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Mobilizing Older Adults as Community Changemakers

Virtually every community in the U.S. is seeing rapid growth in its 
older population. Yet few communities have the systems or structures 
needed to leverage the skills and experiences of these individuals. 
Drawing on the experiences of a wide range of community capacity 
building projects, this paper suggests ways nonprofit organizations, 
associations, volunteer centers, Area Agencies on Aging, local and 
state governments, funders, and other community-based groups can 
mobilize older adults as a powerful resource for good. 

A Tremendous Pool 
of Human Resource
As the baby boom generation moves steadily into their retirement years, there is a growing awareness that older 
adults—boomers in their 50s and 60s, as well as people in their 70s and 80s—comprise an incredible reserve 
of talent and life experience. Aging is being reimagined. No longer a time of inactivity and decline, the “golden 
years” today are for many a period of relative health, renewed interest in learning, and fulfillment through encore 
careers or community service. 

“When you have a lot of people who are living longer, more healthfully, then you have a tremendous pool of 
human resource,” observes Tom Endres, a director at National Association of Area Agencies on Aging. “This 
population really wants to be involved. They want to be engaged. They want to use their time and talents to the 
benefit of others.”

Yet few communities have recognized the potential that older adults represent, and even fewer have figured 
out how to successfully engage baby boomers and older adults in ways that truly leverage their unique abilities 
and interests. “The problems of our communities are only going to get worse,” argues Stacey Easterling, 
programme executive at The Atlantic Philanthropies. “The dollars are not going to increase. [This situation] really 
requires funders and communities to adjust the lens and look again at this resource of older adults.”

Since 2009, in nine diverse regions across the nation, communities have successfully mobilized adults age 50 
and older to address a wide range of issues. Collaborators in the Community Experience Partnership have 
learned valuable lessons about how to plan and implement projects that enlist older adults as both employees 
and volunteers. This paper presents an overview of those lessons and suggests concrete ways community 
groups and organizations can more effectively engage older adults to create sustainable change.
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About the Community Experience Partnership

Most American communities struggle with finite financial resources and growing needs. Yet we also stand 
at the precipice of the largest-ever generation of healthy adults reaching the age of traditional retirement. 
A community’s ability to “reinvent aging”—to mobilize this incredible pool of talent, lifelong experience, 
and passion in the service of positive change—has huge potential benefits. This is the premise of the 
Community Experience Partnership (CEP), which is demonstrating the power of engaging older adults in 
rural, suburban, and urban settings from California to Maine. Older adults are bringing new ideas, new skills, 
and new energy to tackle everything from early childhood development to homelessness. CEP is an initiative 
of The Atlantic Philanthropies, and has been developed and managed by the Socius Group consultancy.

Learn more about how this strategy can be transformational for your organization or community, and access  
free resources at ceplearning.org.

Inspiring Participation, 
Overcoming Barriers
The Community Experience Partnership (CEP) initiatives first turned to older adults as a way to address 
important community needs because this population is rich with experience, practical knowledge, personal 
networks, wisdom, and other valuable attributes. From the start, however, each of the nine project teams 
brought their own lens to the strategy. In fact, there are many ways older adults are contributing to change, 
all of which are valid: Established nonprofit organizations often see an opportunity to recruit skilled volunteers. 
Community development groups frequently view older adults as a subset of residents with unique interest and 
capacity for neighborhood development work. Less-formalized or grassroots community projects may identify 
cross-generational organizing as a way to broaden impact. Public entities and even private businesses in need 
of employees with real-world experience may hope to tap a pool of accomplished individuals who are ready for 
encore careers.

Each of these “models” for engaging older adults has taken root in one or more of the nine CEP communities. 
Despite their differences, the work across all contexts has a lot in common. Ongoing outreach and support for 
participants has been essential for CEP projects, and most have come to view the work of “recruitment and 
management” as a process of building and nurturing relationships. The labels for a grassroots initiative may 
be different, and the degree to which engagement efforts are formalized may vary, but the core principles for 
attracting and supporting older adult participants are consistent. 

Ample resources already exist to help community groups create strong volunteer programs. Arguably, most 
of these practices are effective for engaging older adults as community changemakers—paid or unpaid. 
Generational differences do matter and should influence messaging, program design, the shaping of roles and 
responsibilities, and more. Yet the basics of connecting with and supporting volunteers are well-established, 
and hold true for working with baby boomers and older populations, and with those in volunteer roles and 
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in community-focused encore careers. Fundamentally, programs need to understand and speak to the 
motivations that draw participants to community service, inspiring them to participate, while simultaneously 
addressing barriers that make it harder for people to get involved.

