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Bell Green Silver Surfers  

Introduction 

People’s Health Trust believes in a world without health inequalities. The 

Trust funds small and local projects in neighbourhoods that are most 

affected by health inequalities with funding generated through The Health 

Lottery. Active Communities is one of its funding programmes and grants 

aim to support people to create or shape local projects that will help their 

community or neighbourhood to become even better, and require local 

people to design and run these projects. Typically lasting up to two years, 

the grants are between £5,000 and £50,000 for each project. The 

programme’s main intended outcomes are: 

 Collective Control: Ideas designed and led by local people. Regular 

participation of residents, who are empowered to lead and take 

ownership of the project design, delivery and development. 

 Social links and ties: Stronger connections between people. 

Decreased social isolation and loneliness, and improved connection, 

friendships and collective support networks among participants. 

Drawing on face-to-face interviews and group discussions in spring 2016, 

and follow-up visits in spring 2017 and winter 2017, the case study 

explains how people came together to shape and lead the Silver Surfers 

project and share what they have learnt and achieved as part of the 2016 

- 18 Active Communities evaluation.  

 

 

 

 

 

Key facts 

HealthThrive 
Coventry Health 

Community Interest 

Company (CIC) area 

£19,964 of People’s 

Health Trust funding 

Main activities 

Weekly IT sessions for 

people aged over 60, to 

keep connected with 

friends and family and 

stay active in the local 

community 

Key outcomes 
 Improved social 

links and ties 

 Increased 

confidence, 

knowledge, skills 

and assets  

 Collective action 

and control 

 

 

 

https://www.healthlottery.co.uk/
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About the project 

Based in Bell Green, Coventry, this IT support group is run for and by 

people over 60; most participants are in their 70s and 80s. The group 

meets on a Thursday morning in an area of Coventry, which faces 

disadvantage and social isolation. A small group of older people designed 

the project. They wanted to develop their IT and social media skills to 

improve their social ties and personal wellbeing, given the emphasis on 

digital communication in modern life. Many participants had tried IT 

courses at local colleges and community venues and found them to be too 

pressurised and structured, often culminating in a test or an exam. The 

group wanted to set the pace and ask for support and reminders as and 

when needed. Silver Surfers has been at capacity for a number of years, 

and has a waiting list. 

The group secured two grants from People’s Health Trust. Following the 

success of the first project, People’s Health Trust agreed to fund an IT 

support worker, who had previously volunteered for the group, providing 

additional one-to-one support for participants. At the time of the first visit, 

the project focused on increasing participants’ confidence and skills to use 

laptops. This continued, but by the second visit, the project was providing 

more one-to-one support to help people use mobile devices, particularly 

smart phones, tablets and iPad. By mid-2017, the project had secured in-

kind support from Coventry City Council, which provided reconditioned 

laptops for the project, as well as funding from a local community fund to 

purchase some supportive chairs for the group.   

How are local people shaping and leading the project? 

The group has a Chair, Vice Chair, Treasurer and Secretary, who 

constitute the volunteer management group for the project. The group all 

have equal weight in decision-making and work collaboratively. All 

decisions are taken to the wider management committee for discussion 

and agreement, and the volunteers take forward the agreed actions. They 

are all older people who participate in the group. The Chair had the original 

vision for the project and set up the management committee structure with 

the other founding members (the Treasurer and Secretary).  

Volunteers and participants take an active role in designing the sessions; 

not only through the volunteer management group but also during the 

weekly meeting in the coffee break, when the group becomes a 

management committee, discussing local community issues, voting on 

project developments and any potential visitors to the project. The group 

commented that this arrangement works because they know exactly what 

is going on and what is required of them, and are able to raise suggestions 

informally. Topics discussed range from the Treasurer’s quarterly reports 

and the programme evaluation, through to people’s birthdays and ideas for 

the Christmas party.   

