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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….. 

Jane Kingston, Connected Voice Advocacy  

“The lockdown forced us our advocacy services to change how we work and avoid non-

essential face-to-face support and we are more reliant on technology to communicate with 

people.”  

“For some people this works well, but it has not always been a positive experience and we 

have experienced problems with; access to technical equipment for phone or video calls, 

reduction in face-to-face visits, court hearings over teleconference or video call.  This is 

significant because our Advocacy service has supported over 800 vulnerable people through 

the pandemic to date.”   

“We visit people who are under a Deprivation of Liberty Safeguard order, when they do not 

have the mental capacity to agree to living in or being restricted in a Care Home.  Some of 

our services users struggle to communicate and are non-verbal. We prefer to be face-to-face 

when using communication techniques like sign language, images, and interpreters.”   

“At first signs of lock down our advocates made contact with Care Homes to check whether 

vital information was up to date for our services users to keep them safe and protected 

within the law.  On the back of national media stories of people held in their rooms or 

medicated to stop them having contact with others.  We carried out wellbeing checks to find 

out if the following were in place; Advance Decisions for health care, Assessments for 

resuscitation orders (DNACPR), Lasting Power of Attorney orders.”   

“We conducted the majority of our client visits virtually, which has meant relying on the use 

of technology to access our service users.  Video calling Care Homes to speak to, listen to 

or just observe residents has proved a challenge in some areas. Some settings are well 

equipped with ‘tablets’ and laptops to take a device into a service user’s room to chat with 

privacy. Some of our advocates rely on the goodwill of the staff available on the day to 

access clients via their personal mobile phones. Not all of our service users engage in 

conversation over a small screen. For some older people or those with severe cognitive 

impairment this form of communication is new, confusing or even frightening.  The role of 

advocate involves all five senses to gather information on how the person is living and 

whether they are making any verbal or non-verbal objections to their placement.  Advocates 

are now limited to how information is gathered. It depends on how well the person engages 

in the call, how much of the environment the screen shows, how much background data the 

staff share.  None of this substitutes for a face-to-face visit in which an advocate can see the 



food left uneaten, the bag packed in the corner of the room, the bruise on the arm,  the 

whispers or glances to say ‘ I want to go home’. Advocacy plays a key role in safeguarding 

and virtual visits can compromise this.”  

“Advocates are participating in tribunals and court hearings through video link. Often the 

technology fails, some participants are unable to join, and key messages are lost.  Some 

service users choose to participate but no longer have the support of an advocate sitting 

next to them explaining the process and environment. Visits are taking longer and this can 

put a strain on our service users who may not be able to tolerate the screen time.” 

“We have seen an increase in demand to some of our Advocacy Services, and Hate Crime 

referrals have doubled in this period.  However the virtual service has posed a barrier to 

some potential new referrals as people are choosing to wait until things go back to ‘normal’ 

rather than receive phone services.”  

In summary, we are experiencing digital exclusion through: 

- Visits take longer and some Service Users are not able to tolerate the screen time – 

especially the case with autism and other neurological conditions 

- Communication tools lose their impact over the phone/screen  

- Sign language is compromised via screen  

- Advocates miss the use of all five sense to check for problems  

- Service users disengage from technology 

- Advocates miss reading care notes and documentation for issues 

- Right to privacy in advocate visits if a staff member has to stay to hold the device for 

the service user 

- Court hearings take long time and technology fails 

- Not all care homes have a device for residents to use and rely on staff to use 

personal phones 

- Non-verbal clients struggle with communication over phone/device 

- Advocates are reliant on trust and relationships developed with Care home staff for 

information rather than objective scrutiny through care files.  

Web: www.connectedvoice.org.uk/services/advocacy 

Email: advocacy@connectedvoice.org.uk 

Tel: 0191 235 7013 
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