
possible to change negative stereotypes
and to begin to develop safer
communities. 

Discussion
So what can the findings from this study
tell us about volunteering and older
people? Firstly, that older people
represent a rich source of volunteers,
who can offer maturity and experience to
voluntary activities with the younger
generation. This is an important finding
when we consider the demographic
changes currently going on, which are
leading to a declining pool of volunteers
in other age groups. This study should
be particularly helpful to organisations
striving to support children and young
people, as it shows that older people are
keen to enhance the learning and
welfare of the young.
However, because of the ageism rife in
our society and the damaging effects of
negative stereotyping, older people are
unsure what they have to offer. Their
self-esteem is reduced even further if
they have in addition been affected by
other types of discrimination, such as
racism and the effects of social class.
Voluntary organisations need to work
hard to tap this valuable source of
volunteers, by recognising and valuing

the special contribution of older people.
They need to address ageism more
purposefully and create opportunities
that enable older people to participate
fully in their communities. Well planned
and well facilitated intergenerational
programmes can ensure that the
qualities and experience of age are fully
utilised in a way that offers benefits to all
members of the community. 
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