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Dear reader, 

This report can serve as a source of inspiration 
for those who work on disseminating and 
scaling up social volunteering schemes for 
senior citizens via an association, an NGO or 
a municipality. Several economic, social or 
organisational reasons may be attributed 
to dissemination and upscaling, all of which 
necessitate the use of new procedures. 

This report presents a qualitative study of 
the socioeconomic enterprise Elderlearn 
and their attempts to disseminate and scale 
up the volunteering schemes they offer in 
municipalities throughout Denmark and thus 
to a larger part of their target population of 
senior citizens and foreigners. For Elderlearn 
this required the establishment of new work 
routines, a better understanding of the target 
group and the use of other communicative tools 
to handle the requirements of upscaling.

The report highlights the potential challenges 
of scaling and provides a number of specific 
suggestions for meeting these challenges. 
Focusing on Elderlearn and its work to facilitate 
meetings between senior citizens and foreigners 
who are learning Danish, this report aims 
to present insights from the accompanying 
research and thus inspire other parties working 
on the upscaling of voluntary activities for senior 
citizens. 

The report is composed of two parts. Part One 
describes the volunteering activities facilitated 
by Elderlearn by presenting the story of Ellen 
and her meeting with Sorina. The six focus points 
of the analysis are then summarised, and the 
ethnographic material from the accompanying 
research is presented. Part One concludes with 
three short sections that; provide background 

Why you should read the report 

information and key details regarding 
Elderlearn, describe how Elderlearn work 
on upscaling and discuss the initiatives and 
organisational changes implemented by 
Elderlearn in this context 

Part Two starts with a presentation of the 
volunteer senior citizens who are active in 
Elderlearn. This is followed by an analysis 
on what significance the upscaling has 
had on the senior citizens’ experiences 
with Elderlearn. The analysis is divided 
into six sections, and each section is 
accompanied by one or more focus points 
that we recommend should be included in 
an upscaling process. Part Two concludes 
with a discussion about how several of the 
insights in this report have been converted 
into new practices in Elderlearn, thus 
showing how the recommendations in the 
report can be applied. 

Cover photo: Thomas Brolyng Steen
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This report focuses on the Volunteering 
for all senior citizens project, which 
was collaboratively developed by the 
Copenhagen Centre for Health Research in 
the Humanities (CoRe), the socioeconomic 
enterprise Elderlearn and the association 
Danish Seniors with funding from the 
independent Danish philanthropic 
foundation Nordea-fonden. The purpose 
of the project is to give even more senior 
citizens in the municipalities of Denmark the 
opportunity to participate in Elderlearn’s 
volunteer work. Elderlearn arranges 
meetings and thus fosters conversations 
between volunteer senior citizens and 
volunteer foreigners who want to improve 
their Danish language skills. From 2017 
to 2018, Elderlearn’s work primarily 
targeted the Capital Region of Denmark. 
Subsequently, from 2019 to 2021, Elderlearn 
facilitated relations between foreigners and 
senior citizens in more than 70 urban and 
rural municipalities across Denmark. 

One of the effects of the dissemination and 
upscaling of Elderlearn’s activities is that 
an employee from Elderlearn is not present 
to facilitate the first meeting between the 
volunteer senior citizen and the volunteer 
foreigner anymore. Therefore, this project 
has a special focus on ensuring that senior 
citizens constantly feel safe and sufficiently 
equipped to participate in Elderlearn’s 
volunteering activities. Accordingly, this 
report focuses on the role of senior citizens.

Copenhagen Centre for Health Research in 
the Humanities (CoRe)
CoRe is a research centre in the Saxo 
Institute at the University of Copenhagen 
that conducts research into cultural 
analytical and historical aspects of 
health and illness. The centre manages 

Contextual background

interdisciplinary projects, often in 
collaboration with external stakeholders, 
in a number of fields, including ageing 
issues, lifestyle interventions and health 
understandings and practices. CoRe has 
previously conducted an accompanying 
research project on Elderlearn, and the 
current report also builds on this research [1]. 

Read more here: https://core.ku.dk 

Danish Seniors 
Danish Seniors is an association with around 
90,000 members, and its purpose is to 
encourage senior citizens to make use of their 
own resources in social and cultural contexts 
for the benefit of both themselves and society. 
Danish Seniors organises and supports senior 
citizen clubs throughout Denmark, providing 
a good framework for senior citizens to 
participate in voluntary work.

Read more here: https://danske-seniorer.dk 
 
Elderlearn 
Since 2017, Elderlearn has facilitated meetings 
between foreigners who want to improve their 
Danish language skills and senior citizens. 
Elderlearn’s main objective is to instil joy and 
meaning in senior citizens’ daily lives, thus 
promoting their well-being, and to improve 
integration opportunities for foreigners. 
Elderlearn’s work includes registering 
and pairing senior citizens and foreigners, 
arranging their first meetings and ensuring 
the smooth functioning of their relationships.

Read more here: https://www.elderlearn.dk

75-year-old Ellen placed coffee cups, a milk jug, 
scones and a lot of accompaniments on the long 
table in her living room when we met her for 
an interview. “I served the same thing one of 
the first times I met Sorina. A cup of coffee and 
something sweet to munch on always helps,” she 
said, as she sat down. 

Sorina is the volunteer foreigner whom Ellen 
converses with in Danish once a week. Their 
meetings began in the winter of 2019, but like so 
many others, they were forced to take a break 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic and they would 
instead talk over the phone every now and then. 

