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The Study Visit party with Norman Houston, Director of the Northern Ireland Bureau
in their Washington DC offices.

Foreward by Clive Gowdy, Chair of theUnlocking Potential Advisory
Group:-

To be considered a success, a study visit must meet a number of key objectives.
First, there must be a tailoredprogrammeof meetings with relevant people and
groups. Second, there must be a clear agenda and focus forthe planned
discussions and deliberations in line with the aims and objectives of the work
being undertaken. Third, the participants must have a shared sense of purpose
as to the work they will do on the visit. Fourth, there must be an open-minded
approach to all of the discussions and an active engagement with those visited to
ensure the most productive outcome. On all counts, this study visit met and
exceeded those objectives.

Indeed, the visit succeeded on a number of different levels. At the level ofinter-
personal relationships, the visit produced a great group dynamic. The individuals
comprising the study tour party were drawn from awide range of different
organisations and this could have been problematic. However, the party gelled
quickly and themembers formed a strong team who supported each other and
blended their particular interests into a shared focus for the discussions which
were held. This had the effect of ensuring that the discussions were lively and
purposeful and covered a consistentspectrum of issues.
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It also meant that the internal relationships within the group were very positive
and this resulted in a lot of discussion between the members outside of the
meetings. Issues of common concern were aired freely and openly and the
exchange of ideas was mutually beneficial. Individuals learned more about the
other organisations represented on the visit and about their thinking and this will
be valuable in the months ahead as a number of policy and practical issues are
addressed back in Northern Ireland in relation to volunteering and the needs of
older people.

At the business strategy level, the visit succeeded in engaging at a high level
with those involved in policy formulation and delivery in theU.Sin relation to
older people and thebenefits of volunteering. The discussions with bodies such
as the Administration on Aging, the National Council on Aging and the American
Association of Retired People were particularly valuable in this regard. The
deliberations dealt with the statutory framework within which volunteering and the
needs of older people were addressed and provided a very valuable insight into
the development of policy thinking and new initiatives in these areas. All of the
individuals who met with the group were open and frank in this regard and the
meetings were both stimulating and highly productive in terms of moving the
group’s thinking forward.

It was also the case that the discussions with all of the organisations stimulated
debate on the fundamental issues being considered within the Unlocking
Potential project. The objectives of the project and the aims of the study visit
were explained at the start of each meeting and each of the participants tailored
their presentations to give their take on the issues. This was particularly helpful to
the group by providing a fresh set of perspectives and encouraged questions and
discussion about the ideas which emerged. It was therefore a very valuable part
of the study visit and will ensure that the ongoing work on UnlockingPotential will
be informed and stimulated by the thinking which emerged on the visit.

The visit also succeeded in terms of experiencing sound practical examples of
engagement with volunteering. At this practical level it was encouraging to see
how a number oforganisations had managed to build a strong base of activities
through theinvolvementof volunteers. In particular, the work of Partners in Care,
Greater DC Cares and the Experience Corps all demonstrated the innovative
ways in which volunteers can be embraced within a proactive framework of
action to serve the needs of the community. To take just one of these examples,
the work of Partners in Care showed the ways in which a social contract can be
developed between the donors of voluntary service and the recipients of that
service. Everyone has talents that can be used to benefit others and the
recipients of service can make a contribution to the overall operations of the
organisation by giving something back–even if that is only by donating items for
sale in the organisation’s shop. This co-operative approach showed how
communities can build a strong network of self help through volunteering and is
something which might be developed within Northern Ireland.
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In overall terms therefore, the visit was a valuable opportunity for all the
members to gain new information and fresh perspectives on the issues of
volunteering and older people and it has been of significant value in the work
currently under way in the Unlocking PotentialProject.  A lot of interesting ideas
and practical initiatives were encountered and the discussion and debate has
been helpful in addressing some of the key issues within the project.

Thanks are due to staff of the Volunteer Development Agency for the excellent
organisation of the visit and to all of the organisations we met in theU.Sfor their
open and informative engagement with the group. Thanks are also due toThe
Atlantic Philanthropies for funding the visit and so facilitating this valuable
learning experience.

Clive Gowdy
Chair of the Unlocking Potential Advisory Group
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1.Introduction

Spring 2009 marked the beginning of preparationsfor a week longstudy visitto
the United Statesin October 09aspart of the Unlocking PotentialProject.The
Unlocking Potential Project is a five year project funded byThe Atlantic
Philanthropies that aims to increase the volunteer involvement of those aged
60+.

