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Unequal Impacts – COVID-19 and older people 

The pandemic presented unprecedented challenges for local organisations that 

support older people in our communities. We asked them about its impact….. 

Barbara Douglas, Elders Council 

“It’s been both shocking and disappointing to witness the rise of ageism during COVID-19. 
From the outset, the messages focused on chronological age, telling everyone over 70 to 
stay at home. Chronological age, on its own, is not a good predictor of how well we will age. 
This blanket messages to over 70s, completely ignored the fact that many older people are 
active contributors to the community as members of the workforce, volunteers or stalwarts of 
the community supporting and delivering a wealth of community activity. It suddenly felt that 
none of our contributions were valued and it was fine to tell us “just stay indoors.” For some 
of us, this was hard; we want to be self- sufficient and to keep ‘doing’ to maintain our 
independence and sense of self. We had to learn to accept the support (if needed) so 
generously offered by others to do our shopping, collect our medication, and give us a call 
occasionally so that we had someone different to talk to. One member said...... 

“I’m independent but this has shown me I need to take up the kind offers for shopping 
etc. I chat to passers-by when I’m in my garden” 

“Most community organisations that work with older people have a strong focus on 
facilitating opportunities for people to build up strong social connections, particularly for 
those who are living without children or family close by. This came to a sudden halt, and 
organisations had to almost re-invent themselves to deliver services and support older 
people differently, through doing practical tasks or via telephone conversations or moving 
activities on-line and guiding people to get on-line so that they could access the explosion of 
new opportunities available to them.” 

“People supporting family with dementia have found life incredibly difficult, particularly if the 
person living with dementia doesn’t understand why life has changed so much and why they 
have been deprived of the social contact and stimulation which is so vital. Some families 
stopped any support they already had in order to shield hose they were caring for.” 

What has that meant for your organisation? 

“As on-line activity boomed it left many people out of the loop; we have over 800 members 
who do not have access to the internet. Members who previously used their local library or 
sheltered accommodation lounge to access the internet, suddenly found themselves out in 
the cold. We continued emailing our fortnightly bulletin, supplying practical information and 
‘distraction’ activities to over 600 people online. We also posted more often on Facebook 
and created a Twitter account.”  

“My daughter bought me a tablet, set it up and gave me written instructions to help 
get me started. I can now see my friends and family whilst they are talking” 

“Our quarterly magazine – The Echo, was only issued digitally in May as we could not 
access our office. We were delighted to be able to post out over 800 copies of our new 



summer Magazine to members at the end of July. We are now working with other 
organisations seeking ways of helping members who rely on libraries etc. for internet access 
continue their online communication in the future.” 

How did you adapt and what is life like for your beneficiaries right now? 

“In early April we started to telephone our members who are not on-line. Most people we 
have spoken to are fine and have been able to get support from family, friends and 
neighbours. We passed on the City life Line details to those who needed a little extra help. 
We continue to have great conversations with many people, most of whom are more 
concerned about those who are less fortunate than them. We managed to link people up 
with each other, a small group of people who dusted off their sewing machines and 
produced 140 washbags for care homes in the city.” 

“Active members have had steep learning curves in using and working digital technology to 
continue our work as we outline here: 

 To maintain our monthly Board meetings, we quickly learnt how to use Microsoft 
Teams and Zoom. Our AGM was cancelled after much debate, as this could not be 
carried out safely within the required period. 

 Our Older Voices radio group abandoned their studio for broadcasting via Zoom and 
increased the number of broadcasts from monthly to fortnightly. Elders Council 
members have contributed to radio programmes on Radio Tyneside and the recently 
established ‘Later Life Audio and Radio Co-operative'.  

 We have held two webinars called “Doorbells – COVID-19" working with partners on 
the theme of housing. COVID 19 has taught us that the quality and location of our 
homes is even more important than ever. A balcony or small garden may once have 
seemed a luxury and now feels essential!” 

You can find out more about the work of the Elders Council below. 

Email: info@elderscouncil.org.uk     Website: https://www.elderscouncil.org.uk 

Facebook: Elders Council of Newcastle     Twitter: @EldersNewcastle 
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