


In 2008 for the first time, there were more older 
people than younger people in the UK.  This has 
provided a great impetus – along with other 
factors – in intergenerational activity across the UK.  
Research suggests that there are valuable benefits 
to be gained by older people, younger people and 
wider communities from formal or informal 
intergenerational activity.

Generations Together (GT) was a national 
demonstrator project designed to:
 generate wider interest in and thinking 
 about intergenerational work;
 increase the number of volunteers working 
 on intergenerational activity by 20,000 by 
 the end of the programme;
 encourage a more strategic and sustainable 
 approach;
 provide robust evidence of the effectiveness 
 of intergenerational initiatives, and in 
 particular, which models are most effective 
 in delivering which outcomes, for which 
 groups of people, in which situations;

In Luton, GT was coordinated by Luton Culture   on 
behalf of Luton Borough Council. The purpose of 
the programme was to bring older (over 50 years) 
and younger (11 - 25 years) people together in 
mutually beneficial activities to promote greater 
understanding and respect and to build more 
cohesive communities.

The initial projects were:
 Film Making     
 Theatre
 Poetry and Writing

 Business Mentoring
 Summer Reading Challenge
 Reading Buddies in Schools
 Community Festivals
 Sharing Lives Reminiscence 
 IT Project
 Plot to Plate Gardening 
 Creating a Reading Garden

In addition, further projects were developed to 
reflect the cultural diversity and demand for new 
initiatives. These were:
 Intergenerational Fashion Project
 Three Dialogue events focusing on the 
 African/Caribbean and Asian communities
 Intergenerational Choir Group

A total number of 751 volunteers were recruited 
onto the Generations Together project in Luton.  
The majority (442) of these were people attending 
the one-off ‘try-it’ events where they came to 
experience volunteering and learn more about the 
volunteering opportunities available. The remainder 
(309) volunteers were involved in the longer-term 
projects mentioned above.

Various evaluation methods were used to gather 
qualitative data and find out which outcomes had 
been met for both the older and younger 
generations and for the wider community. The 
broader outcomes that Luton’s GT Project set out to 
achieve for both older and younger people were:

 Greater understanding of older and younger 
 people and challenging of negative 
 stereotypes
 

1. Older people in this instance are classified as 65+ years and younger 
people are classified as under 16 years.  Source: Generations 
Together Invitation to Bid (April 2009), p2.

2. Luton Culture is a registered charity delivering Arts, Libraries and 
Museums services in Luton.  www.lutonculture.com
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 Increased confidence and meaningful 
 interaction between people from different 
 generations and backgrounds
 Stronger engagement in education
 Greater participation in positive activities
 Improved respect and understanding 
 between generations
 Increased communication skills
 Knowledge and understanding of new skills 
 and equipment
 Improved perceptions of young people by
 older people, and vice versa
 Increased social capital through volunteering
 Improved sense of health and wellbeing
 Increased ability to make a positive 
 contribution to the life of the community
 Greater satisfaction with home and 
 neighbourhood
 Reduced sense of isolation

GT in Luton was highly successful in achieving 
these outcomes and also witnessed other 
unplanned benefits that volunteers experienced.  
The following are examples:

Volunteer Employment.
A volunteer involved in the film project is now a 
part-time employee for the film company: carrying 
out administrative tasks and undertaking research.  
She has gained not only valuable experience in the 
processes of film-making, but also employability 

Volunteer Co-ordinator.
A GT volunteer involved in the IT project was 
very keen to assist older people in learning 
about IT and other devices such as digital 
cameras, mobile phones, mp3 players etc.  
He has now been employed by the UK Centre 
for Carnival Arts in Luton as a Campaigns/
Volunteer Co-ordinator. His experience with 
GT was key in achieving this position as he 
had been unemployed and searching for work 
for some time since completing his degree.  
“Generations Together was brilliant 
because it was the first time I ever 
volunteered, it wasn’t something I was 
particularly keen on or interested in 
beforehand...I particularly enjoyed how the 
project was engaging the Luton community 
into the arts. This is something I grew 
passionate about and it was through 
Generations Together I realised that this 
was essentially what I wanted to do. As 
well as helping me realise my ambitions, 
it also highlighted the importance of giving 
back to the community.”