After consultation with a number of parties, including The Atlantic Philanthropies,
Washington DC wasdecided upon asthedestination.As well as being the
political capital of the United States it is also thesetting forthe headquarters of a
largenumber ofthe majorage interest and voluntary organisations.

A party of twelve peoplewere identified,allof whom have aprofessional interest
in volunteering and older people’s issues.The group was made up of
representativesfromthe Volunteer Centre Network, the University of the Third
Age, Age Concern Help the Aged NI, the office of the Older People’sAdvocate,
Belfast Health and Social Care Trust, the Voluntary and Community Unit (DSD)
as well as the Unlocking Potential Project.

This report is anoverview of the study visit and relaysthe views and experiences
of those who took part in the study visit, whilst not attempting to present a united
view or opinion of the issues at hand, comments of individuals intersperse the
report.

The main purpose of this visit was to learn about policy and practicein a U.S
context relating to the engagement and involvement of older people as
volunteers.  This informationgatheredwill beapplied to improve the practice and
performance of the Unlocking Potential team, inform the policies and practices of
volunteer involving organisations and provide information and challenge the
feedback of policy makers and funders.

It was hoped that as part of thevisit participants would:-
 visit volunteer programmes specifically involving older people.
 hear from older volunteersthemselves about their experiences.
 meet withrepresentatives from volunteer involving and age sector

organisations to gather good practiceonvolunteering activities.

After travelling from Belfast via London, the group arrived in Washington DC late
on Sunday 19thOctober and settled in to the rather eye catching surroundings of
the Hotel Helix in preparation for the week ahead.

A busy week of visits commencedon the 20thOctoberwith an orientation day
hosted by the Northern Ireland Bureau.  Here the group met with Norman
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Houston, Director of the Bureau,and his team who provided support to the
organisation of the visit.

Norman gave an interesting overview of the role of the Bureau and howit
representsthe interests of Northern Ireland acrossthe U.Sand the relationship
that exists with the British and Irish Governments.

Tony Silberfeld, Head of Press and Political Affairs at the Bureau gave the group
a very informative and interesting overview of ‘how Washington works’in terms
of federal government, the changes in the political landscape since the
inauguration of President Obama and how the system is fed into by organisations
and lobbying bodies large and small.In terms of policy and cultural comparisons
of the lives of older people in the U.S inrelation to a Northern Irish context the
impact of the global financial recession has had effects on both sides of the
Atlantic.  The main issue in the U.S affecting all Americans and perhaps
particularly older Americans at the time of the visitwasthe debate surrounding
proposed health care reforms.  Many of the large organisations that lobby and
advocate on older people’s issueswereembroiled in this complicated debate.

It is clear that the economic downturn hasaffected the lives of older Americans
who depend in the main on private pensions and are therefore less likely to be
able to retire at the age of 60 due to the decreased value of their pensions.

Late in the afternoon the group visited the U.S Capitol for a tour organised by the
Bureau and thenvisited the Library of Congress and Union Station to experience
a real flavour ofWashington and American life.

2.0  Overview of Meetings.

The group undertook a series of visits to a number of different organisationsover
the course of the week, brief details of each along with the insights of the
participants is outlinedin the following sections.

2.1The Administration on Aging

Onthemorning ofTuesday 20th, the group met with representatives from the
Administration on Aging(AoA), headed up byRobert Hornyak, Director of the
Office of Core Programs.The AoAis a department of the Federal Government
andhas a relatively small budget of $1.4 Billion per annum given that the
population of Americans aged 60+ exceeds 60 million.  The main aimsand
objectives oftheAoA tieinto the Older American’s Act originally passed by
Congress in 1965 and updated and amended as recently as 2006.AoA provides
funding to the National Council on Aging which in turn funds local programmes
that aim to engage older people with their communities.  Some 20,000 providers
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are supported across the U.S with some 500,000 volunteers directly involved
(this roughly equates to an average of 25 volunteers per organisation).

Success oftheAoA depends on working collaborativelywithother federal
governmentdepartmentsthathave largerbudgets but can see the benefit to
them ofsupporting care givers and older people to stay healthy and engaged in
their community.