The motivations leading older adults to join in CEP community change efforts mostly fit into four categories: 
personal growth, passion for a cause, connection with an institution, and connection with community. Certainly, 
these reasons for participating are as pertinent for young as for older adults. The ways these desires are fulfilled, 
however, often look different for people who have spent decades raising families and building careers.

Personal growth, for example, is largely about finding work that aligns with one’s 
interests and abilities, while also affording opportunities for growth and learning. 
Older adults who have enjoyed long careers in the professional workforce are 
likely to look for volunteer or encore career opportunities that reflect their existing 
levels of accomplishment and ability. A “buyers market” exists in some areas, 
where people can affiliate with the organization or project that has the most-
developed program to take advantage of their skills and interests. 

Conversely, the opposite issue exists: Particularly in resource-poor communities, 
older adults sometimes need help recognizing the tangible value they offer. 
For years they may have pitched in to help neighbors in need, participated in 
community-strengthening activities at houses of worship, helped find homes 
for stray animals, or baked cookies for the school bake sale. Few of these people might describe their 
contributions as “volunteering.” They may not consciously seek opportunities to “use their skills,” and a 
“position description” might discourage them from getting involved. Yet projects that encourage older adults to 
make use of existing life experience and invite them to explore personal interests are powerfully motivating. As 
people move from middle age into the later years of life, when longtime work and family roles frequently change, 
the desire for personal growth assumes greater prominence—regardless of educational, professional, or cultural 
background.

Equally important to older adults is a sense of purpose. CEP projects have been most successful attracting 
people to a cause, as opposed to an activity or task. Older adults—whether they have spent a lifetime in 
a community or are recent transplants following retirement—largely share the values and concerns about 
community life held by their younger neighbors. In CEP projects, older adults have chosen to work on a wide 
range of issues, including early childhood development, revitalizing blighted neighborhoods, literacy, smart 
growth, health care, and more. “We had done ‘seniors helping seniors,’” observes Len McNally, program 
director at New York Community Trust, which funds a CEP initiative to bring fresh fruit and produce into low-
income food deserts. “This is seniors helping everybody.” In fact, many older adults express deep interest and 
find meaning in strengthening their communities for the benefit of future generations.

Programs need to understand and speak to the motivations 
that draw participants to community service, inspiring them to 
participate, while simultaneously addressing barriers that make it 
harder for people to get involved.

Access Tools
A selection of the many 
resources available to 
help build and strengthen 
volunteer programs is 
available at ceplearning.org.
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Older adults—once again, like their younger counterparts—also seek 
connection. Some find satisfaction through the sense of belonging they get 
through a connection with an organization and by seeing how their efforts are 
contributing to something important. Some are driven by a desire for social 
connection, with peers as well as across generations. For people who may 
have lost the social networks they had in the workforce or as parents, the 
opportunity to meet others who share their interests is a powerful motivator.

Capitalizing on the reasons people find fulfillment in community service is 
essential, but so is an awareness of the obstacles that make it difficult for 
people to join and stay involved. This is especially true for older adults. 
Time and again, CEP projects have found that older adults often have 
constraints that differ from younger participants. Just as the workplace of 
the last few decades has evolved to meet the needs of working mothers, 
community organizations can reap significant returns by making modest 
accommodations so that older adults have an easier time helping to 
make change.

A basic barrier for reaching older adults is a lack of readily available 
information: Many say they just don’t know where to go to get more involved. 
Many also face practical barriers that prevent involvement in their communities, including health issues (such 
as the need for affordable insurance), affordable and safe transportation, family obligations such as caregiving 
or foster parenting, and financial concerns such as the need to supplement a fixed income. While there may 
not always be easy solutions to these challenges, organizations hoping to engage older adults often must think 
creatively and flexibly to help participants get past practical barriers.
 

Common motivations for older adult participation in Community Experience Partnership projects

On-the-Ground Learning
For more about the barriers 
for engaging older adults in 
community problem-solving, 
see Beyond the Mainstream 
and Voices of Experience, 
which summarize research 
findings from Community 
Experience Partnership 
initiatives in more than 30 
diverse U.S. communities. 
Both reports are available free 
in the resources section of 
ceplearning.org.

