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Introduction
“There are assets and gifts out there in communities, and our job
as good servants and as good leaders … [is] having the ability
to recognise those gifts in others, and help them put those gifts
into action.”
		
First Lady Michelle Obama, 2009

What is this handbook for?
This handbook is for those who want to improve life for older
people in their community. It introduces and explains an
asset-based approach and describes how it has been used
in a variety of localities. It also suggests how this approach
could be used to create new activities and support for
older people in local communities. The handbook may be
especially useful for:
v

Professionals, managers and front-line staff trying to
increase the independence and well-being of older people

v

Politicians, community activists and leaders who want to do
something for older people in their community

v

Active older people who want to improve the support and
activities available in their area.

Whilst this is based on learning about supporting older people,
the overall approach and tools can be used in any community
setting.
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This handbook is based on the work we have been doing
with our colleagues from Shared Intelligence and the Local
Government Association as part of the Ageing Well programme.
The content is drawn from the learning from ten pilot sites
across the country and from the practice exchange with
professionals and older people across those sites.

The Ageing Well programme
The Local Government Association’s Ageing Well programme
was an intensive programme of support for councils funded by
the Department for Work and Pensions. It was designed to help
councils develop good places to grow older.
Working in a variety of ways, it helped local authorities
diagnose what needed to be prioritised and provided support
mechanisms to help councils achieve that.
The work covered areas such as age equality, intergenerational
projects, loneliness and isolation, engaging with older people,
housing, creating dementia friendly communities, health and
wellbeing, volunteering, strategic measures and taking a whole
place approach.
The programme has now come to an end, but councils can still
get support from the Ageing Well website that includes a wealth
of resources drawn together during the two year programme
including written guides, toolkits, videos, case studies and links
to other organisations which can help.

See www.local.gov.uk/ageing-well
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1 Why choose an asset based approach?
The case for change
We know that our population is ageing; by 2060, 40 per cent
of the population will be over 50.1 Spending on older people
already makes up nearly half of social care spending, and as the
number of over 85s increases sharply, it is set to rise. If we view
older people through a lens of deficits, problems and needs,
then we can only see increasing demographic challenges and
pressures on state services, such as health and social care, at a
time when resources are shrinking.
However, there is a more positive way of looking at this.
By valuing the contribution that older people make to their
communities, it is possible to see the increasingly ageing
population as an opportunity. Sixty-five per cent of volunteers
are aged 50 or over.2 In the years after retirement, older people
have a chance to use their experience, skills and knowledge
to pursue new interests and to create organisations, activities
and networks to support these interests. Twenty-five per cent
of carers are aged 60 or over 3 – and older people are already
deeply involved in the care and support of others.
Both research and practice tells us that a crucial dimension of
well-being is the ability to contribute to one’s own community.4
Our experience in Ageing Well backs up research findings that
people often feel forgotten and invisible as they became older,
missing out on social interaction.
6
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Through our work as part of the Ageing Well programme, we
found that looking at the world through an appreciative lens,
and recognising the contribution of older people, adds energy
and enthusiasm - building confidence and strengthening older
people’s resolve to use their knowledge and experience to make
things happen.

Elements of a good life for older people
At one of our sites, we worked with a group of around 100
professionals and older people to develop a shared picture
of what a good life for older people could look like. We
subsequently used this in other sites and found that it chimed
with older people’s view of what it means to age well. It was
agreed that all older people should be able to:
v
v

Part of this approach means supporting older people to take the
lead in finding solutions, with professionals acting as enablers.
It is important to support the energy of community leaders and
older people, rather than simply consulting them in conventional
ways, by making sure meetings are enjoyable and creative.
Using initial contacts, the hope is to create self-sustaining
activity that attracts other older people to contribute.
The approach that we have tested has three simple principles:

Maintain dignity, independence and control, and be treated
as equal citizens

It learns from and builds on what is already good and what
has gone before

v

Make a positive contribution, and feel purposeful and
cheerful

It takes an asset based as opposed to the traditional deficit
based approach

v

It is action-based, involving local community leaders,
professionals, managers and older people working together
to plan how to take action.

v

Participate in the social activities and networks that connect
them to other people

v

Have a healthy lifestyle that maintains physical and mental
well-being

v

Cope effectively with difficult life events

v

Live in a place that promotes a good quality of life

v

Be able to get around: to shops, friends and activities.

How can we help older people live a good life?
This handbook describes an approach to exploring, alongside
older people, the potential assets that could be used within a
community to improve older people’s lives. The intention is to
create a process that is in itself life enhancing and empowering

OPM

for those who take part - that will result in stronger social
networks, community ties and relationships. These can often
provide mutual support and may improve health and well-being,
so that people feel more confident and able to cope.

