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Preface 5

The SEVIR-project has been successful. At an appropriate 
time in European affairs it asked important questions 
and developed products which we hope will be useful 
in training seniors to represent their peers. Within the 
debate about the reaction of the European Union to 
the ongoing demographic changes it put the focus on 
the active citizenship of senior citizens and developed 
useful instruments for their participation in the public 
life.

We would like to say thank you to all who have 
contributed to the success of the project, our partners, 
our students who attended the pilot courses, and all 
decision makers in politics, in public administrations, in 
the media and in non-profit-organisations, especially 
those of senior citizens, who gave us important 
information and impulse.

Especially we would like to thank Sonia Barison, 
department director of the educational sector of the 
Region Veneto/Italy, Renate Reyer-Gellert, who is 
responsible for social planning in the county council 

of Bad-Toelz, Germany, Dr. Klaus Schulenburg, 
responsible for social policy, youth and hospitals, 
Umbrella Organisation of Bavarian Counties, and Prof. 
Dr. Vladimir Topenacharov, Secretary of the Supreme 
Council of the Bulgarian Socialist Party  for their 
contributions to the handbooks.

We thank the European Commission for the funding by 
the programme Socrates/Grundtvig 1.

The SEVIR-project was an inspiring learning 
experience. We are glad to have performed it together 
with seven partners from countries. It was fascinating 
to combine different cultures, institutions, experience 
and visions.

In the name of all project partners we wish that the 
results of the project SEVIR will help to improve the 
participation of senior citizens in public life.

The project results are available as two handbooks. 
One of them is meant for the adult education, the 
other for senior organisations.

Bernhard Eder  Alois Nock

Coordinator SEVIR managing director

Editor      

kifas GmbH, Waldmuenchen, Germany
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1. Introduction6

1. Introduction

The post-professional phase as a „realm of 
possibilities“, with the opportunities of „late freedom“ 
(the Viennese gerontologist Leopold Rosenmayr), is a 
stage of life appropriate to achieving personal gain 
beyond the restrictions and obligations of working life. 
Active citizenship done as the participation of senior 
citizens in the public arena is a good way to obtain 
meaning for one self.

Senior citizens’ interests and needs are not sufficiently 
acknowledged within the political decision-making 
processes. This experience has been gained in 
many European countries. This is quite astonishing 
considering the demographic development that sees 
an increase of the percentage of older people within 
the total population. Within the competition of various 
population groups, lobby organisations and pressure 
groups, the senior citizens’ needs don’t have a high 
priority in the eyes of political decision-makers.

Yet, there exists a notable active citizenship of older 
people in the European countries: senior citizens 
engaged in representing their peer group. There is 
an amazing potential of willingness to get engaged 
in public life, in the „political arena“ (politics in this 
sense means everybody is concerned) to speak up for 
older people’s needs. Even if there is only a minority 
of active citizens, it will be important for the liveliness 
of democracy to have a sufficient number of such 
engaged citizens. They contribute to a positive sense of 
community in their cities, towns and villages.

In order to guarantee an adequate appreciation by 
political decision-makers in this difficult situation, 
active older people need a series of requirements and 
conditions. They will be described in the handbook.

The strengthens and weaknesses, the opportunities 
and threats of the civic involvement of senior citizens 
as political participants throws light on the shape 
of democracy in the member states of the European 
Union. At the first sight this seems strange as these 
states seem to be stable democratic countries. 

However there is a deep discomfort with the status 
and possibilities of involvement of citizens in political 
decision-making processes.

In this situation there are tendencies to strengthen the 
sovereignty of the people as democratic principle and 
to emphasize the role of the citizen. The representative 
system should therefore be supplemented with 
elements of direct democracy, of political participation 
of the citizens as expert citizens. The endeavours 
to enhance the representation of senior citizens in 
public life are part of the movement for more direct 
democracy and for more responsibility of the people 
for the common welfare.

The target groups and their benefits

This handbook offers results and ideas for several 
target groups. It is directed towards experts in adult 
education, towards older people interested in active 
citizenship, towards persons in charge of organizations 
for senior citizens, towards decision-makers in politics 
for senior citizens in local administrations and in 
regional and national ministries, as well as in political 
parties.

Adult educators get information on the areas 
of engagement of older people busy in interest 
representations for their peer groups. This information 
helps them to recognize learning objectives for all 
people involved in this area (senior citizens, staff 
members of local communities etc.). Older people get 
a general view of the different possibilities of active 
citizenship.

Senior organisations that represent seniors will be 
assisted to facilitate the learners’ participation in 
future activities in civil society.

Decision-makers in politics and persons in charge in 
local communities get suggestions which will facilitate 
a successful integration of older people’s active 
citizenship and how to break through the obstacles 
that might prevent this currently.
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2. Start point - common social trends in Europe 7

The discussion on demographic changes and its 
consequences has lead politicians and the media to 
focus on senior citizens in the European countries. The 
percentage of older people within the total population 
will rise considerably, absolutely as well as relatively. 
The demographic development in Europe tends to 
be portrayed as a negative one with concerns about 
resources, demands on health provision and pensions. 
There are some significant stereotypes about old age. 
Senior citizens „are being primarily approached as 
dependant“ (Findeisen 2008, 4) and as a demanding 
expense factor. While not denying the major challenge 
one should emphasize the positive elements of the 
demographic development. It’s the first time in history 
that such a high number of the older generation 
have got the chance of health care and provision for 
retirement.

Never before in history has the older generation got 
the opportunity to live in such a huge number in 
such a long period of extended health care and social 
services.

Senior citizens are living in a contradictory situation: 
On the one hand they are viewed as unproductive and 
redundant in terms of economic, social and cultural 
development. On the other hand it is their privilege to 
be rid of (almost) all societal obligations. On the one 
hand their competencies are neglected even though 
they seem to be crucial for the labour market. On the 
other hand older people possess much experience and 
skills which society should make use of, even during the 
retirement phase. On the one hand in public life and in 
the eyes of the younger generations the senior citizens 
have the image of being immobile, inflexible, weak 
and hardly loadable. On the other hand many of them 
are agile, active and powerful until the higher age.

As an response to this new development it is aimed at 

making use of the potentials older people have to offer 
such as their „treasures of experience“, their skills and 
their free time for the benefit of society. To maximise 
the „productivity of old age“ by integrating their skills 
into society is the magic formula for a productive 
managing of these demographic changes.Together 
with the discussion about demographic changes the 
image of old age has changed. „Successful ageing“, 
„productive ageing“, „active ageing“, and „competent 
ageing“ are the slogans that have been established 
by social science and politics in Europe throughout 
the last decades. They contributed to modifying the 
idea of age as being a biological process of decay 
and instead focussing on chances, on the „late 
liberties“ of life after family and job. Seniors in their 
mid-sixties are described as being active, competent, 
educated, confrontational, healthy, attractive, happy 
and well-off. The „young elderly“ are quoted as an 
alternative to the social crisis through demographic 
changes. Society should make use of the high potential 
of experiences older people have in that long period 
after job and family. This change of attitude towards 
older people is reflected in political programmes for 
older people. Old people are no longer regarded as a 
financial burden to the pension and health system but 
as a newly discovered resource of volunteers.

On the one hand it is a positive development that the 
potentials of old age have become a focus of interest 
in discussions and mitigate the negative stereotypes of 
old age. Competence, creativity, learning ability and 
voluntary engagement don’t come to an end at the age 
of fifty. This perspective brings important aspects into 
the public discussion but a more complete image of the 
elder generation should go deeper than this and not 
view this group in an instrumental manner – what can 
they do for us – but in a more positive manner – how 
can all ages coexist best together?

2. Start point – common social trends in Europe

2.1 Senior citizens and their valuable contribution to society – changing attitudes and 
approaches towards older people in Europe

2



2. Start point - common social trends in Europe8

On the other hand these positive stereotypes of old 
age risk ignoring the frailty and ailments that can 
acompnay old age. Expectations are raised that old 
people have to be fit and an active part of society, they 
are not supposed to be in need of care or a burden to 
the society. If it becomes the case it might be interpreted 
as a personal failure of not having been able to master 
old age. Then a lack of solidarity with the „old elderly“ 
is not far away. „Even positively overdrawn images 
of old age can contribute to the fact that existing 
potentials are not being used for helping other people 
especially if existing possibilities are made compulsory 
and old people feel stressed or exploited“.(German 
Federal Parliament 2006, p. 50). 

Social discrimination in old age also happens when 
there are no structures to enable older people to help 
construct their living conditions. Older people want to 
be more than just dependent beneficiary of provisions 
for retirement. It is time to have a paradigm shift. 
Senior citizens not only want to be affected members of 
the public but participants, not only objects but subjects 
of the politics for older people, of their structures and 
processes. Therefore politics for older people should 
not only be planned for senior citizens but with them 
because they want to take on responsibility and they 
are already doing this in the European states in many 
different ways.

2.2 Senior citizens between participation and exclusion

According to the Green Book of the EU-Commission 
„Facing demographic changes – a new solidarity 
among generations“(Brussels 2005), if the current 
trend continues the senior citizens of the EU will be 
more healthy, active, fitter and economically better off 
in the future (p. 10). However older people are not a 
homogenous group. They are different in their living 
conditions, their lifestyle, their aims, their competences 
and needs, in the possibilities they have and the 
pressures they face. The fact that immigrants who came 
to the European countries during the past decades have 
become senior citizens adds to the pluralism of the 
older generation.

Because of their heterogeneous living conditions 
the older people do not share a common interest. 
Among them there are „several forms of socio-political 
consciousness which depend, not on age as such, but 
on factors such as socio-economic status, race, gender, 
religion and locality“ (Walker/Naegele 1999, p. 20).

