
BELL GREEN SILVER SURFERS  |  ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

   

PEOPLE’S HEALTH TRUST - ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY 
  

Introduction 

This case study focuses on how the 
Bell Green Silver Surfers project was 
conceived, and what it aims to do 
and achieve, as part of the 
evaluation of the Active 
Communities Programme managed 
by People’s Health Trust. The report 
draws on interviews with the project 
team, volunteers and participants, 
observation of the group in session 
and the monitoring information 
submitted as part of the 
programme’s six monthly review 
cycle. 

About the project 

This is an IT support group designed 
for people over 60, although most 
participants are in their 70s and 80s. 
The group control the focus of 
activities and the pace of the group. 

The group meets on a Thursday from 
10am -12 noon in a local community 
centre. A coffee break is held at the 
mid-point and this is a focal point for 
the group to discuss emerging 
issues, catch-up with each other, and 
discuss any potential visitors to the 
project. The project was a new idea 
designed by older people, who 
wanted an IT course where they set 
the pace and could ask for support 
and reminders as and when needed. 
Many participants had tried IT 
courses at local colleges and 
community venues before, and 
consistently reported these to be too 
pressurised and structured, often 
focused on a test or an exam at the 
end.  

The project is based in Bell Green, an 
area of Coventry which faces 
disadvantage and social isolation. 
The community centre where the  

 
project is based is accessible for local 
people. The project is helping to 
sustain the community centre, which 
is the only local meeting point, as a 
number of other services, including 
the local library, have recently been 
closed down. By working together 
with local people, the project aims to 
improve older people’s confidence 
and interactions, by helping them 
up-date their communication skills. 
This is essential for social and 
emotional wellbeing, given the 
emphasis on digital communication 
in modern life.  

“This is a [disadvantaged] area and 
that’s why we qualify for the 
grant…It’s a run down area, 
everything is closing, even the library 
is closely shortly. There are no 
facilities for old people…it’s all for 
youth clubs and people looking for 
work.” (Project team) 

This project was new in that it was 
designed by older people, for older 
people. The focus is on the older 
people identifying their own needs 
and setting the pace. The group is 
very informal - the teacher might run 
short training sessions, but the 
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emphasis is on working individually 
or in small groups, with the IT 
teacher and IT volunteer providing 
support and advice as and when 
necessary. Some participants had 
negative experiences of learning and 
education in the past. The group 
highlighted the importance of the 
project being low cost (a lot of IT 
courses expect people to pay up-
front which older people can't 
afford). 

Main findings 

 Through their engagement with 
the project, older people have 
improved social links and ties, 
particularly with family living far 
away and grandchildren. This 
project is particularly interesting 
given its ability to improve inter-
generational interactions and 
promote inclusivity using digital 
communication tools.  

 By working with and for the local 
community, the project is 
providing a range of ways for 
older people to contribute to 
project design and delivery that 
are proportionate and 
appropriate. As a result older 
people are able to set the pace 
and focus of each session and 
are satisfied with the amount of 
‘collective control’ they have. 
The project is run by older 
people, for older people, in a 
volunteering capacity. 

 The social aspect of the group is 
highly valued, as much so as the 
IT content. The group engenders 
a sense of community belonging 
and increases social connections.  

 The project has plugged a gap in 
local service provision, providing 
a free IT and social media course 
delivered in a format and at a 
pace that suits its client group.  

 The project is very inclusive, 
supporting several participants 
with medical conditions to 
increase their interaction in 
society through the use of social 
media.   

 

Who is involved?  

The Silver Surfers management 
structure is a good example of 
collective control. The Group has a 
Chair, Treasurer and Secretary, who 
all work in a voluntary capacity. They 
are all older people and are also 
participants. The Chair led the 
development of the project 
application. The group employs an IT 
teacher which they pay from the 
grant, who is a qualified IT teacher. 
People’s Health Trust pays for 
weekly sessions for the group, two 
hours a week. The IT teacher’s 
daughter is a volunteer for the 
group, providing additional support.  