Both women live in Holstebro. 27-year-old 
Sorina came to Denmark from Serbia as part of 
her study programme. She is now a qualified 
social educator and is enrolled in a social and 
healthcare training programme. Ellen, who lives 
in one of the municipality’s dwellings for the 
elderly, worked as an administrative officer for 
30 years and retired 15 years ago. 

For many years, Ellen has been active in 
civil society in Holstebro through various 
associations and municipal schemes. She used 
to attend gymnastics classes and take French 
courses, and she was also the co-organiser of a 
book club. 

However, she has become increasingly frail 
over the past two years. Last year, she fell 
on the pavement when she went to fetch her 
newspaper from the mailbox. She broke both 
her arms and had them in plaster for a long time 
afterwards. 

“Unfortunately, this meant that I couldn’t do 
a lot of things, and I’ve needed help with most 

Ellen’s Story:
“It keeps an old woman alive.” 
When Ellen fell and broke both her arms, she was forced to stay at home, but a tip 
from a physiotherapist made her volunteer with Elderlearn. 

activities. I’ve been really bored. It’s not easy 
getting old,” she said in the interview. During 
one of the many visits by municipal home 
carers and other healthcare professionals, a 
physiotherapist recommended volunteering 
with Elderlearn. “And so I did. And then 
Sonia visited me in my home, so it’s as easy 
as it can be,” Ellen stated.

Ellen enjoys sharing her life experiences, 
getting to know a new young person and 
providing support in learning Danish. “It 
keeps an old woman alive” she said. Ellen 
and Sorina both stressed that they value 
each other’s company; it offers useful 
conversations for Sorina to learn from and, 
just as importantly, means that Ellen feels 
renewed and energetic in her otherwise 
monotonous everyday life. Before the 
pandemic restrictions, when Ellen felt up to 
it, they went on excursions together to the 
library, a local museum and a clothes shop.

After we have finished our coffee, Ellen 
concluded the conversation by stating, 
“Sorina will probably have other things to 
do in her life at some point than conversing 
with me, and that’s how it is. But I could then 
imagine volunteering for a new one!” 
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Summary: Six focus points for disseminating and upscaling a social volunteering 
scheme for senior citizens

This section outlines the six focus areas that are analysed and presented in the report.

Map the stakeholders with whom cooperation is crucial, relative to the 
target group. There is often a need for stakeholders who are close to senior 
citizens in their everyday lives (e.g. home carers/healthcare professionals) 
as well as stakeholders who primarily handle coordinating work (e.g. 
activity and volunteering coordinators). 

Focus on making the cooperation partners well equipped for their tasks and 
providing them with updates on an ongoing basis – especially persons with 
day-to-day contact with senior citizens, as they often play an essential role 
in whether the senior citizens want to participate. 

1

Adjust communications to the target group on an 
ongoing basis.

Create relatable stories that the senior citizens can relate to 
if the volunteering scheme is communicated through local 
papers, TV features and social media.

Underline how volunteer senior citizens can contribute. 
This is an important motivating factor for their
participation.

2

Cooperation partners

Knowledge and motivation

Clarify the information that is decisive for a good match of 
volunteers, especially in the case of a target group with special needs.

Stay in contact with the volunteers if there is a long waiting period. 
Provide information to indicate that they have not been forgotten and 
explain why there is a waiting period. 

A long waiting period from registration to start-up requires the 
participants’ reintroduction to the volunteering scheme.

3 From registration to start-up

Create a simple narrative about the organisation and the volunteering 
scheme.

Plan out the initial conversation between the volunteer senior citizen and 
the staff of the volunteering scheme, as this will set the scene for the senior 
citizen’s experience.

Use interview techniques adapted from research interviews, for instance, to 
establish a steady and professional conversation. It is particularly important 
to prepare for the conversation if there is great diversity among the target 
group of the volunteering scheme.

4

Support the establishment of a good relationship 
by setting up a framework.

Create a start-up package containing the materials to be 
sent to the senior citizen’s address. See an example of the 
contents of a start-up package on page 19.

5

Start-up

Initial period

Provide tools for a good conclusion to the relationship, thus setting the 
foundation for volunteers to enter into new relationships.

Start a network for volunteer senior citizens. This can support their feeling 
of being part of a larger community with a single joint purpose. Establish 
a corps of ambassadors if there are many resourceful volunteer senior 
citizens. 

6 Anchoring, retention and continued volunteering

Ongoing surveys should be conducted to determine how the target group changes, when 
working with the dissemination and upscaling of a social volunteering scheme. This can be done 
by, for example, looking at the demographic factors of the target group.
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Accompanying research is a type of project-specific research in which continuous feedback and 
advice are provided. Accompanying research thus ensures that a development project receives 
specific feedback from an updated academic perspective and makes it possible to adjust the 
project along the way. Furthermore, close collaboration between researchers and project staff 
increases the possibility of the project’s success.

Qualitative accompanying research 
CoRe’s accompanying research followed a qualitative ethnographic approach, with interviews, 
participant observations and workshops conducted from September 2020 to May 2021. 
The qualitative interviews and participant observations provided detailed insights into 
the volunteer senior citizens’ experiences and reflections. We conducted semi-structured 
individual interviews, double interviews and expert interviews, which together provided a 
comprehensive understanding of the senior citizens’ experiences, life stories and everyday 
activities as well as the role played by Elderlearn in this context. 