The perspectives of the potentials and the resources 
have to be combined with the perspectives of risks 
and hazards. While the opportunities raised by the 
comparatively good living conditions of the older 
generation can be acknowledged the possibility of 
exclusion should not be disregarded.

„Life chances are not equally distributed in today’s 
societies. Effective and equal access to employment, 
lifelong learning social and healthcare services varies 
markedly across the EU, with a significant share of 
the EU population experiencing poverty and social 
exclusion and facing severe difficulties in achieving 
a decent living“ (Commission of the European 
Communities 2007, p. 8). This applies to the older 
generation as well. Actually poverty in old age is a 
serious problem in several EU countries. According to a 
recent study by the European Centre for Social Welfare 
Policy and Research, Vienna, quite a significant number 
of senior citizens are affected by the risk of poverty 
- „amounting to as many as one-in-six elderly living 
in private households“ (European Centre 2006, p. 45) 
in the EU-25 region. „With the exception of Cyprus, all 
countries with high poverty risk come from the former 
EU-15 block of countries..“ (ibid.) Social exclusion is not 
only a matter of income and property. „Social risks as 
old-age dependency and social isolation are expected 
to rise ….. Today, 28% of the population over 70 
currently lives alone „(Commission of the European 
Communities 2007, p.4). The isolation of older people 
can lead to problems like loneliness, alcoholism, and 
mental health issues. Older people are affected to a 
higher degree than middle-aged people.

2



2. Start point - common social trends in Europe 9

This is a massive challenge for the vision of a European 
society, based on such values as social justice, 
equality and solidarity. It has to be differentiated 
between the third and the fourth age, between the 
„young older people“ (from 55 to 75) and the „old 
older people“. Due to experience, the latter are 
less engaged in active citizenship because their life 
situation is marked by physical changes. Gradually a 
new image of old age is appearing in Europe. Senior 
citizens can not be profiled as feeble and passive or 
as leisure consumers. There are seniors who want to 
get engaged in active citizenship, even if older people 
vary greatly in their perspectives on public affairs. 
Among those volunteering, you will find older people 
who are prepared to stand up for the interests of their 
peer group, for political and social participation. The 
Commission of the European Communities resumes 
this attitude as follows: „the importance attached 
to traditional forms of political participation is 
decreasing and trust in public institutions is often low. 
Yet, there is a quest for new, more flexible forms of 

civic participation and a desire to shape the future“ 
(Commission of the European Communities 2007, p.4). 
The project SEVIR presents new models on how senior 
citizens can participate politically and socially including 
the necessary strategies. In the following the special 
situation in different countries and groups of countries 
will be focused on. 

The fight for a daily survival characterises the life 
situation and the attitude to life of many seniors 
especially in the new transition countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe. There is little potential for civic 
citizenship in such areas. In Germany poverty among 
older people has declined from 1973 to 1998 and the 
number now exactly corresponds with those of the total 
population. According to the 3rd National Report about 
Poverty and Wealth in Germany, released in June 2008 
the percentage of senior citizens falling into poverty 
had not increased. Despite this, the gap between rich 
and poor older people tends to increase

2.3 Participation of senior citizens – active citizenship as an important contribution to    
      democratisation

 “Democracy means to barge in one’s own affairs“. (author Max Frisch). 

 Active citizenship is part of a long European tradition, from the Greek polis, the Roman Republics and the 
     medieval towns up to the current debate on Active Citizenship. 

 The classical Greek philosopher Aristotle described human beings as “zoon politikon”, as politically thinking and 
     acting beings. 

 According to the philosopher Immanuel Kant, autonomy and self-determination is the base of human dignity. 

 Political scientist Hannah Arendt reasons that old age should be in the centre of society and not at the edge.  
     (Arendt 1960).

The European Union is part of this intellectual tradition 
today.  „The European Union… not only is an 
economic area but also a political, social and cultural 
project that distinguishes us from other world regions“ 
(Frey 2007, p. 11). Participation as active citizenship is 
a crucial European value and it is imperative to put it 
into practice. The political participation of citizens is a 
performance benchmark for a strong democracy and 

the mission statement of civic society should aim at its 
citizens’ political participation being more than simply 
taking part in elections. 

Accordingly, this project is based on a wide conception 
of politics and democracy. In this context, the idea of 
politics includes all the answers to the question of how 
to organise the social living together by small and 
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2. Start point - common social trends in Europe10

large. Democracy is more than just an institutional 
organisation of state power: In the tradition of John 
Dewey’s pedagogical philosophy we understand 
democracy not only as a „machine of government“, 
but as „social cooperation“, as a form of interpersonal 
cooperation following certain rules and norms. Dewey 
was convinced that such a democracy is able to set free 
the potentials of initiative and creativity and of the 
protest against injustice, which is necessary for a good 
social development, (Himmelmann 2005, p. 43).

The democratic decision-making process is 
representative; it should however be completed by the 
participation element. That is why the existing forms 
of participation by senior citizens should be further 
developed and new forms should be created. Among 
those participation structures are: citizens’ groups, 
advisory boards, associations, round tables, planning 
cells, and consensus conferences and citizens juries. In 
those countries where the above forms of engagement 
don’t exist, it is regarded as useful and important 
to promote exemplary model projects, which make 
active citizenship and the acknowledgement and joy 
that comes with it worthwhile for senior citizens. The 
„happiness of being in public“(Hannah Arendt), the 
pleasure of being active and of ‘interfering’ is to be 
strengthened.

The experiences in the countries in Central and 
Eastern Europe show that a political democracy needs 
to embed a strong civil society. In these countries 
political entities are ill prepared to foster senior 
citizens’ political participation, to support respective 
structures and to cooperate with senior citizens ready 
for active citizenship. In this situation it is regarded as 
imperative to encourage civil society as supplemental 
to the state infrastructure. According to the experiences 
in the new European members in Central and East 
Europe, democracy needs the base of a civil society so 
that the democratic potential – in the form of equality, 
freedom, fairness and tolerance – can be developed 
through commitment and cooperation. 

But the same goes for other European countries, for 

example Italy. Political entities are not yet prepared 
to foster older people’s active citizenship. In all the 
European countries the active citizenship of senior 
citizens is to be developed and enlarged. Civil society 
includes all the civic engagement beyond state and 
market. It is understood as the „arena of the polity 
where self-organizing groups, movements, and 
individuals, relatively autonomous from the state, 
attempt to articulate values, create associations and 
solidarity and advance their interests.“ (Linz/Stephan 
1996, p. 7). Active citizenship is defined by these 
factors: being voluntary, being orientated to public 
welfare and having a non-profit-motive. 

This project is linked to the scientific debate on 
deliberative policy. „The perspective of deliberative 
policy is to democratize society that implies the 
handover of politics into the societal and political 
responsibility of active people. Democracy is 
understood as an open process with the elements of 
mutual consultations and political participation“ (Lösch 
2005, p.14). „Deliberation can basically have different 
meanings. It can be „experts centred“ – to seek advice, 
to get external expertise – and it can be democratic 
– to have a mutual discussion, to find solutions 
together in a discussion and consulting process“ (Lösch 
2005, p. 194). In this deliberative process any formal 
or informal engagement of senior citizens in public life 
can play an important role as interest representation 
for their peer group.  

Older people can take part as experts, as affected 
persons or as representatives of affected people, 
especially of their peer group. Experiences already 
exist in the form of elder statesmen and senior citizens 
advisory boards. This engagement changes the roles of 
the persons and of the institutions involved:

  “From altruistic helpers to autonomous and 
engaged citizens,

 Politics/administration: From bureaucratic 
domination to an administration that fosters 
participation,

         Organizations of active citizenship: From  recruiting 
volunteers to fostering them.
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2. Start point - common social trends in Europe 11

Sevir: No retirement of knowledge and experience 

Older people are knowledge carriers. They are able to 
use their creative potentials if they receive the correct 
guidance and support. Personnel administrators and 
politicians have realized this important and vital 
resource. Taking into account the demographic changes 
mentioned previously – the participation of senior 
citizens in public processes is absolutely necessary.

An important precondition is that the abilities and 
competences, the knowledge and skills gained in 
professional and private life, are recognized and 
integrated into the engagement.  For the futurologist 
Matthias Horx this amounts to the respect for what 
people have achieved, the acknowledgement of their 
competences, interests and motivation. 

Practical knowledge is the result of various learning 

processes:

    Formal learning in publicly organised institutions 
like schools, colleges universities etc.

  Informal learning throughout life: in families, at 
working places, in communities, through social 
engagement. Even though formal learning is 
still considered as being the proper one, it is the 
informal learning processes that enable us to 
successfully cope with daily life and its changing 
demands. According to the Faure-commission 
of the UNESCO, 70% of all human learning 
activities are informal learning processes. In a 
constantly changing world these are the conditions 
to actively shape the economic and social changes. 
This holds true not only for the requirements of 
modern working conditions but also for all the 
other areas of life.

„It can be asserted that a reservoir of talents, interests 
and values are accumulated over the life course that 
should be upheld for as long as possible and not 

2.4 Participation of senior citizens – active citizenship as acknowledgement of their 
      competences

abruptly ended with the onset of old age. Many people 
also need not only to use this reservoir effectively in 
old age in productive activities but also to extend it. In 
this way they seek to counter the lack of challenge they 
experience when they are not longer professionally 
challenged. The post-professional phase does leave 
more space for self-fulfilment, but it means that social 
feedback has to be obtained elsewhere.“ (Zeman 2008, 
11)

People on the brink of retirement have mastered 
many demands throughout their lives and have gained 
experience and manifold competences. But – and this is 
typical of informal learning processes – these skills are 
very often forgotten. Informally learned competences 
are – different from formal qualifications – the result 
of individual learning processes and therefore not 
necessarily measurable or testable and are therefore 
not deemed worthy of certification. 