REASONS TO JOIN 
AND STAY ENGAGED

Personal growth

Using and building on existing 
skills, talents, and life experience; 
learning new things; fulfilling a 
personal interest

Passion for a cause

Contributing to a worthy purpose; 
helping one’s community; 

helping one’s neighbors

Connection with 
community

Expanding one’s social 
network; meeting others 
with shared interests; building 
community connection

Connection with 
an institution

Feeling valued for one’s 
contribution; having a sense 

of belonging
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Shifting Our Mindset: 
From Recruiting “Volunteers” to Mobilizing Leaders 

More and more, traditional notions of “volunteering” or “giving back” no longer align with the realities of 
contemporary life. Many older adults are eager to contribute to their communities, yet depend on continued 
income to survive. Those who do have financial security and are able to retire want opportunities to put their 
skills and experience to meaningful use. They are reluctant to be sidelined into incidental or supporting roles, 
and they resent it when community-based organizations treat them merely as extra hands. The proverbial 
“stuffing envelopes” task undervalues the contribution this generation offers. 

Even the language we use sometimes falls short: In some ethnic, immigrant, and faith communities, for 
example, “volunteer” is not a word people use to describe “helping out my neighbors in need” or “making 
my community a better place to live.” (For that matter, “baby boomer” is also a concept and label that works 
for some, but means little to others. A more in-depth exploration of language and related issues can be 
found in Beyond the Mainstream: How Culture Shapes the Way Older Adults Describe and Participate in 
Civic Life, a free research report available at ceplearning.org.)

The essence of the Community Experience Partnership (CEP) initiative has been learning to see older adults 
neither as people who need services, nor as a pool of unpaid workers, but as a source of extraordinary 
knowledge and energy. Rightly or wrongly, “volunteering” too often carries an association of lesser value. 
Despite frequently defaulting to old language, CEP collaborators have come to see older adults as 
innovators capable of building, leading, and sustaining substantial community improvement projects.

Many of the older adults participating in CEP projects have donated time, expanding our understanding of 
what unpaid service can be. This work, however, explicitly embraces lifelong learning and encore career 
opportunities—including paid work and programs such as AmeriCorps Encore that offer living allowances, 
scholarships, or other forms of compensation. In fact, the value that older adults are bringing has been so 
significant that several of CEP’s nonprofit partners have created paid positions—often part-time and with a 
high level of flexibility—in order to retain older adults who have become lynchpins of their teams.

Excerpted from No Substitute for Experience: How Rural, Suburban, and Urban Communities Across the Nation are 
Harnessing the Talents of Older Adults to Tackle Tough Local Challenges, one of many free resources available at 
ceplearning.org.
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Approaches that Work
Most of our institutions—nonprofit organizations, public agencies, and private sector businesses alike—are 
ill-prepared to address barriers and tap into older adult motivations. Community Experience Partnership (CEP) 
projects, however, have surfaced tangible approaches that allow communities to connect with and leverage 
the incredible pool of talent that has reached or is about to reach retirement age. 

Nine CEP sites tested and revised their older adult engagement efforts over a three-year period, incorporating 
feedback from older adults and real-world successes and stumbles. The most effective projects have 
intentionally developed practices tailored to the older adult demographic:

• Allow flexibility in work or volunteer hours. While a small proportion of CEP partners have set 
schedules for participants, most provide participants with flexibility around when and how much time they 
work. Older adults say that this flexibility is critical to their satisfaction and, consequently, their eagerness 
to stay involved over time. Not all older adult volunteers are willing or able to commit to a specific schedule 
or number of hours each week. Some remain in the workforce and need to fit volunteer activities around 
employment schedules; those who are retired want the flexibility to attend to family and other personal 
interests.

• Create diverse, meaningful roles that draw on existing experiences and abilities and connect 
with participant interests. Older adults join CEP projects with a desire to make meaningful contributions 
on an issue of importance to them and their community. While some join projects to learn new skills 
or work in an issue area that is different from what they did in their professional lives, others are eager 
to share their knowledge, skills, and experience, and seek roles where their expertise will be put to 
use. It is also important that participants are able to see value and identify their personal contributions. 
Organizations that are attuned to participants’ reasons for getting involved and that collaborate with 
participants to find good matches are able to create mutually beneficial engagements. Some CEP partners 
work with participants to create tailored roles, while others offer a range of different types of roles from 
which older adults can choose. Flexibility and variety in the types of roles participants play contribute to 
satisfaction with the work as well as retention.