CoRe’s accompanying research 

The informant group consisted of both senior citizens and foreigners, but the focus of the 
accompanying research was on the volunteer senior citizens. The informants were recruited 
in cooperation with Elderlearn and, when being paired, were asked for their consent to be 
subsequently contacted by CoRe. The 61 interviews were conducted in Danish or English by 
an academic staff member or a student assistant from CoRe respectively. The interviews 
were conducted in accordance with the current legislation on the storage of personal data. All 
interviews were transcribed and encoded using the analysis program NVivo [3].

Preparation of insights
The analytical insights of the study were presented to and discussed with the cooperation 
partners at four analysis meetings and a concluding seminar. This process contributed to 
enhancing our contextual understanding and perspectives and to the further development of the 
analytical insights. Practical suggestions based on the insights of the accompanying research are 
being implemented by Elderlearn on an ongoing basis and are described further in the report.

Ethnographic material

Interviews with matched pairs:

Six double interviews
(five physical interviews and one online 
interview of two hours each)

49 individual interviews
(one physical interview and 48 online or 
telephonic interviews; introductory 
interviews were 45–120 minutes long, and 
follow-up interviews lasted 20–45 minutes) 

Six participant observations

Six expert interviews
of 60–120 minutes with municipal 
stakeholders [2]:
one in Holstebro, two in Roskilde, one in 
Sorø and two in Syddjurs.

Activities:
Workshop for the development of the word 
game Ordet er dit (The word is yours), 
analysis seminars, closing seminar and 
ongoing presentations and discussions with 
Elderlearn and Danish Seniors. 

Informant group 

Informants: 
21 pairs, i.e. 42 respondents (21 volunteer 
senior citizens and 21 volunteer foreigners)

Municipalities: 
Copenhagen, Frederiksberg, Sorø, Roskilde, 
Aarhus, Nørager, Herning, Favrskov and 
Holstebro 

Gender among the senior citizens:
Seven men and 14 women 

Age among the senior citizens:
65-88 years 

Help in the household: 
Nine receive household help with food, 
cleaning, personal hygiene and/or 
medicine

Members of the household:
12 live alone, nine with a partner 

Volunteer foreigners: 
Gender among the volunteer foreigners: 19 
women and two men 

Age among the volunteer foreigners:
23–47 years
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Elderlearn – an inclusive volunteering 
scheme in progress
Denmark has one of the highest numbers 
of volunteers relative to other countries in 
Western Europe (Lindholm et al., 2019; Erling 
Hagen et al., 2006). The proportion of senior 
citizens who have served as volunteers has 
increased significantly over the past years 
in Denmark, particularly among those aged 
67–77 years (Amilon et al., 2019), and senior 
citizens are especially active volunteers 
in the social area. However, not everyone 
has the opportunity to participate in 
voluntary activities, such as those belonging 
to minority groups. Furthermore, senior 
citizens with physical or mental health 
problems may opt out of voluntary activities, 
and mobility and accessibility issues may 
also affect their participation (Principi et al., 
2012). Research has shown that volunteer 
work improves mental health, and voluntary 
participation in civil society helps prevent 
feelings of loneliness (Cattan et al., 2011; 

Background and key details about
Elderlearn

Anderson et al., 2014; Kruse & Lassen 2021). 
Therefore, it is important to look at how inclusive 
volunteering schemes are developed.

Elderlearn is a voluntary activity in which there 
is no distinction between the giver and recipient 
under the volunteering scheme. The activity 
thus differs from conventional volunteering 
initiatives that have a clearer division of roles. 
The volunteer foreigner visits the volunteer 
senior citizen once a week for at least an hour, 
during which time the volunteer senior citizen 
helps the foreigner to learn the Danish language 
through conversations. This approach makes 
it possible for less resourceful senior citizens 
who, for example, need to stay at home to make 
a tangible difference in another person’s life. 
Thus, the voluntary activity benefits both sides 
and helps create meaningful relationships. 
Participation is free of charge for both the senior 
citizen and the volunteer foreigner, as Elderlearn 
is funded by municipalities, foundations and the 
Danish Health Authority. 

The map shows the distribution of registrations and matches in Denmark.
Blue represents volunteer seniors, and red represents volunteer foreigners.

Key details 

2017

Elderlearn was established
in September

1.600
pairs of volunteers

have been matched.

92%
of the total number of 
the volunteer senior 

citizens would
recommend

Elderlearn to others [4].

80%
of the volunteer 

senior citizens feel 
that they have been 

helpful.  

70
municipalities across Denmark.

Elderlearn pairs have been 
matched in more than
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Scaling can be done either upward or 
downward. Regardless of the direction in 
which it takes place, scaling entails changes 
in the activity’s scope and practices. 

Upscaling of Elderlearn’s practice has caused 
changes in the dissemination of knowledge 
about the organisation, collaboration 
with municipalities and matching of 
senior citizens and foreigners as well as 
Elderlearn’s facilitating role. In addition, 
Elderlearn’s upscaling has also resulted 
in the expansion of and changes in the 
demographic composition of the volunteers 
who participate in the activity. 

Disseminating and scaling a volunteering 
scheme for senior citizens and foreigners 

In light of the above, the accompanying research 
aimed to address the following question: 

What significance does scaling have for elderly 
citizens, and how does Elderlearn ensure 
that the quality of the volunteering scheme is 
maintained?