v

This fits closely with the findings from the JRF, Age UK and a
wide range of other studies.5
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What is an asset approach?
“In an asset based approach, the glass is half full rather than
half empty. Fundamentally, the shift from using a deficit based
approach to an asset based one requires a change in attitudes
and values.” 6
Conventional approaches begin by measuring what
people need, based on problems of ill-health, disability and
disadvantage, and then attempt to deploy public-sector
resources to meet those needs through a process of setting
priorities. But as public resources shrink, they are increasingly
spent on the most pressing needs, like expensive social,
residential and nursing care, while spending on preventive
activity is cut back.
The asset based approach aims to discover and acknowledge
9
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the assets that individuals and communities have already. It
starts by looking at the resources available - not simply from
the public sector (although including those) but also from the
private sector, the community and individuals. Resources can
be thought about in new ways - so that assets like schools,
libraries, police stations or GP surgeries are considered to see
if they could be used in new and unexpected ways. Individuals’
resources are also regarded as important assets.
Individuals and wider communities have all sorts of assets, both
personally and collectively, that can affect their capacity to lead
or participate in community activity. Some of those assets will
be physical and tangible, for instance, homes or cars and the
services and facilities available to people. Others will be less
obvious, such as technical knowledge, personal characteristics,
relationships with friends and neighbours, and the existence
of strong social networks, effective local leaders, and shared
interests and concerns.
The table on the following page shows the types of assets that
exist in a given community, the individual and the collective, the
hard (tangible) and the soft (intangible).
Our experience from the Ageing Well programme showed that
older people enjoyed the experience of identifying their own
skills and resources, and felt it could help older people gain
confidence and a sense of personal worth. At a local level, the
asset approach has proven successful at:
v

generating new and imaginative ideas

v

bringing people together

v

engaging a wide group of people in the programme

v

linking public-sector agencies with the ideas and efforts of
the voluntary and community sectors.

Older people have a lot of enthusiasm and energy, which can
be tapped into a variety of innovative ways. Older people,
community leaders and professionals felt that the asset mapping
technique was a very useful way of building individual and
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community confidence and creating a positive atmosphere and
shared agenda. It can help to identify and strengthen the social
networks in each locality, and create the basis for thriving social,
leisure and cultural activities. It also offers opportunities for
older people to volunteer and contribute to activities that would
enhance their own lives and those of others.
Many activists, managers and front-line staff already understand
this approach, and its principles underpin everything they do.
But others will need a change in mindset to see the value that
older people can contribute to their communities. The asset
based approach means working in different ways, listening
more and talking less, allowing new plans to emerge rather than
imposing them, and allowing each area to do things differently,
rather than rolling out a comprehensive plan. It changes the
roles of professionals, managers and politicians.

11
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The report A Glass Half Full stresses that an asset approach
requires a shift of attitudes and values for professional staff and
councillors. They will have to be willing to share power and help
communities do things for themselves. Working in this way is
community led, long term and open ended: ‘A mobilised and
empowered community will not necessarily choose to act on
the same issues that health services or councils see as the
priorities.’ (ref) Silo working and agency boundaries get in the
way of people-centred approaches - and specific local solutions
cannot simply be transferred from one area to another, since
the assets in terms of energy, experience and enthusiasm, not
to mention buildings and resources, will be different in different
places. Inequality will still exist, and public-sector agencies will
have to think about how to deploy their resources and support in
ways that help the most disadvantaged communities.
This table below from A Glass Half Full highlights the differences
between old ways of thinking and an asset way of thinking:
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Chapter 1 footnotes
1 Office for National Statistics, National Population Projections, 2008-based
Projections, 2009, www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/npp/national-population-projections/2008based-projections/index.html
2 Sally Price, Volunteering in the Third Age: Final Report, VITA, 2007

TABLE -- from Glass Half Full:
defecit vs asset

3 Lisa Buckner and Sue Yeandle, Older Carers in the UK, Carers UK, The Centre for
Social Inclusion, 2005, www.carersuk.org/media/k2/attachments/Older_Carers_in_
the_UK.pdf
4 See, for example, Involve, Institute for Volunteering Research, New
Economics Foundation, NCVO, Pathways Through Participation, http://
pathwaysthroughparticipation.org.uk/; The Young Foundation, The State of
Happiness, 2010 www.youngfoundation.org/files/images/wellbeing_happiness_
Final__2_.pdf ; and Centre for Economic Performance, IDEA and Young Foundation,
Neighbourliness + Empowerment = Wellbeing www.youngfoundation.org/files/images/
N_E_W_web_v4.pdf
5 Joseph Rowntree Foundation, Older People’s Vision for Long-Term Care, 2009,
www.jrf.org.uk/publications/older-people-vision-long-term-care
PSSRU for the Department of Health, National Evaluation of Partnerships for
Older People, 2009, www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/
PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_111240
Age Concern, Mental Health Foundation, Promoting Mental Health and Well-being
in Later Life, 2010, www.nationalcareforum.org.uk/content/Inquiry%20report%20
Promoting%20mental%20health%20and%20well-being%20in%20later%20life%20
-%20Executive%20Summary%20and%20Recommendations.pdf
6, 7 A Glass Half Full – how an asset approach can improve community health and
well-being, I&DeA, March 2010, www.idea.gov.uk/idk/aio/18410498
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2 A local asset-based approach to ageing well
Throughout the Ageing Well programme we tried to create real
change in the localities where we worked. We believed it was
possible, even in a relatively short time, to create the conditions
in which local people could come together to make a difference
to their own lives. The project aimed to generate the enthusiasm
to explore new ways to support older people to live a healthy,
active and independent life. We worked with local people to
identify activities that could improve their connectedness and
build on existing good practice to create additional social
networks and activities.
The asset-based approach helped local people to concentrate
on using the resources that already existed, without expecting
everything to be funded by the council. We explored solutions
to local problems that drew on the resources of community
buildings, schools, GPs, community centres and the energy of
local people, as well as private sponsorship and some pumppriming help from the statutory sector.
We consequently developed a relatively simple approach which
produced considerable enthusiasm and practical results. It
consisted of the following six steps:
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1

Identify a place or local area in which to start.