The competences gained through experience can 
only be actively and aim-oriented used in different 
areas if the person is aware of them. Motivation 
and appropriate methods are needed. Kifas GmbH 
developed a „competence balance“ that helps to 
register and assess the different methodical, personal 
and social competences and skills. This permanently 
necessary process of reflection and action, of training 
in the sense of competence development (or further 
development) is the base and condition for lifelong 
learning.

The European Union stresses the importance of 
the acknowledgement and the use of informal 
competences (2002): In this sense, the declaration of 
Copenhagen reflects the growing political attention on 
learning processes outside formal institutions. In the 
past years a series of initiatives have been brought into 
being across Europe. They develop new concepts on 
how to validate informal learning. In the information 
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2. Start point - common social trends in Europe12

on lifelong learning (2001) importance is attached to 
the „assessment of learning“ and the necessity of an 
exchange of experience is underlined.

Scientific research confirms the variety and quality of 
competence learning which is available as individual 
and social resource after retirement. To make use of 
this knowledge and these skills people need offers and 
possibilities. Further education plays a central role: Its 
task is to excavate the existing „competence treasure“, 
to develop the existing potentials and complement 
them according to the chosen areas of activity. The 
acknowledgement of competences thus put into 
practice is the precondition for a successful learning 
process and a successful engagement. 

The engagement will be successful if the volunteer 
can: 

   Be autonomous, independent, flexible, innovative, 
creative, mentally stable, have stamina, learning 
aptitude and endurance

   Be reliable, responsible, open to criticism, able to 
cooperate

   Have advisory competence, organisational and 
negotiating skills, and decision-making and 
problem-solving skills. 

The SEVIR project recognises that a skills-based 
training is not a precondition for participation, but in 
most cases it is the first step to effective participation.

2.5  Active citizenship as life quality – an inestimable value for the European countries 

When people leave the world of work, we say that they 
are „retiring“. This „retirement“ is often associated 
with stagnation, inactivity, a reduction in performance 
and the non-availability of that person for work for the 
whole of the rest of his or her life. 

This does not have to happen, however. It is certainly 
true that some cognitive functions operate more slowly 
with increasing age – these are the functions that are 
affected by the reduction in the precision and speed 
of perception. Nevertheless, actual information-
processing functions can be retained well into advanced 
old age. Older people can offset speed and precision by 
their high level of motivation, and by the experience 
and wisdom they have gained during the course of 
their lives. A strong desire to learn can compensate 
for a lower speed of learning, while any deficiencies in 
older people’s competencies can be fully overcome by 
suitable, well-directed training. 

Discoveries in gerontology and brain research have 
confirmed that personal development and learning 
are life-long processes. Health in the elderly age range 
has improved. Together with targeted training and the 
stimulation of older people’s potential for learning, 

this has enabled many of them to pursue their interests 
into great old age, without any major effects on their 
personal health or psychological wellbeing, and to take 
on new tasks and challenges. According to the latest 
scientific studies, active people who are able to achieve 
results and feel to be „needed“ by others are happy 
and contented. Agile individuals who continue to seek 
new tasks and challenges after they have retired from 
their careers do not suffer any significant lessening of 
their cognitive faculties, even in old age. The conclusion 
is: „Just as we keep our physical selves active, so we 
must keep our minds busy in our later years if we want 
them to continue to function well. ‘Use it or lose it’ is a 
mental as well as a physical phenomenon“. 

The literature teaches us that some intellectual faculties 
can be expanded with increasing age and intellectual 
growth. One might think of wisdom, experience and an 
improved control over one’s own life, or the ability to 
act with more deliberation, to think more logically and 
to understand more fully.  

Retirement opens up a space of freedom. People can 
avoid being over-committed, and exert their own 
control over the gradual reduction in activity that will 
become necessary with increasing old age. 
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2. Start point - common social trends in Europe 13

Retirement seems to present more of a problem if it 
does not include any new activities, or if it leads to a 
change in the balance between the different areas 
of life. For example, the orientation and activities 
learned and promoted during an individual’s working 
life may no longer be relevant after the transition into 
retirement, or they may only be less relevant, or there 
may be a change in the task allocation parameters. 
People who age successfully are not simply those 
who continue or replace their activities for as long as 
possible; they also find replacements for the friends 
and other loved-ones whom they lose through death.
  

A connection to the life of the community also allows 
people to engage socially in useful activities which 
promote health and wellbeing. Social integration can 
be as important to older people as financial incentives. 
Social recognition plays a pivotal role in voluntary 
activities, particularly in politically enhanced activity or 
in the representation of older people’s interests. 

Many of these kinds of activities are based on work-
related knowledge or experience, and on skills learned 
earlier in life. Such activities create a more positive link 
between age and social recognition. This is important 
in the process of developing an identity, which 
continues into old age. Activities involving various 
social roles therefore have a positive effect on an older 
person’s self-image. Social participation through the 
promotion of opportunities for compensation and 
an active lifestyle, combined with factors such as an 
increase in physical activity and a healthier diet, are 
generally good for the health and also exert a positive 
effect on the processes that age the brain. 

By doing voluntary work in the service of the public, 
people can share their interests and passions with each 
other. This gives them the opportunity to strengthen 
their links with society, to meet people of all ages and 
to take part in useful activities. For younger adults the 

sense of wellbeing is significantly determined by the 
achievement of career and educational goals, whereas 
social participation aspects are much more important 
in the later stages of life. 

Active participation in public life is of great benefit to 
society. Bearing demographic developments in mind, 
the removal of older people from public life and the 
discrimination suffered by them would seem to be a 
societal waste of the available skills of older people.

The active participation of senior citizens in public 
affairs is of great advantage to the elderly themselves. 
People may be surprised to learn that they will benefit 
from involvement in public life and that this is a life-
enhancing and health-promoting activity, as it is said 
to involve effort, stress and even disappointment. 

The civic involvement of older people does enhance 
their life and promote their health conditions. 
„Satisfaction with life can also be the result of being part 
of a development process, testing one’s own abilities as 
reflected by others, learning from this, pursuing goals 
that are not only personal but also relevant to society.“ 
(Zeman 2008, 12) The positive relationship between 
the voluntary engagement of the senior citizens and 
their state of health is increasingly being observed and 
appreciated on the European level. 

„Developing strategies for encouraging healthier living 
and preventing future health problems will become a 
priority in the context of an ageing population.“ 
(Commission of the European Communities 2006, 
p. 21). The promotion of the public involvement of 
older people is of great benefit to society, and is a vital 
component in a health-prevention programme for the 
older generation within Europe. The European Union 
should therefore develop initiatives in this area and 
make the appropriate financial resources available.

2
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3

3 Civic engagement of senior citizens as interest representation for their peer group

The following contribution of Sonia Barison, 
Department Director of the Educational sector of 
Region Veneto explains, starting from the situation 
in Italy, principles which are crucial European values, 
declared in the EU-Charter of Fundamental Rights 

and in the Treaty of Amsterdam: subsidiarity, equality 
and solidarity. They are illustrated with regard to the 
consequences for the participation of citizens in the 
policy making process.

3.1 Values guiding the participation of citizens in the policy making process

The senior advisory board has always been an important link between administration, politics and older 
people. Important socio-political tasks have been taken over for a long time already by volunteers, by people 
with qualification, competence and life and job experience. In the past, it was great that they were there, in 
the future, the senior advisory board will be a vital institution for the community.“

(Marlies Sieburg, mayor of Kerpen, Germany)

3.1.1 Subsidiarity as constitutional basis for active citizenship

In Italy the 2001 constitutional revision has radically 
reformed the relationship between institutions and 
citizens. Individuals may act in the public interest 
„independently“, on one‘s own accord, without 
waiting for government authorization or request 
on their behalf. For the first time the Constitution 
acknowledges that public administrations no longer 
have monopoly of protection of public interest.  On 
the other hand, if citizens start operating in this way, 
public administrations cannot simply remain passive 
observers nor hinder citizens, but must support them. 
Thus it was established that people have needs but 
also abilities which can be used not only to solve the 
problems of others, but they can also be available 
within the community to help meet collective needs, in 
collaboration with the government. The revolutionary 
principle of horizontal subsidiarity (Article 118, last 
paragraph) has been introduced in the Constitution: 
„The State, regions, metropolitan cities, provinces, 
municipalities promote the autonomous initiative 
of citizens and individual members, to carry out 

activities of general interest, based on the principle of 
subsidiarity.“ 

This principle, mainly relational, as it regulates 
relations among every independent subject such as 
individual or associated citizens, public administrations 
and political authorities, was legitimately interpreted 
by some as privatization or outsourcing services. 
Nevertheless, it has to be borne in mind that, on 
the one hand, the Constitution acknowledges the 
role of institutions in guaranteeing civil and social 
rights, as the institutions in our system must create 
the conditions whereby any human being can fulfil 
itself, its aspirations and its capabilities. On the other 
hand, to enable the institutions to function, both „for“ 
the citizens, as well as „with“ the citizens, subsidiarity 
could be the constitutional basis on which to build a 
model of society characterized by an important and 
widespread presence of independent, though united 
and responsible citizens, in other words, active citizens, 
regardless of age, cultural or social extraction. 
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Subsidiarity is based on three other principles: 
equality, both formal and substantive, independence 
and responsibility.

All citizens are equal before the law according to the 
principle of formal equality and all citizens, though 
different among themselves, should have the same 
opportunities to achieve fulfilment according to the 
principle of substantive 

Once equality of law and equal opportunities have 
been ensured,  which allows every citizens to fulfil 
himself, the different situations in which each citizen 
may find himself, diversity of sex or race, as well 
as different skills must be regarded as a potential 
resource for the development of our society and an 
enrichment of the community. 