• Be clear about the purpose as well as specific roles and responsibilities older adults are being 
asked to fill. Volunteers and employees alike find meaning when they understand why they are doing 
something. More importantly, a participant who understands the immediate and long-term objectives of 
their work will be more invested and will also be empowered to take initiative. Grassroots projects may 
not create “job descriptions” the way a formal effort does, yet participants still need the same information: 
What are we trying to achieve? What’s my role in this effort? Who’s my point person? Where do I turn 
when I need help or have a question?

• Recruit through word of mouth. Older adults overwhelmingly respond to personal and face-to-face 
recruitment. Satisfied participants recruit others from their own spheres of influence (spouses, friends, 
family members, neighbors, fellow members of faith communities and service organizations, etc.). 
Among CEP projects, relationship-driven activities (e.g., personal invitations, referrals, and word-of-mouth 
communications) have been more productive and sustainable compared with costlier advertisements, 
brochures, print and electronic mail, and other marketing strategies. Local partnerships with area 
organizations (faith-based groups, libraries, senior centers, volunteer centers, etc.) are also valuable to 
recruiting efforts, as are project “champions” who are affiliated with other groups where they can spread 
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the message. It is important to note that outreach that relies exclusively on current participants to attract 
new recruits is likely to discourage diversity. A commitment to engaging fuller representation of a community 
requires thoughtful approaches incorporating culturally appropriate strategies.

• Provide training. Most CEP projects offer training to help older adult participants learn issue-specific 
content (e.g., homelessness, health care) or to teach them skills they will use in their project roles. Many 
older adults join the projects with an interest in developing new skills. Formal trainings as well as informal 
opportunities for information-sharing increase participant comfort with and capacity to do the work. Sites 
structure training opportunities to fit their specific projects: Some offer extensive training at the beginning of 
an engagement, while others provide workshops and technical assistance throughout the course of their 
initiative.  

• Foster social connection. The opportunity to create friendships and feel socially connected through 
volunteer or paid work is a powerful way to attract and retain older adult participants. Particularly in rural 
areas or with isolated communities (such as in immigrant communities in Los Angeles), older adults value 
the social component of the work. In addition to the personal connections older adults create, many 
appreciate opportunities to learn from others. Some CEP sites host events where participants from multiple 
partner organizations can gather, share information about their work, and learn from one another. 

• Recognize and appreciate participants. Older adults consistently say that feeling valued and 
appreciated contributes immensely to their satisfaction and willingness to stay engaged. Many CEP projects 
host formal recognition events to thank older adult volunteers and employees, honor their contributions, 
and celebrate project successes and milestones. Other sites do not hold formal events, but find other 
ways to give thanks and positive feedback about participant contributions to the organizations and the 
community. Regardless of the way in which participants receive recognition, it is overwhelmingly important 
that they know they are adding tangible value to the organization and to their community.

Building Sustainable Capacity 
to Engage Older Adults
Organizations that successfully mobilize older adults to advance their missions reap many long-term rewards. 
At the outset, though, institutions must make investments to shift the way they work with baby boomers and 
older populations. CEP projects that have built sustainable capacity to engage older adults have pursued three 
connected and mutually reinforcing strategies, in both public and private contexts: 

1
Develop explicit policies and programs to involve older adults. It is important to review 
and revise engagement practices, and to create materials and protocols to find, inspire, train, 
integrate, and sustain older adult workers or volunteers. The approaches described in the 
previous section should be built into program design. Practical barriers, such as transportation 
and safety concerns, should also be addressed. These components are equally important in 
grassroots efforts, but may be less formalized than in traditional organizational settings.
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2
Establish infrastructure to engage older adult workers or volunteers. To implement 
older adult engagement policies and programs, organizations need to allocate resources. 
Most critically, a dedicated coordinator of the older adult engagement effort can set priorities, 
introduce management practices, attract and retain participants, and serve as a catalyst for 
deeper community engagement through increased participation and conversion of participants 
into advocates. A successful effort requires the development of materials (e.g., orientation, 
training, job descriptions), sustained outreach, a framework or system for shaping opportunities 
and connecting older adults, training and learning opportunities (for participants as well as 
for those working with them), procedures for measuring and communicating impact, and an 
approach for recognizing and thanking participants. Many CEP projects have full-time positions 
with “volunteer management” duties, but the job title and having a single employee in this role 
are less important than having clear accountability for building relationships with older adult 
participants. Although it is often difficult for small organizations to allocate resources for this 
function, it is a critical success factor.