2

Find out where the existing energy in this place is
and talk to active older people.

3

Bring people together to form new connections
and strengthen existing networks.

4

Include different parts of the system to help you,
such as local government, the voluntary and
community sector, businesses and politicians.

5

Focus on existing assets and harness the
existing energy, assets, knowledge and skills of
the older people involved to develop new ideas
for the community.

6

Build up momentum for change and come up
with sustainable actions. Use the wider system to
help you achieve change.

These steps are explored in more detail below. It
is probably easiest to identify a key co-ordinator to
ensure these steps are taken forward. This person
should be someone who knows about and believes in
the asset mapping approach.

The six steps of our asset based approach
1   Identify a place or local area in which to start
The first step is to identify which place or community
to focus on. The concept of a place and sense of
place may vary greatly; there is no right answer
i.e. different people identify with the same place
differently, and identify with different places/different
boundaries. For example, it could be a geographical
place or a community of interest not based on
geographical or physical boundaries. Our experience
as part of the Ageing Well programme highlighted
the optimal size of place to be 2,000–10,000 people
in an area. This might be a cluster of villages, a small
16

Aging Well – An asset approach

OPM

town, a ward or a couple of wards in a local authority. This is a
place large enough to have a good range of resources, but small
enough for residents to visualise it and be familiar with the whole
area. If the place chosen is smaller or larger than this, it may be
possible to adapt the asset approach for use in that area. For
example, if it is a hamlet of a few houses, you may wish to use
the approach in a wider sense and not just focus on ageing. In a
larger area, you may wish to focus on a more specific issue for
older people such as transport or financial concerns.
2   Find out where the existing energy is and talk to active older
people
It is important to start with the existing energy in a place. We
tried to locate this simply by telephoning and talking to potential
leaders – GPs, ward councillors, the local vicar or other faith
leaders, the chair of the community association or the local
charity, Age UK. We asked for advice and followed their lead.
Different areas will have different levels of community energy
which could be related to different levels of deprivation, types
and levels of asset in the area, or how difficult people’s lives
are. However, in our experience there is always some energy,
although the balance may be different between community
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activists/active older people groups and the energy from faith
leaders, GPs, professionals, or councils and other public sector
organisations and the voluntary sector. The statutory sector may
need to deploy its resources in ways that compensate for the
lower levels of community energy in some places. Where there is
little energy, it can sometimes be generated by people initiating
things for their own community.
It is important actively to engage older people who are more able
and know their local area, or have organising experience and
know how to make things happen in that area. These are the
starters or the initiators in the community – usually two to six well
connected and active older people. By talking to the initiators,
you will subsequently be able to involve other older people, the
joiners. Don’t worry if the first individuals you talk to in a local
community are not initiators. Look in the local papers and parish
magazines to find out who the active older people are in the area
– those who run local groups, clubs and activities.
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The method of communication is important. Older people said
that they don’t always read leaflets and that word-of-mouth is
also a good way of getting them involved in their community.
People are also more likely to join in if they are invited by
someone they know and trust, like a community leader or
activist (the starters and initiators).
3   Bring people together to form new connections and
strengthen existing networks
Our experience from Ageing Well showed it is harder and
potentially more inefficient to start from scratch, as opposed
to building on what is already there. So build on existing
community activity and activities and involve organisations who
have a fine-grain knowledge of what is available and what older
people in the area want.
By bringing together the starters/initiators, new networks can
form, creating new connections and ideas. This may involve
visiting or talking to the existing starters - explaining what you
are trying to do and enthusing them about the project.
Try to ensure different age groups and backgrounds are
represented when deciding who to invite to meetings. For
example, go to the shops and faith organisations that serve
black and minority ethnic (BME) communities or organisations
that support the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT)
community to find more participants. A gender balance is
important – in our Ageing Well projects many more women than
men attended the locality workshops. Also, make an effort to
reach socially isolated older people. This may be challenging at
first, but the more well-known older people and older people’s
groups and organisations can help to identify who these people
are. It may be that an asset approach can be used to come up
with ideas in the local community for reaching this group. It is
important not to make too many assumptions, however, about
who is hard to reach. Some older people may not want to be
involved in their community and feel content on their own.