Placing young people into exciting and 
relevant volunteering opportunities.
A strong partnership was formed between the 
local V-involved organisation (that seeks to 
place 16 - 25 year old people in volunteer 
placements) and GT. Where V-involved may 
have previously struggled to find appropriate 
placements for young people, they found that 
GT has provided a gateway of opportunities: 
“The dynamic and original nature of the 
Generations Together project has proven

skills. She started out as a student searching for 
work, and within 6 months become ‘employable’ 
and is thoroughly enjoying the experience. 



very successful with young people interested in 
volunteering. The projects that GT had to offer 
have really appealed to many different young 
people and opened their eyes to the variety of 
volunteering that they can do. We often struggle 
to place young volunteers in opportunities due 
to their limited availability during the 9-5 hours 
that opportunities are often only available. The 
Generations Together project has given young 
people a way to break down the stereotypes 
that are often thought about them. It has shown 
that young people are interested in supporting 
their community and benefiting others whilst 
learning new skills for themselves in order to 
excel in life. The volunteers’ feedback on the 
project has been positive and enthusiastic 
and many have completed over 50 hours of 
volunteering.”

High conversion rate of enquiries from the public 
leading to volunteer placements.
According to the Institute of Volunteering Research, 
a report highlighting key findings from the activities 
of volunteer centres suggests that in general
volunteering centres experienced a conversion rate 
of 24% for those people who enquire about 
volunteering to actually becoming volunteers. For 
GT in Luton, this conversion rate was approximately 
50%.

Going back into education.
A particularly shy individual joined GT halfway 
through the project. He left school early and could 
not read or write fluently. This affected his 
confidence immensely, hence his hesitation to
 

 
 
 

join the project. After six months, he has a new-
found enthusiasm and confidence to learn more 
and do well for himself. He is now going back to 
college to improve his reading and writing skills.

Peer mentoring and support.
Four volunteers from the theatre group went into a 
primary school in Hitchin (July 2010) to talk to the 
children about their experiences with the theatre
project. Some of these younger volunteers were
very shy and would never have attempted public 
speaking, but with the help of an older, more 
confident volunteer, had a new-found confidence  
to speak with others.

‘The Theatre Company.’
The Theatre group have formed a strong bond. 
They have identified themselves as ‘The Theatre 
Company’ and are exploring ways in which they 
can continue their work beyond GT.  

3. Hill, M.  (2008/9).  Volunteering England Annual Return for Volunteer 
Centres 2008/9.  London.  Institute for Volunteering Research, p2.
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Specifically catering for those with special needs.
GT earned a good reputation amongst those with 
special needs as being a volunteering programme
where their needs are catered for and where 
people will go out of their way to be accommodating. 
Three new volunteers with special needs joined the 
project after hearing by word of mouth how 
accommodating GT was. One volunteer had been 
searching for volunteering opportunities for a while 
but had found nothing suitable to her needs. When 
she began volunteering with the theatre group her 
independence grew immensely and she began 
attending rehearsals independently, whereas 
previously she would always have her carer with her.

Employment Opportunities.
An older volunteer who is a local ‘Father Christmas’ 
helped a younger volunteer to get paid employment

  

Commitment to longer term volunteering with 
Luton Culture.
Some GT volunteers enrolled initially for specific 
projects such as the Summer Reading Challenge.  
After the challenge had been completed, they then 
went on to volunteer with other GT projects, or 
generally for the Luton Central Library.

Volunteer Ambassadors.
Two volunteer ambassadors organically emerged 
from the GT project through the course of the year.  
Their level of commitment and dedication to the 
project was distinguishable, coupled with their 
willingness to volunteer more and more of their time 
for other projects and events. Each represented 
their own generation and proved to be key assets in 
recruiting further volunteers.

with him for the festive period. They both attended 
local shopping centres at different times 
encouraging younger children to come and talk to 
‘Father Christmas and his little helper.’ Their 
friendship developed over the course of their 
volunteering with GT. 