“I just came to learn the computer, I 
wasn’t a Treasurer. I just took it on, I 
was very naive, I didn’t really know 
anything at all. Everyone helped, and 
I take charge of the money now, and 
take a record of what comes in and 
what goes out. I’ve learnt words I 
didn’t even know! ‘Restricted funds’ 
etc.” (Project team)   

The Treasurer is involved in 
monitoring activities for People’s 
Health Trust and every six months 
she produces a Treasurer’s report 
which she shares with the group so 
they can see how the money is being 
spent. Participants are asked to 

contribute £2.50 a week and the 
Chair banks the money; these funds 
will be used to sustain the project in 
the longer term. The Secretary 
keeps attendance records which 
feed into the monitoring reports for 
People’s Health Trust.  

The role of volunteers is vital in 
running the project. The participants 
take an active role in designing the 
sessions; they are engaged during 
the weekly meeting in the coffee 
break about social media skills they 
would like to learn, and potential 
visitors to the group. 

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

The project has been running for 
about 15 months. Participants 
explore a range of social media tools 
and applications including the 
internet, Facebook, and Skype to 
reduce their social and emotional 
isolation. For example, participants 
learn how to utilise online search 
engines so they can do cost 
comparisons and book travel, 
insurance etc. In this way the project 
is reducing financial barriers for older 
people and reducing digital isolation. 
Collective control is also evident 
through peer support and 
befriending: 

“We’re a good group, we have a laugh 
and a joke as well…We are a team, we 
all help each other, if one can’t do 
something then another will help, we 
just help each other.” (Participant) 

The sessions are very practical and 
help participants feel confident in 
using IT to support their daily lives. 
For example the teacher helps 
participants learn to search online 
for pharmaceutical products, and to 
find deals on car or home insurance, 
look up train times, and renew 
driving licenses and TV licenses 
online.  
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“It’s empowering older people to use 
that technology that younger people 
take for granted. So they can hunt out 
bargains and find those products that 
aren’t available in the shops.” (Project 
team)  

Participants have learnt how to do 
online shopping and been shown 
how to set up a secure payment 
facility. This was important to 
several participants who were 
concerned about the security of their 
bank account details online:  

“We can go online now and buy things 
cheaply from Amazon…I sent flowers 
to my sister online.” (Participant) 

“We can compare prices online which 
is very useful.” (Participant)  

 

What has the project 
achieved?  

The project supports collective 
control, as in addition to the 
volunteer management group, 
another project participant is about 
to step up to be the new Chair of the 
group. The Chair, Treasurer and 
Secretary work very collaboratively 
together and derive a lot of pride 
from running the group: 

“I get a great sense of achievement, I 
really do. Some people have said they 
want to put me up for an award but I 
have what I want – to see the group 
happy…I always wanted the group to 
be a real group, we’ve been so 
lucky…everyone gets on and is happy 
together…you hear them laughing.” 
(Project team)  

The project has achieved an 
appropriate level of more focussed 
and collective control amongst 
participants through the committee 
meetings and peer support.  

The group records a high level of 
satisfaction on feedback forms and 
can demonstrate clear learning gains 
and new IT skills amongst 
participants. Participants have learnt 
to use a variety of IT equipment, 
including computers, tablets and 
iPads: 

“I’ve learnt how to use Facebook and 
how to do attachments on email…I’ve 
had so much help to do those things 
here.” (Participant)  

“I didn’t know anything about 
emailing or Facebook before.” 
(Participant) 

The project is thereby reducing 
digital isolation and reducing 
financial barriers for older people as 
often the best deals are now online. 
Participants commented that they 
feel more engaged, confident, and 
alert since participating in the 
project, as it helps improve memory 
and concentration. 

“It makes you a lot more confident, I 
was worried I’d break it [the IT] 
before…It was a foreign language to 
me, I’d see the kids on it.” 
(Participant)  

“We are the only age group that never 
had IT at work or school, so the gap 
for us was really big…I worked for 42 
years and it was only in the last two 
years that they bought computers in.” 
(Project team) 

Increasing older people’s confidence 
to use online services is becoming 
increasingly important with services 
such as GP Surgeries providing more 
information and booking systems 
online. The project also helps older 
people maintain their privacy and 

feel more in control of their personal 
information. In addition, it helps 
older people feel more in control of 
their personal finances with benefits 
and pensions services increasingly 
being digitalised. This is particularly 
important as people get older and 
may feel more vulnerable and wary 
about providing personal 
information in person or over the 
telephone. The group discuss 
keeping safe online, discussing 
issues such as scams and data 
protection. This is broadened out to 
wider discussions on scams in the 
community.  