18
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4   Include different parts of the system, such as local
government, the voluntary and community sector, businesses
and politicians
Elected members can be crucial in getting people involved,
winning support for new ideas and taking things forward. So
it can be really helpful to find members who are active in their
communities and have the facilitation and listening skills to take
an asset approach forward. This does not just include county or
district councillors, but also parish and town councillors.
The private sector is also a good resource in the community.
Our projects wanted to use local businesses to champion and
sponsor activities for older people, so it is helpful to include
them.
5   Focus on existing assets and harness the existing energy,
assets, knowledge and skills of the older people involved to
develop new ideas for the community
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than trying to develop a comprehensive plan or strategy. The
aim should be to develop and implement a variety of ideas that
between them meet the diverse needs of older people.
The next step is to decide who needs to do what to take
forward each idea - find out what each participant is willing to
do. Some actions might be very small, but could lead to more
later, for instance, an offer to make a phone call or to talk to
a neighbour is valuable. Ask for volunteers and make sure
that actions are not vague. Make sure that council officers
are not expected to do everything. It helps to see everyone in
the room as an individual, rather than the representative of an
organisation. The aim is always to make use of and build on
existing assets, therefore minimising the costs of implementation
and ensuring action can follow. Aim to avoid duplicating what is
already going on.

The next step is to work with local older people, organisations
and professionals to identify what assets there are in the local
community – both individual assets and community assets.
This process can be energising and works especially well if
people come together to discuss and identify assets together,
for example at a meeting or workshop. Part of this will include
finding the things that are already working well, and supporting
them, as well as thinking about lots of ideas for using assets
differently to address community issues for older people.
6   Build up momentum for change to come up with sustainable
actions and use the wider system to help you achieve change
Turning ideas into action involves choosing which ideas are the
most feasible and have the most support and energy behind
them. Be realistic and do not try to solve everything at once.
Meeting everyone’s needs in one way is unlikely to work, so it is
fine to work on good ideas that will meet the needs of only some
older people. It is better to get started with something rather
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3 Designing an asset-mapping workshop
There is no correct way to use the asset-based approach.
Tailoring it to fit different local circumstances is essential. At
some stage of the process you will probably need to design
some sort of workshop to bring people together to pool their
thinking. In this chapter we share some of the ideas about how
to do this.
Issues to consider to get started in any one locality are:

24

v

Make this a fun process for all involved – take the ‘work’ out
of workshops

v

Organise in detail to ensure that people are invited, briefed
and paid expenses, and venues are booked, equipped and
refreshments provided

v

Use an energising process. Older people liked the focus on
assets as it opened up all sorts of possibilities and built their
confidence in their own abilities and skills. It helps to use big
maps of the area to plot assets and ideas and make things
visible and real.

v

Be clear about the meeting’s aims and what it is setting out
to achieve

v

Choose a warm, comfortable and accessible venue and
meet at a time convenient for your participants

v

Think about transport - some older people may not be able
25

OPM

Aging Well – An asset approach

to attend without help. This might be a lift from a neighbour
or a community transport scheme. It might involve timing
the meeting so that bus passes are valid.
v

Make sure there are suitable refreshments - and lunch if the
meeting lasts more than half a day. The food is an important
part of an enjoyable occasion.

v

Think about seating - making the room accessible for
wheelchair users, and ensuring there are comfortable chairs

v

Avoid PowerPoint presentations or anything involving
small writing which may not be visible in poor lighting or
from a distance. Invitations and other material should be
accessible and easy to read, preferably with large print, and
are engagingly designed and illustrated in colour.

v

Ensure facilitators are welcoming and energetic, sensitive to
the needs of everyone in the room and able to talk loudly!

v

Think about the sound system and induction loop

v

Use very plain language and avoid jargon, for example:
w ‘What services and activities in the community can I use?’
‘What’s already going on?’ instead of ‘asset mapping’.
w ‘What’s a week like for you?’ ‘What do you do?’
w ‘What’s missing?’ and ‘What do I need?’

The exact format of the asset mapping that you use may vary
and there are a number of ways of doing it. In the Ageing Well
programme we carried out two half-day workshops which were
particularly effective. Below, we outline these were run. For both
workshops we had experienced facilitators who introduced the
exercises and made people feel welcome. It is also helpful to
write down the ideas generated on flipcharts or simply to ask
someone to take notes.
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First workshop
A mapping exercise, where individuals or groups of older people
get together to identify their assets, is a good starting point. The
process of mapping assets builds confidence and brings people
together.
We carried out two sorts of asset mapping - individual and
community - and we found it helps to do both together. We then
asked people to start thinking about ways of using the assets
differently. All of this information is used and built on at the
second workshop, also described below.

Individual assets
Ask people, working in pairs, to list examples of the personal
assets that they would be prepared to share with others to make
their local area a place in which to age well. Consider both hard
assets such as cars, gardens and equipment and soft assets
such as skills, knowledge and experience.
People may need to be coaxed a little to help them identify
the softer, individual assets. They may say that they only
have ordinary skills and knowledge to offer. However, once
it is explained that what is an ordinary skill to them, such as
jam making, would be a completely new skill to others in the
community, people may begin to value their own skills and
volunteer a wide range of these.

Examples of individual assets from Ageing Well
Skills and abilities
v

Computer skills, including access to the internet and
computers

v

Ability to organise, cook, teach, make new friends

v

Owning a car or liking driving

v

Being able to raise and look after children
27

v

Love of things like cooking or walking

Knowledge
v

Knowledge and experience of: history, the public
sector, health, management skills, computer/IT, people
management

v

Life experience

v

Contacts, such as the Women’s Institute, The British
Legion, local charities, schools, ramblers associations.

v

Financial problems expertise.