To this end, the implications of upscaling with 
regard to senior citizens were investigated, along 
with a focus on how the initiatives developed by 
Danish Seniors and Elderlearn for security and 
quality in the volunteering activity have worked 
for the participating senior citizens. 

Several types of cooperation agreements 
with municipalities:
Elderlearn has entered into several types 
of agreements with municipalities; some 
of these focus on a specific group of senior 
citizens, such as elderly people in nursing 
homes or elderly people who receive home 
help. The relevant municipal stakeholders 
are involved in informing senior citizens 
about the possibility of becoming active 
Elderlearn volunteers.

Elderlearn employees are not present to 
facilitate the first meeting:
Before the scaling took place, an Elderlearn 
employee would participate in every first 
meeting, facilitating the encounter and 
ensuring that the Elderlearn pairs got off to a 
good start. 

Strategic and standardised 
communication:
Preliminary telephone calls and information 
about what volunteers can expect and how 
they can plan the first meeting are provided 
by the Elderlearn employees to ensure their 
preparedness. The volunteer foreigner 
receives emails containing potential 
conversation topics. Follow-up telephone 
calls are made after the first meeting and 
again after a month. 

More specialised division of 
responsibilities among employees:
The responsibilities for each task have 
been divided among the employees, such 
that one employee is responsible for the 
actual matching of volunteer senior citizens 
and volunteer foreigners and for the initial 
conversations between the parties, while 

Scaling measures and organisational 
changes 

another employee is responsible for all the 
follow-up telephone calls and for answering 
questions.

Development of Elderlearn’s IT system:
The IT system has been developed to ensure 
that all work procedures are in a single place. 
Through the system, Elderlearn employees 
can get an overview of volunteer foreigners 
and volunteer senior citizens who want to be 
matched and also acquire a list of possible 
matches based on different criteria. In addition, 
the IT system gives employees notifications 
about when and how to follow up on Elderlearn 
matches.

The word game Ordet er dit:
The game was produced in cooperation with 
Copenhagen Game Lab, a company that 
develops learning games. Ordet er dit can be 
used by the two volunteer parties to get to know 
each other while speaking and learning Danish. 
This game focuses on getting the conversation 
going, rather than on participants competing 
with their knowledge of Danish words. The game 
was developed to be used at least four times. 

This section describes the initiatives and organisational changes implemented by Elderlearn and 
Danish Seniors for the upscaling of the volunteering scheme:
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A diverse group of volunteers 
Elderlearn has a broad and diverse group 
of volunteer senior citizens, as the initiative 
appeals to very resourceful senior citizens 
who may choose to join the scheme because 
it is a flexible activity that can fit into a busy 
calendar, as well as senior citizens with 
fewer resources who, for example, need to 
stay at home.

Furthermore, among senior citizens who 
are already highly active in civil society, 
Elderlearn’s activity is appealing because 
it offers a different kind of volunteering 
experience than conventional association-
based schemes. This reflects the general 
volunteering trend in Denmark, where the 
number of volunteers in periodic network-
based activities, rather than long-term 
activities at a specific association, has 
increased (Center for Frivilligt Socialt 
Arbejde [Danish Institute for Voluntary 
Effort], 2019).

Notably, senior citizens who experience 
health or mobility problems find Elderlearn’s 
volunteering activity appealing because it 

Elderlearn’s volunteer senior citizens

gives them the opportunity to do something 
for others in an easy and simple way from their 
own home. The activity only requires senior 
citizens’ willingness to open their homes and 
have conversations with persons who would 
like to improve their Danish. Elderlearn thus 
creates a space for more senior citizens to 
participate as volunteers.

There may be limits to who can be 
volunteers 
One of Elderlearn’s greatest strength is that 
the volunteering activity can accommodate 
a highly diverse group of senior citizens. 
Nevertheless, the accompanying research 
indicates that there are limits to who can 
participate. In the expert interviews, several 
elderly care specialists pointed out that senior 
citizens who are chronically ill, cognitively 
impaired or have very limited physical 
capacity may have special needs that an 
ordinary volunteer cannot meet. If Elderlearn 
wishes to make the activity accessible to 
this group of senior citizens, it will require 
a upgrade of the volunteer foreignerś  
qualifications.

The upscaling of Elderlearn has 
resulted in both positive and 
negative implications for volunteer 
senior citizens. The following 
six subsections review the most 
significant implications of the 
Elderlearn process. 

Each section provides a specific 
example of the implications being 
discussed as well as some general 
focus areas when working on the 
scaling of a social volunteering 
scheme for senior citizens

Implications of Elderlearn’s scaling 

1. Cooperation partners

3. From registration to start-up

4. Start-up

6. Anchoring, retention and
continued volunteering

5. �e initial period 

2. Knowledge and motivation
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The municipalities with which Elderlearn 
has cooperation agreements often have 
heads of elderly care services, volunteering 
coordinators, project managers and 
healthcare professionals as their contacts 
and cooperation partners. 