“We all take part, everything is discussed at this table, we don’t make a 

decision unless they all know about it.” (Participant volunteer) 

“It’s an opportunity for a discussion about anything that needs decision 

making and also to gain feedback on learning, ideas. We talk about 

anything in the news like scams, awareness raising.” (Project staff) 

“It’s an opportunity for 

a discussion about 
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(Project staff) 
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However, often participants also shaped the content and format of 

sessions informally through conversations with the IT tutor and support 

worker.  

What has the project achieved? 

Improved social links and ties  

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. In this way, the group has reduced social isolation and 

increased the social connectedness of volunteers and participants alike, 

enhancing personal wellbeing.  

 “I find the company really helps, especially since I lost my wife. The social 

side is very good, the spirit of the group is very good.” (Participant) 

“We all get on brilliantly, everyone gets on with everyone… It’s more of a 

friendship than just a lesson.” (Participant) 

“The happiness of our group is the main thing… They’re all laughing and 

happy. It’s much better than going to a doctor’s surgery, and I’m sure it 

helps with dementia… You’re using your brain, it’s not stagnating.” 

(Participant volunteer) 

The group has an active Facebook page and share pictures online of their 

respective days out. They organise an annual Christmas party and have 

tried to organise days out, but some of the group are not keen on travelling 

as they have health conditions. Participants were keen to learn about 

social media so they can communicate with family members living 

elsewhere, and to feel more connected to their grandchildren.  

“Its things we want to learn, my friend came along because she wanted to 

learn…her families live aboard so she couldn’t contact her grandchildren. 

Now she can email and skype and see her grandchildren. She just wanted 

it for a specific purpose.” (Participant volunteer) 

The group have developed collective support networks, supporting 

each other within the group and more widely helping their respective 

friends and neighbours. For example, if someone misses a session a 

member of the group will check on their wellbeing.  

“We look after each other as well… Living on your own, sometimes you 

don’t see anyone for days and you get lonely. So when you come here, 

you hear the news.” (Project lead) 

Participants share learning with their peers. The group give each other 

information and advice about how to use their new IT skills in their 

everyday lives, such as how to search online for offers at local garden 

centres and order flowers on the internet. The group raise awareness of 

local issues such as scams, bogus callers, and parking tickets.   

“It’s giving people what they need… general advice and sharing IT know-

how.” (Project staff) 

“We look after each 

other as well… Living 

on your own, 
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(Project lead) 
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Increased confidence, knowledge, skills and assets 

Participants commented that they have become more confident over time 

because of the practical sessions, which encourage participants to 

incorporate IT into their daily lives. The project is making IT more 

accessible and reducing financial barriers for older people as often the best 

deals are now online. For example, participants have developed their 

digital skills with the help of the IT tutor and a support worker, enabling 

them to shop online, find deals on car or home insurance, book holidays, 

look up train times, and renew their driving licences and TV licences online. 

One participant sold her house online. Participants have learnt how to set 

up a secure payment facility. This was reassuring for several participants 

who were concerned about the security of their bank account details 

online.  

The project supported participants to increase their knowledge and 

understanding of IT and social media, including laptops, tablets and 

iPads. (The second grant provides additional support to develop 

participants IT skills further, using a range of mobile devices, particularly 

smart phones). The group set the pace for the sessions, enabling those 

with health conditions to work at their own speed. This approach is proving 

very effective, helping improve memory and concentration. 

“Here you work at your own speed, that’s the beauty of it…They take you 

through things again and again and again if necessary, and you don’t feel 

stupid… no-one judges you.” (Participant) 

Supporting older people’s confidence to use online services is increasingly 

important as services such as GP surgeries and local authorities provide 

more information and booking systems online. The Silver Surfers 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, exploring issues such as scams and data protection.  

“It’s important to learn more so we don’t get left behind.” (Participant) 

“It’s made me feel safer and it’s made my family know I’m safe, because 

they know I know how to do it.”(Participant) 

Carol’s story 

Carol has been involved in Silver Surfers since the beginning. Carol has 

Parkinson’s disease and had tried a variety of routes to learn about IT, 

but found other courses were too static. Carol’s condition means she has 

good days and bad days and she needed a course that offered more 

flexibility.   