Using large-scale maps
of the local area, provide
pens, sticky dots and
other materials to enable
groups to mark on them the
community assets that older
people use and value. This
may include: community
groups such as allotment
associations; voluntary
organisations such as lunch
clubs; commercial outlets
such as shops and pubs;
and public-sector facilities
such as GP surgeries.

Ideas for using assets
differently
Looking at the assets
highlighted on maps and in
groups, get people to think
about how these could be
further developed and used
differently. Get people to
think about as many ideas
for change as possible – no
idea is a bad idea. Ask
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One local authority
area used their
neighbourhood teams
to engage older people
in asset mapping
workshops. Instead
of agreeing a onesize-fits-all approach,

study

v

study

Long-term commitment/passion

case

v

the neighbourhood
managers decided
how best to engage
older people in the
discussions. For
instance, in the more
affluent area, older
people were invited to
a three-hour workshop
with lunch, whereas
in a more deprived
area, the event was

case

Having energy, love for people, friendliness and helpfulness

case

v

study

Being a good listener and being able to answer questions

case

v

Older people can also
draw on the assets of
their community. Start by
exploring the wider pool
of community assets and
working out how these
could be used to make
older people less isolated.

study

Personal qualities

Community assets

study

Ability to run a community shop or do your own shopping

case

v
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advertised as a dropin coffee morning
followed by lunch, as
the neighbourhood
manager thought that
an invitation to a formal
workshop would not
attract people.
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people to choose their one or two top ideas for change to take
forward.
The next stage is to take forward some of the ideas that
emerged in a second workshop to develop them further and
plan further action.

Example of a community asset map from Ageing Well
Transport
We have good public transport here with a bus every 12 minutes
and the park-and-ride under five minutes away. The buses are
all wheelchair accessible and there is wheelchair access to the
supermarket. There are also good cycle paths and safe walking
areas.
In relation to community and voluntary transport, there is a
dial-a-ride and a community transport scheme with a red bus
and a blue van, although more volunteer drivers are needed for
the community transport. One of the local sheltered housing
schemes has a minibus for hire. Also, the University of the Third
Age will arrange transport for local older people to go to events.
Private sector and other facilities
We have a supermarket and there are shops and offices near
the vet’s surgery. There are also regular country markets. A
couple of the local pubs do senior lunches for older people. We
also have a post office and charity shops. There is also a good
café which has become a meeting place for some older people.
Associations and community activities
There are a number of active groups and networks such as the
neighbourhood watch, the Women’s Institute, Co-operative
Women’s club and the British Legion Hall. There are social
networks, such as the local Friendship club which meets twice
a week and provides advice on benefits, as well as a range of
smaller weekly activities. A senior citizens outing is an annual
event for 80-100 people.
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Activities such as coffee mornings and chair based exercises
can also be held in the Scout Hall, which is available for hire and
provides space for activities for people with learning difficulties.
The University of the Third Age has over 100 local groups across
the county and they organise visits to buildings, churches and
concerts, etc. as well as events in people’s houses, church halls
and schools.
There is a range of support and advice available through the
community and help centres, as well as from faith communities
and local churches.
The local high school hosts evening classes and many other
activities like sports, drama, healthy living and children’s health
classes. The primary school runs joint activities and hires out its
playing field.
We also have the local Community Police and the Safer
Neighbourhood Team.
Housing
Some of the specialist care homes and sheltered housing
have rooms with activities seven days a week which could be
opened up to other older people. Anyone can come for lunch
on weekdays and they have a day centre with facilities such as
hairdressers.
Health and exercise
There is a local sports hall, tennis courts and sports club that
organise many activities such as yoga, zumba, ramblers’
association, health walks, bowls, tennis, cricket, cycle
speedway, and speedway stockcar, tea dances and dances.
The health centre is good and has a patient participation forum.
It provides health advice on, for example, nutrition, as well as
offering health screening/monitoring. The Baptist Church has
a dementia support group. There are also local GPs, dentists,
vets, etc.
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Second workshop
In the second workshop, take the opportunity to develop
existing good ideas and draw out new ones. Examples could
include: creating the equivalent of the school gate for older
people or having a ‘monthly Mardle session in a pub’ to engage
older men. Ask people if they know anyone who would be
interested in taking part or is already doing something like this
and invite them to the next meeting. Using the maps and ideas
generated from the first workshop, identify the key ideas that
you want to explore further – perhaps there are a number of
ideas related to a larger one, or one idea that seems more
feasible and achievable. Discuss a range of ideas that overall
meet the needs of different groups of older people. Choose a
name for each good idea that the group feels comfortable with.

Detailing the ideas
Ask people to imagine that their good idea is up and running
and they have been asked to explain how it works to someone
visiting their area. In their explanation they were asked to
include:
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v

Why do it? What issues for older people does it tackle?

v

What are the benefits to older people? What is the likely
uptake?

v

What does it do and how is it organised? How are older
people and others involved, and who does what to organise
and provide it? How does it help older people to both give
and take?

v

How is it run on a day-to-day basis? Who would be doing
what, and who manages this?

v

What people, accommodation, equipment and funding are
needed? How can it be sustained in the long-term?

v

Was this a new idea and what was the evidence that it
would work? Where else was it in use?
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Groups report their ideas to one another and ask whether
anyone else knew of organisations that were already providing
the same service elsewhere in their area. The aim of this is to
avoid duplication and build on existing expertise.