Independence can be considered as a defence of local 
communities and their representative institutions 
towards the central powers, but it can also be 
understood as an organizational principle, such as a 
rule relation among all public authorities and between 
them and society in its different connections. This second 

meaning favours the intertwining of equal relations 
in society among several representatives of varied 
interests. This is a relational independence in which 
there are no longer centres or suburbs, but each person 
establishes relationships with others, in a pattern seen 
as a relational network, which can create many different 
contacts and combinations, among other reference 
centres of interests that qualify for their ability to 
represent and satisfy the interests to which they belong. 
The subsidiarity principle is intended to be 
accomplished mainly at the local level: Italian citizens 
can take independent initiatives as individuals and 
as groups, but nobody can predict how each of these 
different initiatives will be „favoured“ by the respective 
municipalities and how the various experiences of 
shared administration might come about through the 
collaboration between citizens and administrations. 
Often innovation in all fields is not due to new 
discoveries but to the new combination of known 
facts as in the case of horizontal subsidiarity, with the 
interaction of known factors - the government and 
citizens – which can give unpredictable and innovative 
results An extraordinary stimulus can be given to the 
innovation of the administrative field, as well as its 
relations between politics and administration.

3.1.2 Equality, independence and responsibility as basic values

3.1.3  The proposing, promoting and supporting role of the government

The government may have a propositional approach, 
not waiting for citizens‘ initiatives, encouraging the 
emergence of undisclosed energy in their community, 
thus playing a role of catalyst of the resources of 
citizens. It is one thing to simply wait for people to take 
action and seek support, then to speak with a single 
patronage which nonetheless serves to legitimize the 
initiative. It is another to build one‘s own policies 
along with active citizens, intersecting participation 
and subsidiarity, making it easier, on behalf of the 
citizens, to take responsibility in general; another yet 
is to provide tools and practical means to help people 
to take care of common property; another is to support 

generally the activities of associations of citizens by 
allocating available spaces for them, computers, 
etc.. thus facilitating the execution of initiatives 
for the implementation of subsidiarity; another is 
communication activities directed at citizens and civil 
servants to promote implementation of subsidiarity, 
using communication to bridge the gaps of information 
that prevent citizens from becoming active in creating 
public and private networks with the same interests to 
take care of public facilities; another is to use the social 
budget as an instrument  to evaluate and enhance 
the work carried out on the basis of the subsidiarity 
principle. Officials, namely the administration, have 

3
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to support the citizens‘ activities by managing the 
relationships with them, identifying together the most 
suitable support instruments, coordinating the various 
initiatives amongst themselves and establishing 
relationships time, creating a climate of trust, respect, 
correctness and transparency, so that the alliance 
between the public and the people can develop over 
time and remain continuous. While politicians have to 
promote the emergence of the ability of citizens, both 

as individuals and as associated groups, in the public 
interest. Politicians should have, on the one hand, the 
political sensitivity needed to identify the resources 
that the community can offer in general, on the other, 
they should be able, with businesslike ability, to invest 
in everyone‘s interest those resources, inventing new 
ways of satisfying the needs of those citizens that in 
view of subsidiarity are allies and not just users. 

3.1.4  Issues of civic involvement

How and on what do the active citizens intervene at 
the service of the general interest? There are no limits 
as regards the subject of the interventions (unless it 
is only of public administration competence), or the 
means of intervention (except verifying results by 
the public and other citizens). This is an advantage 
because it allows citizens to intervene on all fields 
to solve problems of general interest, but it is also a 
problem because it makes it difficult to single out the 
areas and how they work. However, when considering 

concrete activities carried out by people applying the 
principle of subsidiarity, we can see that they are 
linked to production activities, care and reproduction 
of common goods: the territory, environment, water, 
air, security, trust in society, legality, human rights, 
regulating the market, health education, infrastructure 
(roads, schools, hospitals, museums) cultural heritage, 
public services, etc of which everyone can enjoy freely, 
but due to this are continuously threatened by a 
inappropriate use. 

3.1.5 Consequences for ageing societies

It is said that subsidiarity may be the constitutional 
basis on which to build a model of society characterized 
by an important and widespread presence of active 
citizens that is autonomous, understanding and 
responsible, regardless of culture, social class and 
age. The Italian society is a society that is aging 
rapidly and the country cannot afford not to design 
an integrated system of instruments and measures 
to govern the economic and social consequences of 
aging. The policies for the elderly are often based on 
the idea that they are no longer able to participate in 

social life, carry out a productive activity or take care of 
themselves. This will ultimately provide social services 
rather than activation service, producing precisely that 
dependency that needs to be reduced. 

This danger is given also in several other European 
countries. In this situation the SEVIR-project attracts 
the attention to the potentials of senior citizens, who 
are disposed to and active in shaping their (political) 
environment.

3



3 Civic engagement of senior citizens as interest representation for their peer group 17

The active citizenship of older people for their peer 
groups is an important specific element within the 
broad spectrum of voluntary engagement.

We suggest approaching political participation of 
senior citizens based on the following basics:

Voluntary engagement has a fundamental importance 
for social cohesion and for the future of our society. 
This experience has a broad European history: „Right 
across the diverse European continent there is one 
common characteristic: a long history of people who 
have worked for free in their communities. This deeply 
rooted tradition of voluntary work is marked and 
formed by cultural, religious, political and economical 
factors differing from country to country“ (Gaskin 
1996, p. 25). This remarkable dimension of voluntary 
engagement in all European countries would not have 
been feasible without the older generations (see: 
Gaskin 1996, p. 66). There is a significant willingness 
and potential of senior citizens for active citizenship in 
all involved countries. There is a huge chance to create 
and enlarge the civil society in Europe.

A proper development of democracy in Europe needs 
(older) citizens who are prepared to do more than just 
the expected minimum of political participation by 
voting on elections who get politically engaged for the 
(local) community. Surely, only a minority of citizens, 
only a minority of older people are such kind of active 
persons. But for a strong democracy it is essential that 
there are sufficient active citizens of such kind. They 
enrich the democratic life in the countries, regions, 
cities, towns and communities. It is a contribution to 
the European democratic culture.

The basic task of this engagement is to represent 
seniors’ interests in public life especially with political 
decision-makers, while taking into consideration 
public welfare. To avoid misunderstandings that the 
representation of senior citizens covers only the egoistic 
needs and desires of a certain social group of society 
it is important to stress, that senior citizens’ lobbies 
represent the fastest growing part of the population. 
Moreover these activities are embedded in considering 
the public welfare. For example they integrate 
intergenerational issues.

Representing the interests of senior citizens should 
cover a wide range of topics, more or less all subjects 
that concern the lives of older generations: It means to 
deal with the quality of life in old age, from medical 
care over housing problems, lifelong learning and 
the difficulties in using new technology to public 
transportation or leisure activities. The dialogue 
between the generations should be fostered to reduce 
discrimination and enable more understanding. 
Seniors’ interests serve all generations; at least, the 
results are without detriment for other social groups. 
The topics the active senior citizens should work on 
are more than just the subjects of social policy. Senior 
policy is a cross-section work. 

Political participation of older persons is not limited 
to formal political and administrative involvement, 
although there are impressive examples of this kind 
of commitment in the European states, for example 
the senior advisory councils or taking over the public 
task of a lay assessor Bernhard what is a lay assessor 
as voluntary work. However these activities cover only 
one part of the whole picture. There is a very important 

3.2 Basics of the civic engagement of senior citizens as interest representation for their
      peer group

„In times of demographic changes, seniors’ representatives represent the interests of the strongest growing 
population group. Seniors’ representations work inter-generatively because old age principally concerns 
everybody.“

Wilhelm Stodollick, mayor of Luenen, Germany
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amount of political participation implemented in a 
more non-official and informal way, yet crucial to 
the whole issue of political participation. Hence it is 
necessary to widen the concept of political participation 
to integrate both the formal and non-official ways, 
even for the European dimension, as in some European 
countries right now only informal paths of participation 
of senior citizens are feasible. Education to understand 
public affairs, political parties affiliation, membership 
in political bodies but also participation in public 
meetings concerned with community issues, leading a 
self-help-initiative, discussing public issues with family, 
friends and neighbours, writing letters to newspapers 
or participating in talk-radio programmes on public 
issues, all these are examples for political participation 
of senior citizens as representatives of their peers. 

Older people might implement the existing civic 
engagement activities in an innovative way and in 
new forms of this involvement. They can add informal 
ways where formal structures hinder effective interest 
representation. They fight for establishing official 
boards where the non-official strategies are too weak 
or even fail.

Active citizenship is an essential part of lifelong 
learning. With a European dimension it implies not 
simply being aware of and effectively exercising the 
rights and responsibilities enjoyed as inhabitants of 
the European Union but also affirming the principles of 
and gaining the skills required to live as active citizens 
in pluralistic societies that are constructed through 
multifaceted differences.

The political participation has a double dimension:

(i) Towards the peers to be represented: permanent 
contact with senior citizens in order to learn their needs 
and desires and to inform them about the actual senior 
citizens-related issues, strategies and developments.

(ii) towards the public to represent to: Informing 
(local) governments and their authorities about the 
views of seniors, preparing and implementing the tools 
of efficient monitoring of the senior citizens-related 
issues, to be a voice for older people in the media.

3.3 The status quo - significant differences in the situations in the European countries

„The most important reason why I extremely appreciate seniors’ representation: The members of the senior 
advisory board have been critical and fair partners of the local politics in Gladbeck for more than 25 years. 
Especially pleasant is the fact that the senior advisory board is engaged with the mutual life of old and young 
in our town.“

(Ulrich Roland, mayor of Gladbeck, Germany)

Civic engagement of senior citizens as interest 
representation for their peer group means voluntarism 
in public life, orientated to the public welfare, in 
favour of senior citizens and based on some kind of 
self organisation. In a more narrow sense it consists of 
political (formal or informal) participation or in taking 
over public tasks as voluntary work. Furthermore it 
can exist in self-help-initiatives. In this context older 
people can do counselling work as experts and also as 
victims or as representatives of victims.