3
Learn with collaborators. Bring together the groups and local coordinators working to 
engage older adults as changemakers to provide ongoing opportunities for collaborative 
learning and peer networking. Organizations working independently to establish an older adult 
engagement program should look for and enlist collaborators to work and learn together. 
A learning community facilitates the sharing of resources, information, promising practices, 
and strategies; builds and strengthens relationships and synergies; renews energy; and 
creates a culture where successes as well as challenges can be explored and leveraged for 
improvement.  

With increasing public needs and fiscal constraints, communities more and more are looking to older adults 
as a resource. The Community Experience Partnership (CEP) initiatives demonstrate that a modest investment 
can unleash huge potential. Public and private organizations alike are beginning to reframe and reconfigure their 
approach to engaging baby boomers and older individuals. With programs and policies that tap into motivations 
and help overcome practical barriers, older adults are being mobilized in encore careers and as volunteers, 
harnessing a highly valuable and growing asset on behalf of our communities.
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The Community Experience Partnership— 
Mobilizing Older Adults for Good

Objective: In diverse communities across the nation, tackle important needs by leveraging the talents, 
skills, and passions of older adults.

Smart Growth in Maine: “Even though our project, Encore Leadership Corps, has the 
word ‘leadership’ in the name, most older adults who participate do not come to this work 
viewing themselves as leaders. Through volunteer training and networking we help them to 
identify and connect with the innate leadership skills they have developed through a lifetime of 
experience. We had one older adult say to us after a training, ‘I never thought of myself as a 
leader before, but I really am a leader.’ It was a powerful moment for her as she realized that 
her community volunteer work wasn’t just about ‘doing good’ but about demonstrating to 
others why community work is so important. It’s about inspiring others through your actions. 
Helping older adults tap their potential has been so rewarding not just for us as staff but also 
for the older adult who is now ready to go out and put those skills to use in the community.”

 Jennifer Crittenden  |  UMaine Center on Aging

At-risk Youth in Northeastern Minnesota: “We had volunteers in their 90s, and even one 
person who was on oxygen. Even with health challenges, people always have something to 
contribute. I recall a participant in his late 70s and a young woman in high school [he had 
been working with] who got teary-eyed and said, ‘You’re the grandfather I never had.’ He 
had not realized that he had become such an important person in her life.”
Lynn Haglin  |  Northland Foundation

High School Graduation in Rochester, New York: “We learned we needed to be ready 
to engage people in the cause, as opposed to a specific job. Our goal was to recruit 200 
mentors. Along the way, we saw this was a tough sell. Folks would come to learn more, but 
when they realized what it was we were asking of them, they’d say, ‘I don’t think so.’ It was 
partly the time commitment, partly that people were concerned about the safety of going into 
the city and how comfortable they might be. There were a number of hoops that potential 
mentors had to jump through. We were losing folks who had actually presented as interested 
in this cause. So we had to create other opportunities to engage people. We had one man 
who owns a ballroom in the middle of the city. He responded to something he saw and came 
to talk, and [in the end] he was not interested in mentoring. But he said, ‘I have this ballroom 
and I’d like my ballroom to become Rochester’s Center of Mentoring.’ It became the place 
where we would hold major events, community fairs, and conversations. It was a way he was 
able to bring the resources he brought without having to be matched to a child.”

Patricia Campbell  |  Rochester Area Community Foundation

Healthy Food in New York City: “Certainly one of the aha moments for me was going out 
and seeing older adults in the gardens in their walkers. We all came to the project with the 
premise that our participants were going to be well elders with no disabilities. I don’t think 
I asked myself that question, but I probably came with that prejudice. But there are a lot 
of things other older adults can do. You can assemble food boxes sitting in a wheelchair. 
You can go out and direct a teenager hoeing your row if you have a walker or cane. There 
are options for elders, many of whom on a geriatric assessment form would be labeled 
disabled and needy. Many older adults might have deficits, but that doesn’t mean they can’t 
contribute.”

Len McNally  |  New York Community Trust
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