When asked iftheAoAfaced challenges in making older people groups
sustainable, their representatives explained that they encourage and supporta
profit making entity which is attachedto the older people’s groups. The profit
from this can be used tofund a volunteer co-ordinator.Funding is important but
there mustalso be a drive and motivation by older peoplethemselves to take
responsibility for the sustainability of their groups, by not only looking for ways to
generate profit but also byworkingcollaborativelywith other organisations.

Clive Gowdy withDeborah Burns-KuhnandMarla Busch
from theAoA.

KMcC“The Visit to the Administration on Aging was an opportunity to hear what
government isdoing to encourage volunteering for older people and what plans
they have for the future.  I was surprised at the small budget for older people
$1.4b across the U.S and with such a small budget it was discovered that the
(AoA)team require to work closelywith federal health and different agencies to
share resources and pull together on policies.”

BM  “The VolunteeringProgrammes it (AoA) has created such astheDisease
Prevention Programme and the Care Giver SupportProgramme, demonstrates
the effectiveness of a more joined up approach in providing a successful care
service in collaboration with organisations such as local transport and housing
organisations.”
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2.2National Council on Aging

The group met with Tom Endres, Vice President for Civic Engagement, with the
National Council on Aging.  NCOAwork alongside government (Administration
on Ageing) to influence policy and practice.Tom Endres highlighted partnership
working between government, voluntary sector and age sector is a key element
of America’s success.

NCOA act as the conduit to distribute funding fromtheAoA and others to smaller
community groups across America.  Some of these have been granted
demonstration project status and showcase their work to interested parties
nationally and internationally.  One of these demonstration projects is the
Partners in Care project that NCOA facilitated a visitto.

NCOA and the programmes they support are part funded by The Atlantic
Philanthropies, when asked by the group what the intentions were when this
funding finished Tom explained that whilst intending tocontinuewith those
programmes thatare sustainable, there was a realisation that not allwill be.
NCOA encouraged organisations to investigate ways to diversifytheirfunding
streams, reiteratingthe message highlighted bytheAoA of encouraging
organisationsto develop a profit making elementintheirwork.An organisation
thatactsas the licenser for a monitoring software package was cited as an
example of this.

Tom fielded questions from the group relating to the involvement of older
volunteers by the supported projects.   He explained thatthemodel of involving
volunteersthey encourageis to allow people to do a number of different roles.
The main aim is toprovide a needs based approach by encouraging volunteers
to work in multi-skilled groups.One suggestedbenefit ofhaving multi-roled
volunteers wasthat if one volunteer isunable to carry out their volunteering
activity for whatever reason another volunteer from the group will be able to step
in and perform the task.

When asked how people from lower socio-economic backgrounds are
encouragedto become involved in volunteering, thesystem of stipends was
explained whereby people receive a financial allowance whilst undertaking their
voluntary role.  Educational incentives also exist where volunteers receive
scholarships or educational creditsafter volunteering for a certain number of
hours.  These educational credits can be passed on by an older volunteer to a
child or grandchild for instance.  Given the different context in Northern Ireland it
was asked if this hadled to a debate on incentivising volunteering in the U.S, it
was explained that by and large stipends weren’t viewed as a contentious issue.

The visit to NCOA gave the group a further insight into theage sector inthe U.S
and the link up between local projects and organisations, funders and the
government.
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2.3TimeBanking-Partners in Care

On Tuesday afternoon the group travelled to Pasadena in Maryland to visit one
of the AoA’s supported “Age In Place” projects, Partners in Care.  Partners in
Care is a TimeBanking project that has a core aim of enabling older people to
live independently in their own homes.  Established in 1993 with 26 members
Partners in Care has grown to a current membership of 2000+.

TheTimeBanking concept, originally developed by Edgar Khan in the 1980s, is
a democratic time exchange system in which members can bank credits by
performing tasks for other members such as gardening, driving or shopping.  All
tasks are weighted equally in time valuewhether it beironing or providing legal
advice.

The group heardfrom CEO and foundermember Barbara Huston about the
journey undertaken by Partners in Care and met some of the older volunteersor
‘members’ themselves who were working in the onsite boutique.

Barbara explained how as the project matured and was perceived as permanent
by it’s members and the community they were starting to observe that some
people whilst in good health and independent were building up a bank of credits
that would be available to them to draw down if their circumstances change
through ill health, bereavement or onset of a disability as they grow older.