There are some similarities and considerable 

differences in the situations of the European countries. 
The following points are common situations in the 
European countries:

    In Bulgaria, Germany, Italy, Poland, Swiss as well 
as the United Kingdom there is a rising public 
awareness of demographic changes.

  In all involved countries there is significant 
willingness and potential of seniors for active 
citizenship. This is a huge chance and contribution 
to create and enlarge the civil society.
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   The range of voluntary engagement in interest 
representation is limited by personal financial 
restrictions and by the lack of personal 
dispositions. 

  Among older persons there is a lack of self-
awareness of their own political power. 

As civic involvement is mainly characterized by 
national traditions, structures and developments the 
following trans-national differences should be taken 
into account:

    The quantity and quality of existing organisational 
structures for the interest representation of the 
needs of senior citizens is very different across 
countries: Whereas there are relatively strong 
organisational structures in Germany, Swiss and 
the United Kingdom, they are largely missing in 
Bulgaria, Italy and Poland.

   The quantity and quality of existing educational 
programmes for engaged senior citizens as 
interest representation is very different across 
the countries.

   There are similar and as well different attitudes 
towards the nation, the role of state administration 
and of the political parties in the participating 
countries. Generally the image of the political 
system and especially that of the politicians in the 
eyes of the citizens in Europe is bad. Policy seems 
to be a dirty business from which it is better to 
hold off. But also the self-image of the national 
administrations often leads to an impersonal 
relationship of citizens towards governments 
and politics. The authoritarian self-image of civil 
servants is still well spread. They see themselves 
as representatives of the state and the citizens as 
petitioners and potential troublemakers.

  Regional and local authorities consider senior 
citizens mostly as consumers and customers of 
social care. Beyond this common attitude there 
are some notable differences.  For example, the 
Italian people don’ identify themselves to the 

same extent with their government and their 
nation. They are fairly sceptical towards laws and 
institutions. But, compared to other European 
countries, they are quite satisfied with the 
democratic situation of their country. 

   The system transformation in the New Member 
States of the European Union since 1989 brought 
for the population of these countries a completely 
new situation. The majority, among them also the 
senior citizens could and can adapt to it only with 
huge difficulties. There is a „long shadow“ of the 
communist era in the field of active citizenship. 
In those times the people have been pushed 
to voluntary civic involvement by the state 
authorities. This experience decreased older 
people’s motivation for voluntary engagement 
till this day. 

In the European countries, there is no comprehensive 
information on the extent, structures, authorisation, 
tasks and requests of seniors’ representation. The 
following text offers an overview of the situation in 
some European countries.

Italy
There exists a huge amount of various associations 
concerned with seniors in Itlay. But most of them have 
no institutional involvement such as material support 
from municipalities and also do not particularly aim at 
political participation. Reasons for that seem to be he 
highly bureaucratic government, which is discouraging 
or making impossible involvement. Only in election 
times politicians pay attention to senior associations  
and frequently only use them as tools of cheep 
voluntary work. It seems necessary to bring senior 
volunteers out of this un-political „bubble“ and make 
them aware of their power. On the other side there 
is great frustration of seniors in Italy to engage on a 
municipal level since they do not see any possibility to 
succeed in this at all. As a result seniors are more or 
less cocooning in their municipalities.
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Bulgaria
In Bulgaria although there are some organisations 
busy with issues of senior citizens they need to be 
developed and better placed. The existing senior 
organisations, all of them founded after communist 
times, fight for themselves but have difficulties manage 
to attract any attention of political decision-makers. 
An example of good practise is the fight of senior 
organisations to increase the pensions. They organised 
several measures of protest and manage to involve 
the European Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg. 
However there is no government department dedicated 
to senior citizens and the government has only one 
governmental programme running for seniors. 
Required is raising more awareness of older people’s 
issues. A new initiative for that has been started by the 
left-wing party, some older activists and some senior 
organisations. 

Old people themselves have been out of social life 
for years. It is to be feared that that they are not 
well prepared and willing to involve in interest 
representation. Reasons for that might be, their 
difficult economic situation, lack of structures, lack of 
self-esteem, disapproval by the government as well as 
the fact that voluntary engagement was compulsory 
during communist times and many older people do not 
want to hear anything of voluntary work any more.

United Kingdom
Due to the current demographic changes and the 
general decrease of reliance on the state in provision 
of old age in the United Kingdom there are plenty of 
skilled older people wanting to volunteer and who want 
to have a say in how they are governed. But within the 
dense structure of existing seniors’ organisations the 
possibilities of influencing decision-making processes 
remain limited. Important questions are what types 
and levels of representation should be pursued and 
how best to support with senior volunteers in interest 
representation. Educational measures seem to play a 
crucial role on this way. 

Germany
In Germany there is a quite elaborated structure of 
senior organisations in interest representation to be 
found. The existing structures can be divided into 
formal structures such as senior organisations of 
political parties, informal structures such as Agenda 21 
groups and semi-formal structures such as senior citizen 
councils who are a part of communal self-government 
as well as of civil society. Municipal governments can 
– but are not obliged to – install a senior citizen 
council. There are no standardised regulations. 
Therefore the particular procedures vary significantly 
from municipality to municipality. Among other things 
the financial support by the municipal government, the 
scope of competences and political influence as well as 
the procedures for the selection of senior councillors 
can be very different. The interest representation of 
senior volunteers is focussed on political engagement, 
mainly aiming at influencing municipal policy. A broad 
variety of topics is to be found, traditionally in the field 
of social policy, such as organising a bus shuttle to the 
supermarkets in the outskirts of the cities. Local seniors’ 
representations are members on advisory boards in 
old people’s homes or in seniors’ nursing homes. 
Apart from these seniors’ representations, structurally 
embedded within the political system, there is the 
federal working group of the seniors’ organisations 
(BAGSO). As a national umbrella- organisation of 
97 associations, organisations, initiatives and open 
seniors’ care, it represents the interests of older people 
in politics, society and economy.

Poland
In Poland over the last two decades the confidence 
of the citizens in altruistic interest representations 
considerably decreased, as politicians and a number 
of self-appointed representatives many times betrayed 
the citizens` trust. The interests of the senior citizens 
are not present in the public debates. In a very few 
cities exist senior advisory boards, established on a 
voluntary initiative. 
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Switzerland
In Switzerland, the Swiss seniors’ advisory council - an 
advisory body on local level-   represents the economic 
and social requests of older people in governments, 
associations, institutions, media and the public. 
Besides, there are further organisations that represent 
the seniors’ interests as an umbrella organisation on  
national level.  There is a huge amount of trainings and 
courses offered to adults generally and for volunteers 
specifically. Nevertheless, there are no special training 
courses for senior volunteers as interest representatives 
for their peer group. 

Norway
n Norway, there exists a seniors’ advisory council 
on national level. It advises the governments, the 
ministries and the voluntary organisations on all  
Ithe questions concerning older people. Since 1991 
corresponding counselling structures on a legal base 
have been installed in communities and boroughs.

Netherlands
In the Netherlands, the facilities of political 
participation are similarly to those in Germany. An 

umbrella organisation bundles the interests of a huge 
number of seniors’ organisations on national level. On 
local level, there are seniors’ advisory councils. The 
situation of advisory councils in homes is comparable, 
too. Different from Germany, senior citizens hold 
formal positions on the boards of pension funds, within 
the regional planning commission for nursing homes 
and in ambulant nursing institutions.  

A marked difference between the two groups – on the 
one hand Italy/Bulgaria/Poland and on the other hand 
Great Britain/Germany/Switzerland/the Netherlands/
Norway – is the seniors’ right of participation within 
national structures on national and local level within 
the countries of the second group. One has to keep in 
mind that these rights of participation are granted on 
a different base, a voluntary base (in Germany) or a 
legal base (in Norway). The integration of seniors’ 
interest representations into the political system offers 
the invaluable advantage of gaining a foothold and, by 
doing this, participating in the political communication 
process. But mind you, this structural integration 
will only work if the political decision-makers accept 
participation and don’t block it.
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3.4 Promoting and inhibiting factors for the engagement of senior volunteers in 
      representing their peers in public life

As with every age group, seniors’ enthusiasm for 
civic engagement depends on different factors such 
as finances, life situation, lifestyle, and society’s 
perception of the old. The possibilities can be limited 
by personal, cultural, and family restrictions and, in 
some cases, by a lack of confidence. Among seniors 
there is often a lack of self-awareness of their own 
political power.

Research illustrates the dominance of the middle class 
among engaged citizens. University level education, 
greater income, and professional standing facilitate 
civic engagement. (Putnam 2001). Yet, it would be 
wrong to draw the conclusion that working class 
members of society are not ready and prepared to 
participate politically. Research shows that people will 
get more involved if (Detjen 2007, p. 221):

   They feel concerned with a concrete societal or 
political issue or problem.

   They feel they can have some influence on the 
decision making process.

   There is the opportunity to act as part of a team of 
like-minded people.

   There is a chance of being successful.

   Such involvement is seen as a social norm.

According to recent research, older people are 
more active, healthier, better educated, and more 
well off than their peers of twenty years ago. While 
this generalization may be a positive one, it might 
not be to the benefit of seniors. It may create false 
assumptions for the seniors and give false expectations 
of seniors’ situations to local governments - „A too rosy 
image of being old can be negative as well because it 
might put older people under an exceeding pressure 
of expectation and thus rob them of their individuality 
and uniqueness“ (Filipp/Mayer 2005, p. 30). That is 
why the SEVIR-project emphasises that one must avoid 
putting excessive pressure on seniors. It is useful to 
train them and help them to develop skills; however 
they need space to develop their skills and confidence. 