Making an action plan:
Having put flesh on the bones of their ideas, encourage groups
to start discussing what they need to do to get their idea up
and running. The aim is always to make use of existing assets
and ensure the overall approach is sustainable. Get the group to
consider some of the points below:
v

List the main actions that need to be taken to get the
project up and running

v

Decide who needs to do what to take forward each group
of actions

v

Look at what support or actions are needed from other
parts of the community, for example the local council, GPs
or local businesses?

v

Remember to give each good idea sufficient time to take off

v

Find out who is prepared to continue the work – get
name(s)

v

Work out an overall plan and agree on the next steps.
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This scheme is in the
centre of the hub where
the constitution sits
and supports the three
spokes or arms.
Help centre

scheme
This is an advice
support line and
directory providing
information on local
trades people.
Befriending scheme
A telephone and visiting
scheme, this holds
a directory of people
who are interested in

works as a telephone
tree where a befriender
calls a number of
people, who in turn
phone a list of other
people and so it
spreads through the

to cause concern.
Befriending activities
could include dog
walking or sitting, pet
feeding, collecting
prescriptions, posting
letters, putting out
neighbours wheelie
bins, etc.

In several of the Ageing Well sites,
local groups are considering
ways to use asset-mapping on a
one-to-one basis. This may be
particularly useful when trying to
locate isolated or lonely people
within the community who may
need support, since it is far
less intrusive than a needsbased questionnaire. Identifying
isolated people and asking them to
work with you to find out what they
might contribute could be a far more
powerful way of connecting them
up with their wider community than
asking what they need.
A number of possibilities are
emerging:
v Using asset-mapping as a
tool for knocking on doors to find
older people who might want to
get involved

v Using asset-mapping in
lunch-clubs, day-centres and
sheltered schemes
v Using asset-mapping as part of
befriending or mentoring schemes

case

a small suburban

Using asset mapping on a oneto-one basis

study

being volunteers or

case
study

The good neighbour

study

lunches); a help-your-

case
study

In a community of
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A small
suburban town

case
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v Training older people who
support friends and neighbours in
an asset-mapping approach.
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4 Strategic implications and developing a 		
wider model
As well as using an asset based approach to get things started
locally, local councils and other strategic partners can do a lot to
help communities with this approach. While we have highlighted
the importance of this approach working at a local level, it will
require an infrastructure that is established and co-ordinated
at strategy level for change to happen. It will be important to
embed this in the normal practices of councils and other public
sector organisations and partners. An overarching project
approach could look like the diagram overleaf.

System support to local communities
Organiser time is crucial to being able to deliver the programme
and organise and facilitate workshops. Those who take on this
role must be skilled in empowering and engaging with local
communities. Localities will vary considerably in terms of the
resources they have available to support the asset mapping and
implementation process.
This would require some resource from the county council or
partner agencies - ideally someone with the creative energy to
begin early conversations with local people, to set up the initial
events and to provide some follow-through. We can provide a
tested methodology and handbook, but the approach could
be adapted by local people in different places. We have begun
36
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to test a training programme in a number of sites, which can
also be adapted for use elsewhere. The county council could
establish a support process to enable this to happen, perhaps
identifying the best places in which to work; and map the
availability of support for such a process. The outcome would be
to support communities in developing their own local initiatives
and helping them to use private sector or community funding to
make things happen.

Aging Well – An asset approach

Partnerships and health and well-being boards
It is crucial to embed the asset based approach in local
partnerships. Local partners, including the council, and the
Health and Well-being Board might want to consider:
v

Adopting formally the Ageing Well approach as a core part
of their prevention strategy and as a key priority

v

Ensuring that existing commissioning policies and contracts
actively support the Ageing Well approach and focus on
prevention

v

Considering developing a local well-being pathway with the
Ageing Well approach as an integral part of this pathway.

Sources of organisational support drawn on by the project
localities included:
v

District Council development officers and Older People
Champions (councillors)

v

A councillor and officer in each council with responsibility for
Ageing Well

v

Younger people and organisations, but perhaps not at the
initial stages

v

A trained and supported village/neighbourhood/community
agent type of person.

OPM

In particular it would be helpful to have a co-ordinator to:
v

help pull together and publicise what is being done across
the county

v

enable people who are using the asset mapping approach
to come together from time to time

v

provide or commission training

v

spot struggling areas and get people from the other areas
to help out.

The local authority could establish a support process to enable
this to happen, perhaps identifying the best places in which to
work and mapping the availability of support for such a process.
The outcome would be to support communities in developing
their own local initiatives – and helping them to use private
sector or community funding to make things happen.
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case

Truly embedding the Ageing
Well approach will be about
more than just structures,
partnership agreements
and processes. It requires
a change in the mindset of
professionals, older people
and their communities. It
necessitates seeing older
people positively as assets,
not as a burden or a
deficit.

stud
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case
study
case
study
case
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In a large county in

its key partners

study

At the strategic level there is a
tension between, on the one,
hand the JSNA, powerfully
needs-driven comprehensive
commissioning strategies
and, on the other, the more
local, asset based approach
to finding solutions. As
local authorities and health
services start to navigate
their way through changing
health and social care
systems, our work on
Ageing Well suggests
they will need to find ways to
accommodate these tensions
and dilemmas if they are going
to maximise the contribution
that older people can make
to their own futures, and
minimise the dependency on
statutory services.