V-Talent.
Two of the GT volunteers went on to participate in 
the national ‘V-talent’ scheme, aiming to complete 
a forty-four week volunteering programme and get 
a minimum level 2 qualification (for example as a 
Business and Technology Education Council 
Qualification or a National Vocational Qualification).

Volunteer Designer.
One of the GT volunteers is a graphic designer by 
profession and was commissioned to design 
marketing material for GT, utilising her skills and 
experience.



Youth Forum.
The project leader for the Summer Reading 
Challenge has now been inspired to create a ‘Youth 
Forum’ with younger library members. This Forum 
will include some of the GT volunteers who took 
part in the Challenge and would like to be further 
involved with central library activities.

‘Luton’s Best’ Young Achiever of the Year.
Two younger GT volunteers were shortlisted for the 
‘Luton’s Best’ Young Achiever of the Year award.  
These volunteers had overcome personal 
challenges with sheer determination and 
commitment to the GT project, and are inspiring 
role models for their generation.  

 

Case Studies.
Two older people and two younger people who 
showed a lot of commitment and dedication from 
the outset were interviewed to find out more about 
their experience of GT. Here are some examples 
of their experience and the impact:

Kathleen Clarke (older volunteer)

Having five grandchildren of my own, I was 
extremely interested when I noticed the 
advertisement for Generations Together in the 
local Luton News. I thought it would be 
enlightening to find out about other young 
people - the things they like in life and their 
various ideas of the older generation.

In some communities, connections have broken 
down between the young and old and anti-social
behaviour has become the norm. I live in an 
area with these problems and wanted to see that 
I was not going to judge all young people in a 
similar light. 

Sustainability. 
Building on their experience of involving local 
volunteers in GT, the Community Festivals project 
has set out a sustainability strategy whereby the 
local Community Development Service is setting up 
community committees. The committees will 
comprise 5 - 8 volunteers from each local area ward 
who will get together to create their own festivals 
throughout the year. The key workers within each 
community centre will run these committees.

Social Capital.
The Community Festivals project has also shown 
increasing social capital, where further networking 
opportunities have arisen with other community 
organisations such as the Luton Council of Faiths.   
In addition, the neighbourhood governance team 
initiated a consultation process for those volunteers 
who were originally involved in the Festivals project, 
and assisted/ encouraged them to become more 
involved in other projects within their local area 
such as  the ‘participatory budgeting’ scheme. 



I was mainly drawn to volunteering with 
Generations Together because I wanted the 
chance to have a new set of experiences – I was 
fed up of being bored. I also wanted the chance 
to develop new relationships and something to 

I learned that I can rise above and get over new 
challenges regardless of how difficult they 
seem at the start. I learned to be more confident 
in my own abilities. I learned to get along with 
people – something that I have always found 
difficult. I learned I have a high tolerance of 
people and things I don’t like and therefore I 
developed patience. I learned better time 
management.

In the future, I will make more of an effort to be 
involved with the older generation. I might join 
a drama club and develop what I have been 
doing all year – I didn’t realise how much I would 
enjoy it. I will also make more of an effort to 
volunteer – it gives me a purpose! I will volunteer 
with some of the companies I have been 
involved with this year, to give something back 
to them. 

David Billington (older volunteer)

I am semi-retired and couldn’t get full time 
work. I want to work: I want to get up in the 
morning and go out and do something; I don’t 
want to stay indoors and watch daytime 
television. I thought I would do some 

It was very refreshing to meet so many young 
people who have aspirations and who enjoy the 
company of the elderly. There was no animosity 
between the different age groups – we were all 
on a level with great conversations, about their 
lives, loves and other different aspects of their 
lives. The writing classes were so much fun, our 
imaginations were working overtime.

Since joining Generations Together I've 
rekindled my love of singing and I’ve found 
out I can still jive at sixty-one. 

do in all my spare time. Generations Together 
enabled me to commit to something.