In our expert interviews with a number of 
these stakeholders, it was emphasised that 
several municipalities have tried their hands 
at similar projects that match senior citizens 
with another group of citizens. The experts 
stated that there is much administrative 
work involved in establishing a social 
volunteering initiative and, as a project 
manager in Health and Care Services in the 
Central Denmark Region pointed out, “such 
matching is not all that simple”. The project 
manager further stated that coordinating 
and facilitating the various tasks is too 
time consuming for employees who often 
also have other areas of responsibility. 
Therefore, many municipal stakeholders 
are enthusiastic about Elderlearn’s initiative 

1.  Cooperation partners 

and consider it an “all-round project”, as a head 
of a section in elderly care services from Region 
Zealand put it. In other words, it is a project that 
does not entail additional tasks for municipal 
employees who already have a lot to handle. 

Although Elderlearn handles all matching-
related tasks, which is precisely what 
makes it attractive, it is still necessary for 
the organisation to have a well-functioning 
collaboration with municipal stakeholders and 
other parties with knowledge of the senior 
citizen group and the local area. 

It is also essential that municipal stakeholders 
and other local players are involved and 
qualified to communicate and disseminate 
knowledge of schemes that are not locally 
based. It is, therefore, important for the 
municipal cooperation partners to receive 
regular updates about the project; being kept up 
to date and involved would also increase their 
motivation to disseminate knowledge about the 
scheme to the target group. 

Map the stakeholders with whom it is crucial to 
enter into a cooperation agreement, relative to the 
target group. �ere is often a need for stakeholders 
who are close to senior citizens in their everyday 
lives (e.g. home carers/healthcare professionals) 
and stakeholders who handle coordinating work 
(e.g. activity and volunteering coordinators). 

Focus on ensuring that cooperation partners are 
well equipped for assignments and providing 
updates on an ongoing basis, especially to those 
who have daily contact with senior citizens and 
thus play an essential role in whether the senior 
citizens want to participate. 

FOCUS POINTS

• •

The volunteer senior citizens stated that 
they heard about the activity primarily 
through advertisements and articles in local 
papers. Many also mentioned that they were 
recommended to participate by a municipal 
employee. Only a few have heard about 
the scheme through social media. Notably, 
municipal employees were found to play a 
crucial role in fostering senior citizens’ interest in 
the scheme, having a convincing and approving 
influence. Børge, a man in his 60s from the 
Central Denmark Region who has been an 
active volunteer with Elderlearn for over a year, 
described the process as follows:

“The general manager came to me one day and 
asked me whether this was something for me. 
And I first said to her, “Know what? I bloody well 
have more than enough to do”. But she then told 
me a bit more about it and asked if she could 
give them my telephone number. To Elderlearn, 
that is. So, I ended up saying that the worst thing 
that could happen was that I would say no to 
them.”

With age, many senior citizens realise that they 

2.  Knowledge and motivation

have a surplus of care and time, which were 
previously spent on family members, work 
or hobbies. Communities that they used to 
be a part of begin shrinking, and this may 
lead to a need to do something for others 
among the senior citizens. Notably, the 
desire to contribute and do something good 
for others is highlighted as a motivator for 
the participation of volunteer senior citizens 
in Elderlearn. 

At the same time, several volunteer 
foreigners stated that they found the 
Elderlearn scheme particularly attractive 
because of the opportunity to meet 
and interact with a senior citizen. They 
emphasised that senior citizens have great 
life experiences and the patience and desire 
to talk and impart knowledge. Sigurd, a man 
in his 60s from the Central Denmark Region, 
agreed with this perspective and explained 
how a senior citizen 

“can act as a sounding board that a young 
person can bounce ideas off in relation to 
choices and thoughts”. 

Highlight the ways in which 
volunteer senior citizens can 
contribute. Senior citizens are 
often motivated by a desire to 
be part of a community and 
to pass on their life
experiences to others. 

Tailor all communications 
to the target group based 
on what motivates them.

Share stories that senior citizens 
can relate to if the volunteering 
scheme is communicated through 
local papers, TV features and/or 
social media. Be careful not to 
provide a �xed type of senior 
citizen who can participate. 

FOCUS POINTS

• • •
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Joining Elderlearn 
Registering with Elderlearn takes place online 
via a registration form. Senior citizens can 
fill in the form themselves, call Elderlearn 
for help to register or get someone else, 
such as a relative or municipal employee, to 
register them. The registration phase always 
includes an initial telephonic conversation 
that provides volunteers with an introduction 
to Elderlearn and Elderlearn employees with 
a way to obtain important information about 
the volunteer, such as special considerations 
that need to be taken. Special considerations 
may also be noted in the registration form, but 
the accompanying research shows that senior 
citizens may be reluctant to use this option; 
therefore, it is important for employees to ask 
questions during the initial conversation. The 
conversation can also indicate the qualities of 
good and less good matches for the person in 
question. 

Period between registration and start-up 
In some places, the upscaling of Elderlearn 
has created a waiting period between the 
registration and actual start-up phases, 
primarily due to the demographic imbalance 
between the number of volunteer senior 
citizens and volunteer foreigners in urban 
and rural municipalities. It may be difficult 
to recruit foreigners in rural municipalities, 
while it may be difficult to recruit senior 
citizens in urban municipalities. If the waiting 
period from registration to start-up is long, 
senior citizens may forget what the Elderlearn 
volunteer scheme entails and that they even 
signed up for it. 76-year-old Kirsten from the 
Central Denmark Region stated,

“It’s actually been more than two years since 
I registered for it. There hasn’t been a match 
until now, so I actually can’t remember why I 
signed up for it!” 