A large county
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Councils and other public sector organisations are exploring the
implications of a move away from direct provision, intervention
and doing to communities, towards enabling, capacitybuilding and doing with and for communities. Some of this
can be challenging for organisations and professionals where
professional boundaries are being challenged through new
partnerships with other organisations (such as the private sector,
corporate departments etc) or with older people themselves. It
is important to raise these concerns and support staff with this
change in approach.
Part of this is ensuring that strategic partners move away from
comprehensive planning to an approach based on noticing
and listening. It means understanding where the energy of local
people might be, and responding by supporting them in their
plans, rather than trying to drive things from the centre. All staff
could reflect on their traditional approaches, and how they can
move towards enabling communities rather than providing for
and doing to them. Staff, members and managers should have
opportunities to exchange learning about their experiments,
share ideas and support each other. Senior managers can help
their staff to explore the tensions or obstacles they experience,
and create space for the reflection and learning that enables
culture change to happen.
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health system have been crucial in winning support for new
initiatives and doing much of the work in removing obstacles
and making things happen.
Even a highly community-led approach often needs funds to hire
halls for meetings and to provide refreshments and transport.
The statutory sector also plays an important role in nurturing and
supporting the energy of volunteers. Some people mentioned
the importance of recognising the contribution of older people
(not necessarily through remuneration) – a simple thanks, or the
opportunity to continue to learn and build their skills. An assetbased approach therefore requires thinking about changing
the balance of resource use; and using scarce public-sector
resources in service of the wider resources of the community
- to support, underpin and sustain the effort of individuals and
communities, instead of either trying to do everything or leaving
communities to cope alone.

Resource implications
While many of the ideas that are under development through the
Ageing Well programme involve community and private sector
assets, there is still an important role for the statutory sector.
Some ideas, such as time banking and reward schemes may
need pump-priming or support, others, such as village agents,
may need permanent funding. Our case-study sites suggest
that it should be possible to make far better use of existing
assets, but in several cases the local council has seen the need
to continue funding for preventive activity, or has established
a pump-priming fund to support new ideas. Often skilled and
committed managers and staff from within the council or the
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Ageing Well
Appendix
Lists of ideas (taken from pilot sites)

The Good Idea
			

Improving information advice and
guidance for older people

Why do it?
Older people said it was difficult to know what services /
information is out there. Bringing information into a single
point of contact was needed. This is important because:
‘Communication is key – older people need to know what is
going on in their local community to combat social isolation.’
What will make it work well for older people?
It would be helpful to simplify the information that is already out
there, for example, regarding the benefits system, and having
simple, easy to understand plain English information that is
written and web based. Older people wanted to know where
to find out about services and activities going on, support for
form-filling etc as well as knowing about networks and agency
processes for housing, health, residential care – these are
currently causing confusion.
For many older people, their first approach to trying to find
information was contacting their relatives. A lot of older people
46
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have learnt to use computers, which has opened up a whole
new world although they now use it to write complaint letters!
However, technology can be a barrier for older people and there
were concerns that over-use of computers lessens face-to-face
interaction. Older people valued having the option of accessing
information or advice through personal contact as even using
the phone does not always resolve problems.
How could it be organised?
It was proposed that a communication hub be developed to
provide a single point of access for information about activities,
services, opportunities, networks and support for older people.
The hub would be able to signpost older people to more
specialist sources of information such as benefits advice,
Citizen’s Advice Bureau etc.
It may be that this hub is located within the emergent local
HealthWatch for the area, as the lead agency responsible for
supporting the well-being of all citizens including older people.
There is considerable scope for the recommendations for
Ageing Well to be incorporated into the specification of the
new HealthWatch so that it is providing this targeted advice,
signposting and information to older people.
How would older people get used to it?
By walking in, over the phone, online but also through existing
people such as village agents or champions, libraries, shops and
other places that people often visit.
The Good Idea
			

Village agent scheme or community
champions

Why do it?
Older people said that as they were getting older they start to
lose their network of friends and neighbours. The rural nature of
the area also exacerbates social and geographical isolation for
older people. Living and working on a farm in a rural area is also
concerning as this becomes difficult to manage as people get
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older. Being able to get out and about and access activities in
the community becomes more difficult and this is worsened by
transport problems.
What will make it work well for older people?
The champions would be identified as people who are active
and already have good networks and communication channels
into older people in their community.
How could it be organised?
The champions would each receive training from the Council,
as well as the necessary checks and any formalised training
such as First Aid etc. They would also each receive a mobile
phone and a laptop which would help research activities,
provide information and be a way of contacting people and
their champions to ask for advice or information. In order to
build continuous learning and peer support, the champions
themselves could meet up regularly (with or without the council
and other agencies) to share information, troubleshoot and
maintain their confidence and energy.
How would older people get used to it?
Some older people, carers or neighbours would contact the
village agent / community champion directly by phone or by
meeting them personally or out and about. Others may be
contacted directly by the agent who has been asked to do
so, to provide some help and advice. Agents and champions
will also ensure that everyone has easy access to information
so that they can themselves pass it on to friends, family and
neighbours. In this way the agents and champions can build up
the knowledge about services and opportunities amongst local
community.
The Good Idea

