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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….. 

 
Simon Luddington, SEARCH Newcastle 
 
“Older people have been significantly affected by the pandemic, as they are more vulnerable 
to being seriously ill from COVID19, this has led to a fear and anxiety amongst many of the 
people we support, about going outside and indeed visitors coming to them.  Many older 
people are socially isolated at the best of times, they rely on activities in the community and 
getting out to the local shops, library etc is often their main social interaction. Shielding, 
Isolating and the Stay at Home messages were difficult for older people to get their head 
around. We regularly got calls from people concerns about getting their shopping, 
medication, being able to access their money was a big concern for many people, a lot of 
older people don’t have access to online banking, don’t have a cheque book and had basic 
bank accounts which relied on their weekly trip to the post office or bank to withdraw money. 
All of which they couldn’t do following the Government’s advice to “Stay at Home”. As the 
weeks went on people tired of the long days in the house, video calling is not something 
many older people have access to, some don’t even have telephones, a lot of people we 
support aren’t fortunate enough to have a garden, they live in flats and high-rise blocks. 
Anxiety was building about losing their mobility and independence due to not being able to 
keep up their daily routines such as a walk to the shop, or attend a gentle exercise group 
and losing their social contacts.” 
  
What has that meant for your organisation?  
 
“As a Charity for Older People for over 40 years, our message has been “It is important to 
get out, stay active and be involved in your community”. We had to quickly change that to 
“Stay at Home, Stay safe” a big shift for our team to confidently deliver that message. From 
the day that Lock Down Commenced we had to put all our community activities on hold, look 
at all the services we delivered and reshape them, to ensure we did everything we could to 
continue to meet the needs of the people that accessed our services, keep people safe and 
connected during this difficult time. We had a lot of people contacting us who hadn’t used 
our services before, so we saw an increase in demand. It meant a whole new way of 
working, our offices closed and staff had to get to grips with new technology to enable them 
to work from home and safely into the community. We have been fortunate to have some 
great funders that have helped us with small grants to get the necessary changes in place. 
We have had to put all of our fundraising events on hold which was a hit to our income and 
we saw a significant drop in the income we earned through supporting people, as people no 
longer had a need to leave the house or wanted people visiting them in their homes. It has 
also meant that we have built stronger partnerships with other voluntary sector organisations 
as we worked together to meet people’s needs.”  
 
 
 



How did you adapt and what is life like for your beneficiaries right now? 
 
“We adapted our existing service offers to reflect the times we were living in. Our Community 
Activities – were replaced with Telephone Buddies, A monthly newsletter and activity pack 
that was mailed out to over 400 people. We developed a range of virtual activity, such as Tai 
– Chi, Bingo and Quizzes using Zoom. Technology was a barrier for many of the people we 
support, so we secured a small grant to purchase a small number of Tablets and Smart 
Phones and developed a tech buddies scheme, whereby a volunteer would go out and do 
“Doorstep Training” to get people used to using the devices and we would loan them out to 
get people connected. We have also delivered a range of activity packs to peoples’ 
doorsteps to do Craft projects, Card Making and Grow plants and seeds.”  
 
“Our Lunch clubs had to stop, we set up a Lunch@Home club, which is a little bit more than 
meals on wheels, we tried to give people the experience of attending a lunch club, but in 
their own home. Our staff and Volunteers delivered a 2 course meal, with a little hospitality 
pack including a sachet of coffee a sweet treat and a napkin, they also got an activity pack or 
could borrow from our Jigsaw, book and DVD library and they could have a phone buddy call 
later in the afternoon.”  
 
“We set up a weekly shopping service for those who needed it, we also provided a 
medication collection service and delivered medication to peoples’ doorsteps.”  
 
“Life now is very different for the people we support, some still have a lot of fear about 
getting back out into the community, they aren’t sure what to expect when they go to the 
shops or try to access public spaces again, this anxiety will not go overnight, we expect it will 
take some people time and a lot of support to be confident to access the things the used to 
and some fear it will never be the same again for them,  while others can’t wait for us to start 
up our group activities and life get back to normal again.”   
 
SEARCH Newcastle: www.searchnewcastle.org.uk 
Tel: 0191 273 7443 
Email: info@searchnewcastle.org.uk 
 

Julie Nicholson – Digital Voice 
 
Why the pandemic has affected older people so significantly and presented huge 
challenges to how organisations can support them? 

“Lockdown has highlighted the reasons why we need to include as many people as we can 
reach, as quickly as possible. Many older people have been incredibly isolated during 
lockdown and this impacts greatly on mental health. Those of us who can use technology to 
keep in touch with family and shop were much better prepared for the current crisis.   The 
main challenge with this is how to train older people to use devices and the internet if we 
can’t run our usual digital inclusion courses!” 

What has that meant for your organisation?  

“This was a challenge for us but we immediately started to raise funds to get devices we 
could give to people.  We got some funding to run a course in the west Newcastle to train 
older people in the basics of using the internet to stay safe and connected but struggled to 
find participants.  Luckily we teamed up with SEARCH, a charity that provides services for 
older people and their carers there and we worked together to get a newsletter out to 400 older 
people telling them about our training and have trained a team of SEARCH’s volunteers to act as 
buddies for them; to answer their questions as they become more digitally included.  SEARCH 
was able to provide people with devices and data and their volunteers will continue to support 
them to become confident online.”  



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

“Digital Voice has been able to adapt what we do quickly and we took our courses 
online.  For those who were already signed up for our LifeBooks course who didn’t have the 
internet, we were able to loan them iPads and wifi units and show them how to use these to 
get onto zoom.  We did that on doorsteps, by phone, in gardens and once we got everyone 
onto the zoom calls then we could show them what to do and chat. Participants are loving 
the online reminiscence sessions, having a sense of belonging to a group of their peers at a 
time when they are still unable to see many people regularly in person.”   

Digital Voice: www.digitalvoice.org.uk  

Tel: 01207 566 866  

Email: Julie@digitalvoice. org.uk 

 