3.  From registration to startup 

To avoid the problems and doubts created 
by the waiting period and prevent senior 
citizens from withdrawing from the scheme, 
Elderlearn has established a mechanism 
by which status updates are sent to the 
registered senior citizens every month. 
These provide information about the waiting 
period and the reason for a waiting period, 
showing the senior citizen that they have 
not been forgotten. The message is sent by 
email, and those senior citizens who do not 
use email are called up. A waiting period may 
thus require senior citizens’ reintroduction 
to the volunteering scheme to ensure 
that they are equipped and motivated to 
participate.

Clarify the information that is 
decisive for a good match of 
volunteers, especially in the case 
of a target group with special 
needs. Having the right 
information is crucial for a 
well-functioning match. Be 
clear and precise about the 
information that is needed from 
the volunteer senior citizen. 

Stay in contact with the 
volunteers if there is a long 
waiting period. Provide 
information about the waiting 
period to show that they have 
not been forgotten. 

A long waiting period from 
registration to start-up will 
require the senior citizens to be 
reintroduced to the volunteering 
scheme.
 

FOCUS POINTS
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First meeting without employee 
participation 
Before the scaling up of Elderlearn, an 
employee would participate in the first 
meeting between the volunteer senior citizen 
and the volunteer foreigner to create a safe 
environment. However, our study shows that 
implementing the start-up phase without 
the involvement of an Elderlearn employee 
has been without major problems, and many 
volunteers described the first meeting as easy 
and positive. Notably, equipping senior citizens 
for the first meeting via prior telephone 
conversations with an Elderlearn employee 
and ensuring the matched pairs are provided 
with conversation topics and the word game 
Ordet er dit, were found to be measures of 
great importance. 

Starting up without an employee’s 
participation was found to foster greater 
independence in the Elderlearn pairs, 
especially the senior citizens, who thus 
welcome the volunteer foreigners themselves. 
In addition, the meeting is now less like 
a visitor service, where the senior citizen 
“receives visits”, but an activity wherein the 
matched volunteers are on an equal footing. 
Mikkel, a 69-year-old man from the Central 
Denmark Region, described it as follows:

“We’re adults and don’t need a babysitter.” 

Different experiences of information, 
communication and material
Despite their positive start-up experiences 
without the participation of an Elderlearn 
employee, the volunteer senior citizens’ 
descriptions of the overall start-up period 
varied. Specifically, they differed in terms of 
how Elderlearn was introduced, and some 
senior citizens were unsure of whether 
Elderlearn is a local association, an NGO or 

4.  Start-up 

a company. This caused confusion among 
the volunteer senior citizens and created a 
sense of insecurity in some. For instance, 
Marie, a 66-year-old woman from the Central 
Denmark Region, stated,

“I’ve no idea what it is. They could be 
Jehovah’s Witnesses or whatever!”

This reflects the underlying problem 
of divergent perceptions about what 
information is and how it should be 
communicated. While some volunteer senior 
citizens felt well equipped and well informed, 
others stated that they had not received 
any information. In this regard, 85-year-old 
Rigmor from the Central Denmark Region 
said,

“I haven’t received any information from 
Elderlearn”.

However, she later mentioned that “there 
have been calls from Copenhagen several 
times”. Such responses indicate that many 
volunteer senior citizens do not consider 
telephone calls as sources of information 
(even though information is provided); they 
perceive telephone calls as conversations. 
Several senior citizens also requested that 
they would prefer to receive information 
by post. This may be because of the need 
to receive information in writing, arising 
from difficulties remembering information 
provided during a telephone conversation. 
Thus, it is important to have several 
communication channels in place, without 
restricting them to only written or oral 
modes, to accommodate a broad group of 
citizens. 

A communicative scaling problem with 
respect to the telephone conversations 
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between Elderlearn employees and 
volunteer senior citizens in the start-up 
phase was also found. It revealed a need 
for different communication methods 
depending on where the senior citizens 
live in Denmark. The problem is not only 
geographical in nature but also reflects 
a mix of demographic and sociocultural 
differences that affect senior citizens’ 
attitudes towards various communication 
modes.

Ensure that the parties are well 
prepared for the start-up phase 
and provide room for
independence.

Create a simple narrative about 
the organisation and the 
volunteering scheme.

Plan out the initial conversation 
between the volunteer senior 
citizen and the volunteering 
scheme sta�. �e conversation 
sets the scene for the volunteer 
senior citizen’s experience.

Use interview techniques, 
adapted from research, to 
establish a steady and
professional conversation. It is 
particularly important to 
prepare for the conversation if 
there is great diversity in the 
target group of the volunteering 
scheme.

FOCUS POINTS
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Balancing expectations and establishing a 
relationship
In addition to the first meetings, the 
subsequent initial period may be difficult 
for Elderlearn pairs, as this is where their 
relationship is to take form and be established. 
Pairs tend to have gone through the most 
obvious topics of conversation by this point 
but remain without any in-depth knowledge of 
each other. The relationship may be fragile as 
it transitions from unfamiliar to familiar, and 
minor issues such as cancellation due to illness 
may create uncertainty about who will take the 
initiative in the next meeting. Therefore, it is 
important to provide support and inspiration 
for the volunteer pairs’ interactions as well as 
recommendations for handling cancellations 
when the need arises.