“At Silver Surfers I can learn at my own pace, do what I want to do, it’s 

perfect for me. I’ve got Parkinson’s, so lots of things are difficult. People 

assist me on an individual basis. It’s more user-friendly for me… there’s 

no pressure to catch up or keep up. I learn what I want, when I want.”  
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Having attended the group for several years, Carol feels more confident 

and able to use IT on her own initiative, having a positive impact on her 

personal wellbeing. 

“My confidence has grown. I can use my iPhone a lot better, if I’m stuck 

on anything I can ask for help. Silver Surfers is pitched right. I’ve been 

able to adapt what I’ve learnt.” 

Silver Surfers has also increased her independence. 

“I don’t feel isolated any more. I know that I can pick up my phone or 

tablet… I can go where I like, I can keep in touch with people. I email a 

lot of people now! I emailed the council… and they emailed me back. If 

I have to do anything differently, people accept that. Sometimes I just 

fiddle with the computer because that’s the level I’m at that week. It’s 

increased my freedom and [my] ability to move about. I’m never 

frightened because I’ve got my iPhone. If I want to see who is calling 

me, I can see them [with video calls]. I’m not isolated. I couldn’t have 

done that had they not been flexible enough here to show me how to do 

it.”  

Carol is sharing her new skills with friends and neighbours, helping them 

to sell their houses online after learning how to do so with the group. 

Carol is able to use the skills she has learnt at Silver Surfers to help 

manage her condition, which has improved her personal wellbeing. 

She also outlines how central collective control and social ties are to the 

group dynamic.  

“It’s an acknowledgement we are all older, we all have our own skills 

and abilities, we bring what we want to bring to the group, and we take 

away what we want and need to take away.” 

Over time, participants’ independence has increased, as they become 

increasingly confident in applying their IT skills independently in their own 

homes as well as out in the community. 

“I find it amazing when you’ve got to do something; when it’s crunch time, 

how much you do retain… I found it very helpful organising train tickets 

through the computer.” (Participant) 

“What we’ve seen is that as people grow in confidence, they are more open 

to having additional devices at home. A smart phone rather than a push 

button one… they are getting much more adventurous… developing more 

at home”. (Project staff) 

As participants developed the skills and confidence to use IT and social 

media independently, they also reported increased happiness and life 

satisfaction, further strengthening their personal wellbeing. Participants 

described the benefits of using social media to contact family members 

whilst out on trips, using FaceTime, WhatsApp, emails or text.  

“You don’t feel alone when you go home, you can carry on. If you want 

company when you get home and don’t want the telly on, you can play 

games.” (Participant) 
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Collective action and control  

The project supports collective control, through the volunteer management 

group and committee meetings. The volunteer management group 

includes a Chair, Vice Chair, Treasurer and Secretary, who all work 

collaboratively together and derive a lot of pride from running the group. 

The volunteers and participants have a clear sense of community 

ownership and leadership over the project.  

The project works because it reflects local needs and aspirations, taking 

into account people’s age, ability and health. Participants explained that 

other courses feel too structured and they would worry about being left 

behind if they missed a session. The group are able to set their own pace 

and items can be repeated if necessary, which they find a far more 

effective way to learn.  

”You can drop back if you want to, gather your thoughts and then pick up 

again. It’s a mixed ability group, there is no pressure.” (Participant) 

Volunteers and participants are also empowered to provide peer support, 

increasing their sense of belonging to their community. For example, some 

participants have helped neighbours to access online deals and one 

volunteer/participant is leading a dispute with the local council on behalf of 

his neighbours. The group enjoy sharing experiences and knowledge.  