3.4.1 Pre-conditions for successful political participation

3.4.2 Results from the analysis of training and support requirements

During the analysis of training and support 
requirements for senior citizens as volunteers to 
represent their peers in public life, carried out during 
the period from November 2006 to March 2007, we 
examined which incentives and barriers exist for the 
active participation of senior citizens.

The comparison between the incentives and the 
obstacles concerning the senior citizens shows, that 
on the one side there is actually a huge potential for 
increasing the voluntarism of the older generations. On 
the other hand, there are some significant difficulties 

to overcome. Training, education, and supporting 
voluntarism will minimize, to an extent, the effects of 
some of these barriers but others, such as poverty, will 
be difficult to overcome. 

Socio-economic difficulties are a barrier for any senior 
voluntarism because managing one’s finances is time-
consuming and makes everything else of secondary 
importance. In Bulgaria, for example most of the 
seniors are socially excluded, almost by definition, 
because of the financial inequality. This is one reason, 
why not all senior citizens are busy as volunteers. On 
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the other hand, socio-economic difficulties could be a 
stimulus for senior volunteers to engage in activities as 
a way to protect their rights by insisting on reforms in 
government policy.

The overview of the incentives and the obstacles 
concerning politics and society demonstrates that 
there is some support for the political engagement. 
However, there are some important difficulties to face, 
as this kind of active citizenship is not always welcome. 
Furthermore, there is the danger that national and 
local political organisations misuse this spirit of 
voluntarism by using volunteers to provide services 
that the state or region used to provide – in effect 
using volunteers to replace paid staff.

According to SEVIR’s research, the living conditions of 
senior citizens in the European countries vary greatly. 
The situation in Germany and in the United Kingdom 
seems to be relatively optimistic. There are many 
reasons to believe we can achieve greater participation 
of senior citizens in these countries. Older people in 
these countries are keen to be involved in activities 
as demonstrated by our pilot work and the success of 
other joint projects focussing on older people. Older 
people now have more free time – they retire earlier 
and live longer - and they have more disposable 
income. However, even in these two countries there 
some barriers to overcome. One issue is that the 
involvement of seniors in policy and decision making 
affecting senior citizens is not always welcomed by the 
decision-makers...

A similar picture exists in Italy. The potential here 
is enormous due to the increased number of centres 
for the elderly, of Free Time Universities for mature 
students (or Third Age University), of recreational 
centres and for the „seniorization“ in general of the 
Italian society. Here the barriers tend to be political 
and cultural which need to be overcome by a „change 
of mentality“ and a programme of information, 
formation, and education. The world of politics is late 
in the realising the value of the elderly but business 
and the market is very aware of their influence and 
spending power. 

Poland presents a dichotomous picture. On the one 
side, there is a significant potential of senior citizens 
ready for civic involvement. They are well educated 
and, thereby well prepared to be active, have few time 
barriers and an increasing awareness of the need to 
have to have peer led representation. On the other 
side, some remarkable societal barriers are to face: 

People are little aware of the legal and political 
opportunities which give chances to affect the decision-
making processes and/or rather do not believe 
that their views/opinions may effectively influence 
these processes. Until recently, the regional and 
local authorities considered senior citizens only as 
‘consumers’ of social help and ‘customers’ of health 
service. Over last few years, some change has occurred 
but still too slowly and with limited efficiency. Seniors 
are one of the most dispersed, disintegrated and 
diversified group of Polish society. 

Therefore, from our research we can see that the there 
are barriers to the participation of seniors in the type 
of activity our project would like to support. These 
barriers may vary between partner countries but some 
constant themes emerge

   Financial – As the economic uncertainty continues 
and as the real value of pensions declines there 
can be a lack of income and a necessity to continue 
working past ‘retirement age’ – this can exclude 
time to learn and to commit oneself.

   Educational – As the use of technology increases 
and the layers of bureaucracy increase, interacting 
with the government or support services can be a 
difficult and prolonged experience requiring skills 
and knowledge that the senior might not have. 
This is particularly true where the senior has little 
or no formal educational qualifications and in 
this case will tend to cause exclusion, self imposed 
or otherwise. They are also less likely to become 
involved in representing their peers.

  Cultural – certain communities place great 
emphasis on education but this tends to be 
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youth education. Where lifelong learning is not 
the social norm there may be reluctance among 
seniors to engage in learning at an advanced 
age.

   Health – ill health can prevent full participation 
in training and can also therefore prevent people 
taking an active role in representing their peers.

   Location - in the rural regions the situation can be 
worse: older people in rural communities tend to 
be less-educated and opportunities for active live 
are diminished greatly.

   Perception - the public often regards senior citizens 
as burden or in need of care. Their achievement 
is sometimes not acknowledged enough. With 
such an image, older people are not motivated to 
being politically active.

    Cooperation between professionals and volunteers: 

The cooperation between professionals and 
volunteers must improve, as it is often a source 
of frustration for senior volunteers. Politics 
and administration are often very restrictive 
and formal environments. Volunteers become 
disenchanted because they have no power and 
their skills are not recognised. This undermines 
successful cooperation and explains why this 
interaction needs explicit rules and precise 
structures to regulate skills and authorities. 
Consequently, volunteerism needs open space to 
develop new ideas and solutions.

It will be difficult to eliminate all the barriers but as 
long as we are aware of the barriers in designing and 
running our training then we will be encouraging 
active participation of older people.

3.5 Success factors of stimulation and support for political and social participation of senior 
      citizens in public life

„The expectations people have for their life when they are old are very diverse. To account for their needs the 
community has a leading function in senior needs.

To correctly estimate the interest and needs of older people the cooperation with seniors’ representation is 
highly important. It is an important link between the senior citizens, the decision-making boards and the 
executing agencies and an important part of democratic life in Cologne. It constructively takes part in the 
politics that deal with the needs of the older generation, through their suggestions, recommendations and 
demands to political boards. The seniors’ interest representation in Cologne is a model for other fields of 
active citizenship for senior citizens.  It is the knowledge of every single representative and, above all, it is 
their social engagement that makes them vital for society.“

(Fritz Schramma, Lord Mayor of Cologne, Germany) 

In what follows we will outline the factors that 
encourage the founding and the successful and 
effective work of senior’s representatives.

Generally speaking, it is important to create activity-
improving structures, to enlarge them, to nurse them 
and to supervise them so that the quality of life for 
all generations within in their local surroundings is 
preserved and improved. 

The analysis of the learning requirements yields the 
following results with respect to the question of the 
success-factors for a successful self representation 
of senior citizens: Three different levels have to be 
accounted for, the active senior citizens themselves, 
the political and social level and the support of the 
engagement.

A successful representation needs engaged (or at least 
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willing to be engaged) older people, who are prepared 
to take part in this special form of active citizenship. The 
willingness to be engaged can be improved if they have 
a distinctive self-awareness of their own possibilities 
and abilities. This self-awareness can be improved by 
further education. In the first place older people are 
motivated to get engaged through personal contacts. 
That’s why open networking and personal contacts are 
important.  Senior citizens will get engaged if they are 
interested and if the activity fits into their life. It must 
be clearly recognisable to the engaged senior citizens 
what they have to do within interest representations 
and what their own profit could be.

Furthermore these active senior citizens should 
persistently use the existing possibilities of participation 
to effectively represent the interests of their peer group. 
They should demonstrate, towards the decision-makers 
in policy and the authorities’, a readiness to cooperate 
as politically interested citizens groups in favour of the 
public welfare.

It makes sense to network with similar initiatives under 
the roof of a co-ordinating national organisation. In 
Germany, the experiences made by the federal 

working group of the federal seniors’ representations 
are promising.

On the political level seniors and the senior advisory 
boards should be more and stronger integrated in local 
politics and decisions that concern social development, 
even through regulations in the municipal law. 
Those politically responsible should accept active 
senior citizens as important advisors and not as 
troublemakers. Such processes and attitudes will be 
encouraged if there is a positive climate of recognition 
and the acknowledgement that the active citizenship 
of older people is an important part of our political 
culture.

One factor that should not be neglected is the 
support of the engagement through a corresponding 
infrastructure which should be as long-lasting as 
possible.  In the optimal case this support consists of 
full-time experts, of practical resources, of an office 
and of a budget for actions and further education. It 
is most important that the professional staff is advising 
and supervising and not telling the senior citizens what 
to do. Their autonomy must be preserved. 

3.6 Community involvement of senior citizens, strategies, measures, support

„Many of the important decisions for Moers are due to the initiative of the senior advisory board. There 
would not be a seniors’ office in a borough and a consulting service for senior apartments without the senior 
advisory board. The members of the board are appreciated as partners and advisers in all fields. We do have 
a slogan: All that is good for senior citizens is useful for the whole population.“

Norbert Ballhaus, mayor of Moers, Germany

In order to define the proper strategies, measures and 
support of community involvement of senior citizens it 
is necessary to find answers to this question:

What kind of support and which structures are useful to 
enable senior volunteers to carry out their engagement 
effectively and to ensure they can make the best 
possible contribution?

The answers in the different countries painted a 

homogeneous picture with some key principles and 
themes emerging.

Cooperative practical support while maintaining the 
autonomy of the active senior citizens

Firstly, the autonomy of the active senior citizens must 
be the starting point and maintained throughout 
the engagement - the support from state agencies 
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should be cooperative and should advise volunteers 
in their work rather than always directing them. As 
in Germany, some different actors including the local 
municipalities, the regional networks of active seniors 
and political decision-makers and providers of adult 
education offer these support activities. In concrete 
terms, this support should centre on the following:

   Financial: Local agencies need to identify suitable 
sources of funding to enable these groups to 
operate autonomously. City, regional and state 
governments should ring-fence some finances to 
support this representation.