The project is reducing social and 
emotional isolation. Participants 
were keen to learn about social 
media so they could use it to 
communicate with family members 
living elsewhere, and to feel more 
connected to their grandchildren. 
Some participants have learnt to use 
Skype: 

“I now have a weekly Skype call with 
my grandson which I didn’t have 
before…I can see him on the screen 
and talk to him and my son at the 
same time, it’s lovely….I can see their 
reaction… I don’t see them very often 
being that distance, I don’t drive that 
far anymore on motorways.” 
(Participant)   

“We respond to individuals’ 
needs…some have family abroad and 
want to get in touch via Skype, 
Facebook, email…someone likes to do 
historical research. We are responding 
to individuals’ needs and supporting 
them with where they want to go with 
their learning.” (Project team) 

The project is empowering and 
increases participants’ sense of 
belonging to their community. For 
example, some participants have 
helped neighbours to access online 
deals. The group often help each 
other, for example the Chair helped 
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another participant delete unwanted 
files on their home PC following the 
teacher’s guidance. The project 
helps people reconnect with their 
neighbours, establish common 
ground and develop a sense of 
community belonging by attending a 
weekly activity. Some participants 
have helped their neighbours who 
don’t want to report problems to the 
Council in person, and in this sense 
the project is promoting collective 
control. For example one participant 
made an online complaint to the 
Council’s Planning Department on 
behalf of his neighbour. Participants 
have developed digital skills to 
support the local community. For 
example, one participant helped a 
neighbour apply for a visa online to 
visit a family member abroad. The 
neighbour felt more comfortable 
trusting her neighbour than asking 
an outside organisation for help. 

“It gets people out of the house, that’s 
the main issue, getting elderly people 
out of the house.” (Project team) 

Several participants knew each other 
previously and had been referred to 
the project by word-of-mouth, such 
as through a local walking group. 
The group provides a forum for local 
people to develop new friendships, 
get to know their neighbours and 
increase their sense of belonging to 
their community: 

“Just coming out on a Thursday to 
meet people and have a chat, I enjoy 
that, getting out of the house…I didn’t 
know any of these people before, you 
feel more part of the community now. 
You find out what’s going on in the 
community which you wouldn’t know 
if you were just sitting in your house.” 
(Participant)  

The project has also helped one of 
the volunteers increase their 
confidence to move on in their own 
life: 

“I’d had a bit of a rough time at school 
and they said ‘come along, it’ll boost 
your confidence’, and they haven’t 
been able to get rid of me since!...This 
helped me get my job at Morrison’s 
and prepare for the interview. When I 
came here I didn’t want to speak to 
anyone and now it’s like ‘yeah, I’ll do 
it, its fine!’ It’s really boosted my 
confidence.” (Volunteer)    

 

What has worked well?  

 The project was designed by 
local people, who led on the bid 
and subsequent development of 
the project. The project started 
in 2010, with a small grant from 
the Heart of England 
Community Foundation and ran 
a beginners computer course in 
the local library which was 
mainly attended by older people, 
so they knew there was a need 
for the project. The Heart of 
England Community Foundation 
told them about People’s Health 
Trust and helped them complete 
the application form: 

“We are all involved in everything.” 
(Project team)  

 The project works because the 
focus and pace of sessions are 
set by the participants.  This 
course is primarily recreational, 
there is no exam at the end: 

“It’s as much social as its learning, 
which is good. A lot of us wouldn’t be 
doing anything for those two hours, 
just sitting about, so it’s good, it gets 
you out.” (Participant)  

“It’s less pressured.” (Participant) 

“Older people were frightened of 
computers…on other courses they 
have had to keep up but here they 
know everyone is on their level. There 
is no pressure.” (Project team)  

 The participants are able to 
exercise collective control:  

“Generally people come in each week 
and say what they’d like to do. They 
have a go themselves and ask me or 
one of the others if they need help.” 
(Project team) 

 The teacher includes online 
quizzes, competitions and 
challenges to make the sessions 
fun. This increases participants’ 
confidence online, by searching 
for answers to general 
knowledge questions: 