Before the experience, I never really had any 
contact with the older generation – all my 
grandparents were dead by the time my mum 
and dad were adults. I never really knew a lot 
apart from the media stereotypes – but my 
experiences have flipped these upside down! 
I have a lot more respect for the older generation 
after spending time with them – they are just the 
same as us just older and greyer!!

Terri Manning (younger volunteer)



questions and I asked them about their 
experience. It has widened my view of the young, 
I now know some charming, delightful, clever 
and talented young people.

I have made new friends who are my own age, 
and friends who are teenagers. I know that some 
of the young people have enjoyed my company 
as much as I have enjoyed theirs. My children 
are grown up and I don’t know many young 
people this age. This wasn’t the case initially, 
but now in some ways I feel a closer affinity to 
young people than to people in my children’s 
generation.

Sharnice Miles (younger volunteer)volunteering but I couldn’t get a volunteer 
position. Then I heard about Generations 
Together! The projects interested me, especially 
theatre which is my first love.

I was mainly involved in the theatre project - you 
could not have found a more diverse group of 
people! The young people I worked with helped 
me to understand modern themes – we worked 
together to develop the play ‘A Rock and a Hard 
Place’. We shared experiences, they asked me 

I learned a lot about me: I learned to be a lot 
more proud of myself than I’ve been for a long 
time. I had lost self confidence being out of 
work for quite a while.

I was new to the UK, I had a lot of free time. My 
cousin told me about Generations Together and 
I signed up. I wanted to be part of it because of 
what it stands for: bringing older and younger 
people together. I really do enjoy volunteering 
and helping the community.

Personally, I have become a lot stronger in 
myself. Now I can be myself on stage as well as 
off stage, I can go out in front of people without 
having a panic attack. I had stage fright at 
high school when I had to go up to the front a 
couple of times: everyone complained that they 
couldn’t hear me because I spoke so low, I was 
mumbling and fidgeting. My heart was racing. 
I don’t feel like that at all now. I feel I can be 
anyone, do anything.



I learned that the older generation are very 
young at heart. Before this, I thought that older 
people didn’t want to come out of the house, 
that they were moody and difficult. I thought 
that older people thought the younger generation 
were loud, noisy troublemakers. It was completely 
different! These older people really wanted to 
meet and talk and get to know us. They wanted 
to ask questions and find out about us; they 
wanted to answer our questions, and share 
their experience with us. Now I want to talk to 
my grandparents...

I really do appreciate Generations Together – I 
would recommend everyone to join, I wish it 
wasn’t coming to a close.

The Generations Together Legacy
Although funding for the programme came to an end,
the learning and experience that Luton Culture and
partners took from it is having a sustainable impact.
New partnerships have been created, diverse
communities have been involved, a significant 
number of volunteers who had never volunteered
before joined the programme, and a new volunteering
‘culture’ is being developed within the organisation.

Individual projects and the volunteers within the
projects have achieved amazing results. The
creation of a community reading garden, three
community films, a theatrical performance    are just
some of the highlights of the programme.

Conclusion
Generations Together in Luton involved more than 
700 older and younger people in volunteering 
between January 2010 and March 2011. Some of 
these people had never volunteered before and 

had certain perceptions about the time and 
commitment needed to volunteer, and the types of 
volunteering available. GT changed these 
perceptions and these volunteers realised that 
volunteering is easily accessible and rewarding.
  
The effect that volunteering has had on some older 
and younger people has been immense and has 
gone a long way in helping to achieve some of the 
outcomes intended - such as reduced isolation and 
an improvement in health and wellbeing for older 
people, and increased self esteem and greater 
participation in positive activities amongst younger 
people. Overall the respect and understanding 
between both generations is strongly affirmed in 
the detailed evaluation report: negative perceptions  
have been challenged and new friendships created. 
It is highly apparent in Luton that intergenerational 
activity has benefitted individuals and communities. 
However a longer time-frame is needed in 
delivering projects, in order to realise the full 
benefits and outcomes of intergenerational 
volunteering.

The full evaluation report is available at  
www.lutonculture.com 