  Administrative: An active involvement in local 
politics will require administrative support. Older 
activists may not have the skills necessary to 
maintain this side of a campaign so any support 
will be crucial.

  IT: Information Technology and the use of 
various online resources is a crucial part of 
any campaigning activity. While IT training is 
available, it is important, where appropriate, 
that senior volunteers have access to IT support 
and advice. Local governments could ensure that 
the older volunteers and their organisations are 
included on local government networks and have 
access to their engineers and advisors.

   Resources: There should be rooms available for 
meetings and courses; reasonable printing and 
copying facilities should be made available.

   Facilitation: professional facilitation by coaching, 
accompanying, training programmes.

   Political measures: structures of self-determined 
participation

The 1982 United Nations Vienna International Plan 
of Action on Ageing recommended that any decision 
making process affecting older people should

   Involve seniors in the planning and implementation 
of provision for seniors

  Adapt social provision to raise awareness of ageing 
and related processes

  Ensure equality of access to all services and 
support

   Not rely on stereotypes of older people 

The SEVIR-project recommends the creation of 
appropriate structures for senior citizens to represent 
their peers in appropriate arenas and to gain more 
legal security for this work. Having these structures 
and policies fixed in the local statutes would be a good 
start – ensuring something similar at European level 
would be even better.

Local politicians and policy makers need to be 
educated about the value of volunteers and supported 
in including volunteers and volunteering in aspects of 
their social programme. In Italy colleagues have found 
it be useful to contact retired people with experience in 
politics or in local administration and to train them as 
volunteers to advise local officials. In Poland, the best 
senior citizen representatives are often found in special 
interest groups – such as sport, music, drama – and 
often offer examples of good practice from their field 
that can often be extrapolated into good practice for 
senior representatives.

Research has shown however that the most successful 
projects of this kind have been the ones that have 
been „self-determined“ (Findsen 2007). That is 
initiated, designed and implemented by older people 
themselves. This is why we believe that The SEVIR-
project is tapping into an existing need and desire. 
It will enable older people to ensure that projects 
aimed at supporting older people are designed by and 
managed by older people
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3.7 Tools

The following tools are intended to facilitate the political 
participation of senior citizens as representatives of 
their peer group.

The checklist for active senior citizens who want to 
start this type of work helps them bring their ideas to 
fruition. 

The step-by-step-strategy for the foundation of a local 

seniors’ representative group describes the different 
phases that occur before such a group is sustainably 
established. 

Often a team of active senior citizens face problems 
in finding new members. The checklist gives hints for 
an effective initiative to enlarge the number of active 
persons in the team. 

3.7.1 Checklist for active senior citizens who want to start repersenting their peers

 Be courageous and risk the first step

 Search for like-minded older people willing to get engaged and be part of a team

 Develop a mutual strategy for the beginning of the work, fix concrete aims and compile a schedule

 Find rooms available to the public to have regular meetings

 Find suitable media outlets to publicise your claims and demands

 Find supporters, get them involved. It is useful to have a network of advocators

 Involve the public, give information, organise campaigns, for example collect signatures for your claims

 Provide a good working atmosphere, delegate responsibilities

 Don’t get discouraged when difficulties appear! Successful engagement needs patience, tolerance and
     persistence.

3.7.2 A step-by-step-strategy for the foundation of a local senior‘s representative group 

1. Phase: clarify interests

  1. Step: The idea is born either by politicians, administrations or citizens

  2. Step: Probe interests: informal exchange of opinions

2. Phase: Initiate: start a participation

  1. Step: Political impulse, parliamentary agreement

  2. Step: Public statement, launch event with media coverage

  3. Step: Foundation of an interest group „representing seniors“

  4. Step: political consent, resolution of the local decision-making boards

3. Phase: to establish successfully

 1. Step: Foundation of a seniors’ representative group

 2. Step: The profiling of a board

 3. Step: Crisis

4. Step: New orientation/stabilisation
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This model describes the single phases and steps of 
the foundation and establishing of a local seniors’ 
representative association. It starts from the fact that 
such participation does not yet exist. The aim is to 
create it and have it well anchored in the political 
structures of the community.

The first step is that someone has the impulse to found 
such a board. This impulse may come from politics 
(mayor, parties) or from the administration, from 
experts who work with seniors or from citizens. This 
„initial spark“ can be facilitated by initiatives that 
inform the community of the benefits of such a project. 
After that, informal talks will make sure whether the 
project has a chance of being realized. It will often fail 
if one of the involved (politics, administration, senior 
citizens) doesn’t see the need for such a project.

If it has been made clear that there is a basic interest, 
the second phase can be implemented. A formal 
political impulse, like a resolution by the city council 
or the recommendation of a local technical committee, 
will give political weight to the idea and facilitate 
further steps.

For the following steps, there are two possibilities. 

   The public will be informed of the foundation of 
a seniors’ representative group by public events 
and the media. The seriousness of the aims of 
the group should be clear. The attendance of 
local politicians and administrators and external 
experts will help. At the same time, there 
should be advertisements for those interested 
in presenting ideas and taking part in further 
planning to build a successful group. When all the 
preliminaries have come to an end, the formal 
foundation can take place through a resolution of 
the local parliament that agrees with their statute 
and their rules of operation. This possibility is to 
be preferred with respect to a broad participation 
of the public and the willing citizens, see step two 
to four of phase 2. 

  In this case there is no citizens’ participation. 
The preparations for the founding of a seniors’ 

representative group is in the hands of the local 
administration that presents a complete concept 
to the decision-making boards. This possibility 
doesn’t include steps two and three of phase 2

In favour of a successful establishing of a seniors’ 
representation (phase 3) there are different 
proceedings for the election of the members of a 
seniors’ interest group: An election by all the members 
of the older generation in the community, a direct ballot 
in a seniors’ assembly, an election by commissioned 
delegates or by appointment by the community. With 
the formal constitution of the senior’ representation 
ends the work of the initiating group.

The seniors’ representatives will put up concrete and 
clear aims for their engagement and their actions will 
be conducted with a well structured time table. It has 
to form into a team where the tasks for the members 
are well distributed. The formation of a team should 
ensure that the members of the group feel at ease and 
get the chance to realize their abilities and ideas.  An 
open atmosphere, respect and esteem help to build a 
good team. To get the approval of the local politicians 
and the local administration it is desirable to develop 
a profile with new ideas and projects. Effective work 
helps to gain approval from the local community. 

It is normal that teams and groups have their 
frustrations, crises and conflicts. That goes for seniors’ 
groups as well. In case of crises it is important to reflect 
on the situation, to analyse the problems and to find a 
mutual solution. The chief aim is to get the team back 
to work. An open and frank communication among the 
members of the seniors’ group will lead to good results. 
Support from an external consulting service is helpful. 
Every successfully mastered crisis stabilises the group. 
From time to time, it is advisable to critically reflect on 
the engagement and to assess if the aims have been 
reached or if they are still valid. This might lead to 
a new orientation. In this case external consulting 
services (supervision, coaching) and attendance at 
training courses make sense. 

(A completely revised version from: Ilona Stehr, Senior 
advisory boards in rural areas, Vlotho 1999, p. 77 - 98)
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3.7.3. How to recruit new members for a team of active senior citizens – a checklist

   Although it is voluntary work it helps to have a job description

   Try to find out where and how to contact those who would fit into this work because of their competence and 
interests. For example, find out if there are organisations, associations, clubs, meetings where you could 
introduce the work and seek volunteers.

   Develop a suitable publicity campaign and think of a strategy to win new members... Personal contact is very 
effective. Get information in local media (press, radio and television). The potential volunteers should get a 
good impression of the work and performance of the organisation that wants them.

   Talk at length with those who are interested: it makes sense to talk at length with people who show a serious 
interest in an engagement. Because it is necessary to find out their motivation, their ability and their knowledge 
as well as explain the tasks and the time needed for their engagement. As nice as it is that older people want 
to get engaged, it is just as important talk frankly about the expectations and discuss them accurately. For 
example, if an expert for social rights is needed and the potential volunteer is only interested in transport issues 
it may be better not to select them for that particular project. It can be useful to develop a competence profile 
and a requirements profile and compare them.

   With all the trouble one takes to win new volunteers one tends to forget that the “integration” has not yet come 
to an end after the formal acceptation of the “new” ones. To meet new people, to find a group of like-minded 
people is an important motivation for older people to get engaged. They want to be accepted with their abilities 
and interests. They want to be part of the team. It helps to familiarize them with the practice of politics, to 
introduce them to the regular agenda and terms. They are interested in getting a chance to realize their own 
ideas. 

   Offer further education for new members: Training courses that provide important information, orientation 
and abilities ease their integration. That is why it is so important to offer such training courses. They can be 
organised by the seniors’ themselves or by an educational provider.
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4

Just as in the other EU countries senior citizens 
constitute the most intensively growing social group 
in Bulgaria. According to the most recent Eurostat 
prognosis, the population 65+ is going to be 21.8% 
of the whole population of the country in 2025 and 
32.6% in 2050 in comparison with 17.1% in 2007. 
What is more embarrassing is the fact that the 
ageing population tendency coincides with falling 
living standards and lack of labour force. The last 
twenty years have been time of profound changes in 
the political, social-economic and cultural life in the 
country. 

In 2008 a state elderly people strategy and also a 
national program for active ageing to be developed in 
order to achieve the Society for All Ages was proposed 
officially. The Ministry of Labor and Social Policy was 
appointed to be responsible for the elaboration of 
these documents. 

This issue was brought up for the first time on a 
special session of the Supreme council of the Bulgarian 
Socialist Party, part of the currently ruling coalition in 
Bulgaria. This session took place on the 1st of August 
2008 and was devoted to the needs of the elderly 
people and how this needs to be addressed as they are 
consider to be urgent. 