Time banking

Why do it?
It enables older people to use their skills and talents and
draw on those of others. Giving or receiving could include
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time, reading books to others, knitting, housework, cooking,
gardening, (online) shopping, help with simple electrics,
computing skills, help with mobile phones etc., for example,
baby sitting, mending things, cake decoration, teaching
people to cook special meals and make themselves, advising
on gardening. Because time banking brings together people
who want to help other people it also helps foster a stronger
community that allows the community to become more resilient,
self-sufficient and energised.

Sloppy slipper exchange

What will make it work well for older people?

The aims of slipper exchange are to:

Just like in a babysitting circle, people get the help they need
and help each other out by taking turns to be responsible for
some of the care and practical support that we all need from
time to time. For every hour participants deposit in a time bank
by giving practical help and support to others, they are able to
withdraw equivalent support in time when they themselves need
something doing. A real plus about time banking is that people
of all ages and abilities can join in and exchange a whole range
of skills.

•

Provide older people with suitable footwear that will prevent
falls and related injuries, and in turn, relieve pressure on
GPs and hospitals

•

Provide health and wellbeing advice to older people at the
point of contact.

How could it be organised?
Some time banks grow out of the activities of existing
organisations such as community associations or might be
something that is support by a village agent or champion. There
is a national association of time banks that can provide lots of
help and advice about how to get up and running.
How would older people get used to it?
People often think they don’t have anything to offer or that
anyone can do what they can do, or do it better. This puts
people off joining time banks hence some effort needs to be put
into helping people to identify what they have to offer and giving
them the confidence to do so. Holding informal meetings where
people who are interested in time banking get to know one
another and find out what they can offer each other help build
the confidence and links between people to get things going.

OPM

Why do it?
Older people are often at increased risk of suffering a fall and
injuring themselves. This may sometimes require a stay in
hospital for some particularly frail older people. Falls prevention
for older people is crucial in supporting the independence
and wellbeing of older people as well as decreasing avoidable
demand for emergency and acute health services.

What will it provide?
Older people bring in their old, worn out and possibly dangerous
slippers to exchange for new and well fitted slippers that have
been specially designed for older people to reduce falls. As
part of this, they would also get information about health and
wellbeing. Some older people’s feet change in size throughout
the day because of swellings. Some slipper exchanges provide
adjustable slippers for this reason.
The project would be targeted at those who need it most, for
example older people who are house bound, socially isolated or
frail.
How could it be organised?
The preferred method is to hold an open day where older people
can come and have their feet measured, exchange their slippers
for new ones and receive further advice. It may be advantageous
to host the day in non-professional settings, for example a
leisure centre, to introduce older people to the centre and
provide exercise and fitness advice.
People can be asked for their sizes prior to ordering and,
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before collecting a new pair of slippers, can complete a short
questionnaire. This could consist of a series of questions to
ascertain important information about foot health, other health
conditions, balance and mobility and their home situation. This
helps to check the suitability of the new slippers and assess
the risk of falling, highlighting if the individual would benefit from
referral to other services to reduce the risk of falling in the home,
e.g. home safety checks and adaptations. Agencies related to
accident prevention and health can be on hand with displays
and information as part of the health fair to facilitate referrals for
a variety of needs, such as the Community Falls Assessment
Service, podiatry services, the Fire Service, care and repair and
GP services.
This could also be delivered in the area through the Poultec van,
mobile libraries, doctors’ surgeries etc. This would need to be a
multi-agency approach involving the primary care trust, the Falls
Prevention Team and slipper providers – which could be a local
firm such as Hotter / Cosyfeet (they have experience in dealing
with problem feet).
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It may be possible to train people on how to fit
slippers correctly. Involving voluntary sector staff and
community volunteers in particular means that the
fitting can be provided to older people by their peers.
Providing training for a voluntary sector organisation
can build in some sustainability or create a different
model of delivery. For example, a Neighbourhood
Network Scheme could put on subsequent events or
deliver the initiative in small groups or on home visits
to new members.
Another way to build in sustainability is to involve
young people through an inter-generational project.
For example there is potential for young people to film
or help with publicising the scheme.

What resources are required?
Funding needs to be sourced for the slippers, if they are to be
provided free or at a subsidised rate. Transport, refreshments,
publicity and equipment costs also need to be considered.
Walsall had run a sloppy slipper campaign at a cost of £4,000
which allowed older people to exchange their old slippers for
new and this campaign had been a great success. The Health
Promotion Partnership in West Suffolk was given a £3,000 grant
from the Local Strategic Partnership and slippers were bought.
This project could be fully funded through, for example, the
Living Longer, Living Well Fund, or subsidised with means
testing.
Sustainability
This could include putting together an information pack
containing ordering details, which the groups could use in the
future when replacement slippers are required.
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