As part of the Building Change Trust initiative the Volunteer Development
Agency has been facilitating awareness raising of Time Banking in Northern
Ireland.  This has involved representatives from Time Banking projects in
Scotland and VolunteerDevelopmentScotland coming over and delivering
workshops to local organisations on TimeBanking, how it works and what their
experiences have been.  These projects are still relatively new and the
advantage of the visit to Partners in Care was that it is an established project that

CR  “I found it very sensible and the idea that a voluntary organisation can be
businesslike but shouldn’t be run like a business is something that we should
consider carefully.”

MD“The project under their (NCOA) auspices that rang most bells with me was
the Wisdom Works project which fostered civic engagement among older people
through self-directed teams.”

BM  “I was very impressed by the philosophyof theNational Council of Aging in
Washington helping the non profit making sector develop their expertise, to take
the lead in tapping into the limitless talent pod that adults 55+ represent now and
in the future.”
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has been in existence for some 16 years and in that time has grown from a small
number to having a membership of over 2000.

ThisTimeBanking project clearly illustrated how,with the right system in place,
older people can be supported by the community and support each other without
being perceived as passive recipientsof services.  All visit participants
highlightedTimeBanking as a concept they would like to see piloted in Northern
Ireland.

BM  “(Partners in Care)is an excellent example of how a community
responded to a need, by empowering older people to remain independent in
their own homes through aTimeBanking/time exchange programme.”

BO  “(Partners in Care) gave older people volunteering opportunities whilst
also meeting the very real needs of older people within the local community…..
and gave purpose, value and method combined with respect, dignity to both
the volunteer and recipients of the services.”

CG“Partners in Care showed the ways in which a social contract can be
developed between the donors of voluntary service and the recipients of that
service.….. This co-operative approach showed how communities can build a
strong network of self help through volunteering and is something which might
be developed within Northern Ireland.”

DF “It struck me that the work they (PIC) undertook had clear potential for
Northern Ireland….. The approach, based on ‘parity, not charity’, supported
older people to‘age in place’and affirm independence with dignity. By
deploying an asset approach as opposed to what they term a ‘Human
Services’ approach, they support members to identify their gifts and talents ….
Of clear relevance in this visit was that the model moves away from the social
services model, where older people are viewed through the lens of need. In
the words of CEO, Barbara Huston, that means that older people are starting
with a deficit. (Partners in Care’s)approach of recognising gifts and talents
promotes dignity and empowerment for all their members.”

DF “The concept of TimeBanking is one which I believe has potential
application in Northern Ireland, as a response not only to meeting the needs of
an ageing population, but also as an approach to promoting dignity and
positive ageing and mobilising volunteering opportunities across the board.”
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2.4Civic Ventures

The groupmet with John Gomperts, President, Michelle Hynes, Vice President
and Cal Halvorsen from Civic Ventures.

Civic Ventures in their own wordsis leading the call to engage millions of baby
boomers as a vital workforce for change. Through an inventive programme
portfolio, original research, strategic alliances, and the power of people’s own life
stories, Civic Ventures demonstrates the value of experience in solving serious
social problems–from education to the environment and health care to
homelessness. Founded in 1998 by social entrepreneur and author Marc
Freedman, Civic Ventures works to define the second half of adult life as a time
of individual and social renewal.

The group had a very candid discussion with the representatives from Civic
Ventures on issues such asstipends,they recognisedthat stipendsdo blur the
boundaries between volunteering and paid work.However they had a sense that
stipends give people, who otherwise would not be able todo sofor socio-
economic reasonsthe opportunity toplayan important role in society, and
therebycreatepositive social change.  On the other side of the coin the
existence of stipends can mean in certain instances that only so many stipended
volunteer ‘places’ are available due to budgetary constraints so
some individuals may still be excluded for financial reasons.

Civic Venturesbelieve that older peopleand particularly the baby boomer
generationaren’tand won’t be as interested in justkeeping busyin the third
stage of their lives but do and will want to be engage themselves inmeaningful
activitiesthat will have an impactand outcome.

The meeting with Civic Ventures highlighted thefresh look at the needs of the
baby boomer generation.  The media and in many cases policy makers are

Study Visit Party at Partners in CareSome of the Volunteers in the PIC Boutique