 “It gives you a common goal.” (Participant)  

“No one pressures us at all, I like Silver Surfers. I sit next to people on the 

bus and we’ll be looking at my phone, it opens up friendships. It’s a pretty 

good place to be in my life, we are more like a family, people care about 

each other.” (Participant) 

Longer-term outcomes 

The group are confident that the project model could affect change over 

the longer term, and have hosted several visits from members of Coventry 

City Council, sharing learning about how their project could be replicated 

in other neighbourhoods. In this way, the project could influence the 

development of neighbourhood services.  Silver Surfers offers a successful 

empowerment model, which the Council would like to see replicated. The 

Council would like to encourage new groups to run similar arrangements 

themselves, with the council providing some resources in the form of 

laptops.  

“The City Council recognises the importance of raising awareness and 

increasing access. Silver Surfers have been very successful in addressing 

social inclusion, making sure people have access to online services for 

communication... We would like to showcase Silver Surfers and replicate 

this. Our recent initiative has made 200 Council refurbished laptops 

available to groups such as the Silver Surfers. They have achieved a lot… 

the more we can do to expand this knowledge and insight across the city, 

the better.” (Partner) 

By promoting autonomous learning and increasing mental agility, and with 

some participants and volunteers commenting that they felt happier and 

less anxious as a result of joining Silver Surfers (particularly in the 

evenings when many of them are at home alone), in the longer-term the 

project is also helping to improve participants’ overall health and 

wellbeing.  
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  “I never used to do anything at home before, I just used to sit and read. I 

am definitely more interactive [online] at home now… Time goes so fast 

when you’re doing it!” (Participant) 

Over time, the project has supported the personal development of a 

volunteer, who has now become a paid member of staff, in recognition of 

her increased IT skills and central role in supporting the group.  

What has worked well?  

 Bottom-up design. The project was designed by local people, who led 

on the bid for both of their grant applications to People’s Health Trust, 

and steered the project’s developments. The project design, which 

gives participants formal control of decisions through the volunteer 

management group as well as informal control through the ‘committee 

meeting’ style coffee breaks, ensures that the project is truly member 

led.  

 Flexibility. The focus and pace of sessions are set by participants. This 

is very important as some members of the group have health 

conditions, so they value being able to repeat steps and ask questions 

as necessary. This course is primarily recreational, and this ensures 

the project focuses on the needs of participants, rather than following 

a pre-determined curriculum. 

What are the lessons? 

 Providing an appropriate level of technical support. Whilst the group 

value their autonomy to manage the group and set the tone and pace 

of sessions, support from the professional IT tutor is greatly valued. In 

addition to IT support, the tutor helped the volunteer management 

group write the funding bid and complete the project survey. The 

additional one-to-one support the second IT worker provides is also 

felt to be invaluable, enabling the group to work at their own pace and 

ask for advice as needed. The group value their autonomy in being 

able to employ professionals to work alongside them, and stated that 

they could not run the course themselves.  

The future 

The grant from People’s Health Trust enables the group to hire a room in 

a community centre and, as this is a regular fixture, it is helping to 

safeguard a community venue with a consistent revenue stream. Everyone 

pays a weekly subsidy of £2.50, money the group are saving to sustain the 

project. At the time of the second follow-up visit, the project was continuing 

to progress towards saving enough funds to become self-sustaining for 

two years.  

“At the end of this year we should have enough to cover everything for two 

years…We won’t apply again for two years now...That was the goal, to 

help yourself. We will always be looking for money but we want to give 

other groups the chance.” (Project lead) 
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  Whilst the group has continued to meet consistently throughout the course 

of the evaluation, what stands out is the constant membership and 

commitment of local people, the dedication of participant volunteers, the 

strength of the project’s social links and community connections. These 

factors gave participants the confidence to re-apply to People’s Health 

Trust and successfully secure a second and, later, a third round of funding, 

and to liaise with Coventry City Council to secure reconditioned laptops. 

The outcomes are clearly having a positive impact outside the project too, 

and are likely to be further sustained by participants and volunteers, 

producing ripple effects in the community as they support friends, family 

and neighbours to improve their own IT skills and confidence, thereby 

reducing their isolation. 

“This group is thriving and they are doing really, really well.” (Partner) 

 

 