Several senior citizens expressed their doubts 
about the volunteer foreigner’s intention, and 
the friend/volunteer relationship was difficult 
for them to categorise. This doubt was clearly 
expressed by 72-year-old Tine from the Central 
Denmark Region, who did not understand why 
her match wanted to meet with her:

“It was so unclear what she actually wanted 
from me, I think. In fact, she is a sweet, young 
woman of 35 with two children and a Danish 
husband, so I thought: what on earth would she 
spend time with me for?”

Both individuals are volunteers, and they 
each help each other in their own way. 
They usually get to know each other well 
because conversation is the focal point of 
their meetings. A number of pairs eventually 
become fond of each other, and their volunteer 
relationship develops into a friendship. 
However, in many cases, this requires the 
volunteers to clarify, from the outset, their 
aims and intentions for the meetings in order to 
eliminate any doubts. 

5.  The initial period
Create a start-up package that can be 
sent by post to the senior citizen’s 
address. �e content of the package 
should provide support for a 
conversation about the volunteer’s 
expectations for the relationship and 
address the common worries and 
doubts that volunteer senior citizens 
have. Accordingly, the package may, 
for example, contain the following:

• A guide on balancing one’s 
expectations for a relationship, 
addressing concerns such as “what 
are we going to do?” and "how often 
should we meet?” and “what do we 
do in case of cancellations?”

• A �yer about the volunteering 
scheme with a simple explanation 
and a clear narrative.

• A game that can be used by the 
pair, possibly with varying levels of 
di�culty.

• An activity list with, for example, 
suggested topics of conversation, 
recommendations for adult literature 
in easy-to-read Danish and ideas for 
experiences/places to go (museums, 
library, and shops).

• A timeline of the milestones in a 
typical relationship, which can be 
used to draw a clear conclusion if the 
match is not right or if one of the 
parties would like to withdraw.

FOCUS POINTS

•

During the accompanying research, the project 
group worked on the development of a start-
up package that can help prevent doubts and 
eliminate the information and communication 
problems described in subsection 4 above. The 
start-up package includes a guide on balancing 
expectations in the relationship, suggestions 
for topics of conversation, a description of 
Elderlearn and the game Ordet er dit, and it will 
be sent by post to every new volunteer senior 
citizen’s address. 

The language game Ordet er dit
The game Ordet er dit, which is sent out to senior 
citizens prior to their first meetings, will be 
included in the start-up package described in the 
above paragraph. The game was well received 
by the volunteers in this study, and it worked as 
a good conversation starter. The game can be 
played several times and helps volunteers cope 
with the social situation of meeting a new person 
during the start-up phase. This was underlined 
by 75-year-old Ellen from the Central Denmark 
Region when she talked about why she liked the 
game:

“Well, it can take some of the awkwardness out 
of the situation. It gives you some catchwords, 
so you have something you can say, so that 
you don’t sit there umming and aahing without 
knowing what to say.“

Several stated that the game was too easy in 
terms of the difficulty of the words. However, the 
main purpose of the game is not to learn a lot of 
new words but to get conversations started.
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After the pairs begin to meet, Elderlearn usually 
sends follow-up communications in the form of 
emails, text messages and a monthly telephone 
call. Several senior citizens stated that they were 
happy with the follow-up calls they received as 
their questions were addressed. 

Anchoring of the relationship
An Elderlearn relationship gets anchored at 
different times for each volunteer in a pair 
but usually when the relationship becomes 
more private in nature. This happens, for 
example, when the volunteers meet each 
other’s spouses/families or help each other in 
their everyday lives. Many of the interviewed 
senior citizens referred to their respective 
matches as “my friend”, which is indicative 
of strong relationships. However, there have 
also been examples of strong Elderlearn pairs 
who primarily focused on learning the Danish 
language rather than on building a close 
friendship. 

6.  Anchoring, retention and continued volunteering 

Different attitudes towards help from the 
volunteer foreigners
Many volunteer foreigners who take part 
in Elderlearn want to help senior citizens. 
This may be welcome in some cases, 
whereas help can make the senior citizen 
feel stigmatised as helpless in other cases. 
However, during the lockdowns due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, help was positively 
received, especially by senior citizens 
who felt isolated and needed (extra) 
help. Even though the senior citizens did 
not necessarily request help during the 
start-up phase of the Elderlearn activity, 
the volunteer foreigners’ assistance was 
nevertheless of great importance to them. 

A good conclusion is crucial to continued 
volunteering 
The volunteer pairs meet in different ways 
– some for extended periods, others for 

shorter durations, some intermittently 
and others more regularly, with occasional 
breaks in between due to holidays, exams, 
illness, etc. The accompanying research 
shows that a relationship’s success is not 
necessarily dependent on the length of the 
relationship but on its quality while it lasts 
and whether both parties feel that they 
contribute something to the relationship. 
There is great potential for long-term 
volunteering among senior citizens; many 
of them tend to be interested in connecting 
with another volunteer foreigner if 
interactions with their current match come 
to an end. Since foreigners have a much 
more specific purpose for the relationship 
than senior citizens, that is, to learn Danish, 
attaining the goal provides a natural point in 
time for them to conclude the relationship. 
Even though the vast majority of matched 
pairs continue to see each other for a long 
time and are happy about their respective 
relationships, there will always be some 
who have to stop the relationship for one 
reason or another and some who are not 
well matched. In these cases, Elderlearn can 
help facilitate a good conclusion, as this is 
crucial for the senior citizen’s willingness 
to continue as a volunteer. Likewise, a bad 
conclusion will not only ruin the last part of 
the pairs’ volunteer period but also taint the 
whole experience and thus have a negative 

impact on the senior citizen’s willingness to 
continue as a volunteer. 