“It builds confidence…some of these 
people have had quite bad learning 
experiences in other 
environments…they may have been 
ignored by the tutor and can’t go as 
fast as some other people, so they 
make the assumption that they are no 
good. So this is about getting them to 
recognise what they have done; ‘look 
at this, its brilliant!’” (Project team) 

 Everyone feels engaged and 
valued - the "committee 
meeting" style coffee breaks are 
an important factor in this and 
engender collective control. For 
example, this provided an 
opportunity for the Chair to ask 
the group if they were willing to 
be a case study, he did not 
decide for them. It is very 
democratic:  

“They explain who the potential 
visitors are and ask the group if they 
would like the visitors to come along, 
so we are involved in decision 
making…The visitors them come and 
sit at the table and interact with 
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everyone, so everyone has their say.” 
(Participant)   

“Within a couple of weeks of joining 
the group, everyone feels they have as 
much say as anyone else…We are like 
one big family.” (Project team) 

“We have a coffee break where any 
matters are discussed and voted on, 
it’s like a committee meeting.” 
(Project team) 

 The project also reduces social 
and financial isolation by 
providing a low cost activity for 
pensioners: 

“It was important that we weren’t 
tying people down by asking for a 
lump sum. They could come and pay 
for the two hours…that was the 
attraction, that you pay as you 
come…people don’t want to pay out 
lots of money for something they 
might not like.” (Project team) 

“They are old people who need their 
money, their heating bills are 
colossal.” (Project team)  

 The group managed to secure a 
grant of £700 from Coventry 
Building Society to buy tablets 
for use by the group. People’s 
Health Trust grant covers the 
venue hire and pays the IT 
teacher. The Chair, Secretary 
and Treasure are all volunteers. 
    

 The project is very inclusive. For 
example, one participant has 
Parkinson’s, another cannot read 
and write and one participant is 
very hard of hearing. The IT 
volunteer provides additional 
support as and when necessary.   

“The computer side of it for me has 
been invaluable, I’ve got medical 
conditions, and just being able to work 
at my own pace and know that people 
accept my way of working is really 
important. I’ve been able to apply 

what I’m learning as I go along to help 
manage my condition…when I went 
along to the occupational therapists 
(OTs) last week I was able to go onto 
their mule …computerised equipment 
to exercise my hands. It’s a new piece 
of equipment the OTs are just learning 
about, so I was able to go on it and I 
will be able to add the App. This 
project has helped because I would 
have been frightened of the computer 
before but I’m not now, and will be 
able to use the Apps, and can 
download information for myself 
now…I am gaining confidence and it 
wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t 
been coming here.” (Participant)        

 The project is therefore 
enhancing older people’s sense 
of independence. As their 
confidence grows, participants 
are embracing collective control, 
by helping elderly neighbours to 
use computerised telephones 
and social media.  

 The project records high 
attendance and retention rates: 

“I would think attendance is well over 
90%, which is very good for our age 
group.” (Project team) 

“The attendance and retention rates 
are unique, I’ve never ever had such 
high rates on Further Education 
course I’ve taught. Attendance is way 
over 90% here. Adult education would 
give their eye teeth for retention 
figures like that!” (Project team)  

 The teacher and volunteers 
reflect that the group has helped 
some participants to feel more 
positive generally. They noticed 
at the start that some people 
would arrive at the group 
‘grumbling’ but that no longer 
happens:  

“We call ourselves the happiest group 
of people in Bell Green, and we 
actually are. We just have a bit of fun. 

We have a meeting in the coffee break 
and we talk about anything that’s 
gone on.” (Participant) 

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  

 An on-going challenge for this 
group is engaging younger 
members. The age criteria for 
the group is 60 plus but of the 17 
members, eight are in their 
eighties and most of the others 
are in their mid-late seventies. 
The group is keen to recruit 
more members in their 60s.  

 
 The group is over-subscribed and 

has a waiting list. Several 
participants are attending 
alternate weeks to enable more 
people to access the project.  

The future 

The group is a boost to the 
community centre as it has been 
under threat of closure. By hiring a 
room in the centre the project is 
helping to safeguard a community 
venue. Everyone pays a weekly sub 
and the group are saving the money. 
This will help sustain the group – 
they currently have enough savings 
to continue the group for around 18 
months after the grant period.  

“So we hope we will be able to 
continue the group after the grant has 
run out.” (Project team) 

 