Network and ambassadors
Several volunteer senior citizens expressed a 
desire to meet other volunteer senior citizens 
in their neighbourhood, wanting to acquire 
knowledge about other active participants as 
well as share their experiences with the other 
volunteers. 75-year-old Ellen from the Central 
Denmark Region stated,

“I really wanted to know whether there were 
other people in my local area who were also 
part of Elderlearn. We could then exchange 
experiences and the like.”

Some of the resourceful volunteer senior 
citizens pointed out that they would like to 
contribute something extra if possible. This 
opportunity to appoint some volunteer senior 
citizens as ambassadors can strengthen their 
volunteer commitment and motivation and 
help ensure that the project is anchored in the 
local environment. Forming an ambassador 
corps of senior citizens can also prevent some 
of the scaling problems that Elderlearn has 
experienced in local areas. In cooperation 
with the municipalities, the network and corps 
of ambassadors can contribute to anchoring 
volunteer activity in civil society. 

Support the anchoring 
of volunteer relations 
by facilitating contact 
and providing the 
opportunity to ask 
questions.

Provide the tools 
necessary for a 
good conclusion 
and thus encourage 
more volunteers to 
enter into new 
relationships. 

Start a network for 
volunteer senior 
citizens. �is will 
support their feeling 
of being involved in 
a larger community 
with a joint purpose. 

Create an ambassador 
corps that taps into 
the potential of 
resourceful senior 
citizens. 

FOCUS POINTS

• • • •
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Elderlearn, Danish Seniors and CoRe closely collaborated throughout the project period, which 
made it possible to incorporate insights from the scientific analysis directly in the scaling of 
Elderlearn. Thus, the research recommendations could be implemented in practice.

Implementation of the insights from 
the accompanying research 

Astrid Jespersen, Associate Professor of European 
Ethnology and Head of Centre at CoRe

Astrid Jespersen holds a Masters of Arts and PhD in European 
Ethnology, with a special focus on health research in the humanities. 
Astrid has long conducted research into ageing processes, lifestyle 
interventions and illness and health from an everyday perspective. 
She established CoRe in 2013 and has headed several interdisciplinary 
collaboration projects over the course of her career. 

Line Steen Bygballe, PhD student at CoRe

Line Steen Bygballe holds a Master of Arts in Applied Cultural Analysis, 
and her primary fields of research are ageing, civil society and 
mental health. Line focuses on how volunteering can make positive 
contributions to social and health-related aspects, such as preventing 
loneliness and supporting integration processes.

Rebecca Søegaard, student assistant at CoRe

Rebecca Søegaard holds a Bachelor of Arts in European Ethnology and 
is working on her Master’s degree in European Ethnology. Rebecca’s 
primary fields of interest are minority studies, volunteering, cultural 
heritage and health research in the humanities. 
 

The project group 

Changes in the IT system and registration form

The text in the registration form was adjusted, as well as 
the possibilities for obtaining information about special 
considerations. Automated text messages and emails 
generated by the IT system were rewritten to make them 
less generic and more easily understandable. 

The information sent out 

Elderlearn is working on the start-up 
package that is to be sent out with the word 
game. The package includes a timeline for a 
typical Elderlearn relationship, a guide on 
balancing expectations and a simple 
description of Elderlearn; the materials are 
tested and developed on an ongoing basis.
 

Communication with Elderlearn matched pairs 
and municipalities throughout Denmark

Elderlearn employees focus on targeted
communication and have accordingly prepared a 
manual on good conversations based on 
information and interview techniques, which 
new employees can use as a guide. 

Establishment of Elderlearn networks 

It is being examined whether it is 
possible to establish local Elderlearn 
networks that are, for example, linked to 
the local branches of Danish Seniors.
 

Future strategic considerations for Elderlearn 
in relation to changes in Elderlearn’s target 
group

An increase in the retirement age may entail a 
shift in the age group of senior citizens who take 
part in voluntary activities, as this group will 
spend more years in the labour market.
Therefore, it is likely that there will be greater 
diversity among the volunteer senior citizens of 
the future, as the proportion of active senior 
citizen volunteers will be more concentrated in 
higher age groups, such as 82–87 years (Amilon 
et al., 2019). This development must be
considered in Elderlearn’s future work, so that 
the most relevant group of volunteers can be 
targeted on an ongoing basis. 
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Footnotes:
[1] See report on previous accompanying 
research of Elderlearn, which describes 
and examines the actual activity and the 
relations between volunteer senior citizens 
and foreigners, here: 
https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/59a56994f5e231d8777454d3/t/5c5
d73924785d3e33e508673/1549628317687/
elderlearn_onlineversion.pdf

[2] The municipal stakeholders hold the 
following positions: Head of Section in 
Elderly Care Services, Project Manager 
in Health and Care Services, Network 
Coordinator for Preventive Home Visits, 
social and health care assistants and 
physiotherapist making preventive home 
visits.

[3] The interview guide was continuously 
developed based on inputs and learnings 
from the study, and it was also adapted to 
each individual interview. The code tree 
was adjusted after the first 10 interviews to 
include more precise codes.

[4] This statistic is based on Elderlearn’s 
survey, which was conducted three months 
after each Elderlearn pair began their 
interactions.
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