The session was proceeded by five round tables 
organized in five different towns and different people 
had the chance to participate and share opinions. The 
effect of these round tables was raising awareness 
on the issues of elderly people. And the result was 
a document prepared and presented by Professor 
Vladimir Topencharov on the 1st of August 2008, 
covering a wide range of topics regarding seniors, 
which includes living conditions, social inclusion and 
their potential as a labor force. This document was the 
basis on which the Supreme council of the Bulgarian 

Socialist Party formulated several priority tasks 
regarding elderly people. Excluding the ones relevant 
to living standard, these tasks are:

   Overcoming the negative attitude towards elderly 
people as labour force and fostering the employers 
to make use of their skills and experience;

   Preventing social exclusion;

   Nurturing solidarity between generations through 
raising awareness on elderly people’s issues

Besides the motion to develop a state elderly people 
strategy and also a national programme for active 
ageing, other decisions coming up this session were:

   To propose 1st of October as a National Day of 
Elderly People;

   To propose to those representing the party in 
the parliament to start a parliamentary sub-
committee of seniors and pensioners as part of 
the parliamentary social committee in order to 
establish a close relation between the parliament 
and the seniors’ organizations;

   To propose to the Ministry of Labor and Social 
Policy to set criteria for senior organizations 
representation and involve those, which meet the 
criteria in the social dialogue;

   To propose to the regional and municipal structures 
of the party to intensify the collaboration 
with local authorities in order to develop and 
implement policies regarding senior citizens;

   To propose to mayors coming from the socialist 
party to intensify their work regarding senior 
citizens;

   The committee within the party responsible for the 
seniors’ issues to initiate the establishment of a 
Movement of the Veterans.

4. Experience in the involved countries

4.1 Bulgaria: steps to implement the wants of senior citizens into the political system
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The Movement of the Veterans is supposed to be a 
party structure similar to the PES – SO (European 
Socialist Party – Senior Organization). It is supposed 
to be open also to people sympathizing with the 
socialist ideas outside the party, and moreover has the 
task to keep an eye on the implementation of the party 
policy towards elderly people. Some of the aims of this 
movement are:

   To work for the development of the structured 
social activity of the citizens that share socialist 
view;

   To participate actively in the development and 
implementation of the policy of Bulgarian 
socialist party regarding elderly people; 

   To direct elderly people to work actively in those 
structures of the civil society, involved in the 
process of social inclusion of elderly people and in 
the representation of their interests.

The structure is as follows: clubs are organized on 
local level at a request of at least 5 persons, including 
juridical persons; municipal committees, regional 
committees and national committee. 

The Movement of Veterans is the chance the existing 
senior organizations (at least those sharing a socialist 
standpoint) to collaborate more efficiently as they are 
not very influential. It is part of the program of the 
Movement of the Veterans that the Movement should 
administrate a website as a means to communicate 
and promote values and views. This will be the first 
Bulgarian senior organization on the web and maybe 
a model example for other senior organisations.

4.2 Germany: senior advisory councils and new models of participation of citizens in the 
      political system

„I am pleased that we, as federal state government, have got seniors’ representatives on our side. They are 
strong and reliable partners. I do wish such strong partners for all the mayors and local councils in North 
Rhine-Westphalia.“ 

(Armin Laschet, Minister of Generations, Families, Women and Integration of North Rhine-Westphalia 
2008)

According to new scientific surveys, older people 
are deeply interested in getting engaged in active 
citizenship. In Germany, their willingness has risen: 
The age group of 60 by 4 % up to 30%, the age group 
of 60 - 69 by 6% up to 37% from 1999 to 2004. 57% 
of the people older than 60 have a deep interest in 
political affairs and public life as opposed to 42% of 
the 14 to 59-year-old. But even though, the active 
citizenship in political areas is not very widespread. 
In Germany, everybody  believes that there are more 
important things to do than to be bothered about 
politics. (Glaab/Kießling 2001, p. 594)  Only a minority 
of senior citizens is actually involved in voluntary 
representation of their peers. 

This is true for older people, too. According to the last 
survey on the voluntary engagement from 2004, a total 
of 7% of people above 60 are active in areas of local 
politics or in similar local activities, as opposed to 5% 
in 1999. But because of the political socialisation of 
older people who were influenced by the movement of 
the sixties and because of a higher education standard, 
a growth in political engagement is to be expected.

Seniors’ representations (an umbrella term for seniors’ 
advisory councils or similar institutions) provide a 
starting-point for active citizenship. On local level, 
they are not legally installed but voluntary institutions 

4



4. Experience in the involved countries32

of political seniors’ in an extra parliamentary space. 
They are formed according to local needs: Some 
become members through votes by older people, 
some are delegated by organisations like the church 
or trade unions etc.; they are hardly ever appointed 
by the community. They are independent from parties,  
governments and associations. Seniors’ representations 
deal with all the topics that concern older people or 
several generations. Their tasks are

  To co-operate at the planning of the municipalities

  To represent the interests of older people in public
life

  To inform and to consult the senior citizens 

They fight for more justice for their peer group. 
Discrimination against old age, pension schemes, old 
age poverty, health und nursing, the living together 
of generations, voluntary engagement, and education 
are among their actual top priorities. For example they 
care about barrier-free accesses to pavements and 
public amenities, about appropriate shopping facilities 
accessible for people with disabilities and about 
attractive and affordable cultural and social supply.  
Nearly 1.200 seniors’ representations are incorporated 
in 16 federal state seniors’ representations, which 
form the federal working group of the state seniors’ 
representations (Grymer 2005, S. 324). Since the 
founding of the first advisory councils in the seventies 
seniors’ representative organisations have established 
themselves „But still, it can’ be ignored that many… 

(of them) cannot tap their full potential because of 
lacking parameters and support. (Olk 2008, p. 12). 

The commission of inquiry on active citizenship 
proposed to introduce seniors’ representation in all 
communities and counties and to clearly regulate 
their participation rights (organisation, structure, 
and participation possibilities). (German National 
Parliament 2002, p. 103).

In Germany, next to the more traditional forms of 
political active citizenship, older people are also active 
in other, less formal structures.  There, they integrate 
the interests of their peer group in inter-generative 
contexts. Like, for example, advisory councils of homes, 
agenda-groups, public campaigns, initiatives for 
borough development, village renovation, planning 
groups or self-help groups as far as they articulate 
themselves publicly.  A planning group consists of 25 
members. They are chosen on a random base and, 
together, they develop solutions for an actual problem 
within the community. The results of their discussions 
are compiled in a so-called citizens’ expert report. 
Agenda-groups are study groups that transform the 
impulses of agenda 21 –a development policy and 
environment policy action programme of the United 
Nations for the 21st century – into concrete local 
activities.

The following text describes the different forms of 
the participation of older people in local politics in 
Germany.

4.2.1 Possibilities of seniors’ participation in local politics

By Dr. Klaus Schulenburg, head of department for social 
policy, youth and hospitals, Umbrella Organisation of 
Bavarian Counties

Looking at the average age of local and city councillors 
as well as of county councils you could start wondering 
whether a further seniors’ participation in local politics 
is really necessary. After all, the average age of local 

and city councillors or county councils very often is 
more than 55 years or even significantly higher; this 
implies that a considerable number of voluntary local 
politicians must be 60 years old or even older. No 
wonder that youth organisations of political parties 
complain about the older profile of local politics. So we 
don’t really need the participation of senior citizens in 
local politics?
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You will come to a different conclusion if you bear in 
mind for how long many local politicians are in office. 
Not only some mayors and heads of district authorities 
stay in office for decades but voluntary representatives 
as well.  This means that most local politicians start 
their career when they are relatively young or middle 
aged and grow old while in office. However, it is 
relatively rare that older people or senior citizens enter 
into local politics or seek a voluntary mandate.

How does this reflect on the seniors’ interest 
representation or else on the participation of older 
people in local politics?  It can be assumed that older, 
well-experienced and established representatives 
in local politics are already so settled that they look 
after the interests of senior citizens under a certain 
perspective only and thus represent them in a 
determined way. There is, at least, a certain suspicion 
of partiality.

So, what is the situation like for the seniors’ participation 
in local politics? If you look for corresponding specific 
regulations in the local constitutions of the federal 
states you will quickly realise that there aren’t any. Not 
a single Municipal or County Code provides binding 
regulations for the representation or councillors of 
senior citizens. Regulations like the ones for the 
councillors of foreigners and disabled don’t exist. 
Only the Municipal and County Code of Rhineland-
Palatinate (§§ 56a or 49a) provides the councillors for 
older people.

This means that for senior citizens the participation 
in local politics is limited to the same possibilities that 
are open to other population groups. They can hand 
in proposals to the local representatives; they can get 
engaged in political parties or in voters’ associations or 
seek a local mandate or work as an expert citizen on 
expert panels of the municipal corporate body. These 
possibilities of participation are well established and 
consolidated but they are not apt to concentrate the 
interests of a specific population group like senior 
citizens. In addition, town councils are free to create 
own committees for the interests of senior citizens 
within the sovereignty of their Municipal Code. There 

is no need for a specific law to install working groups, 
round tables, councillors, etc. But these voluntary 
committees lack the legal legitimisation for enforceable 
rights (right to be heard, right of proposal) that are 
important in politics. Their right of participation in 
local politics depends rather accidentally on the scope 
granted by local or county councils. This explains the 
big difference between the already existing seniors’ 
representations and councillors. 

As a further possibility of participation, the direct 
contact between citizens and administration has to 
be mentioned, for example the proceedings of the 
so called quarter management“, a local strategy to 
activate the citizens to shape their living quarters. This 
possibility doesn’t exist throughout the federal states 
and, of course, it strongly overlaps with the general 
active citizenship. Nevertheless, citizens who are more 
or less well organised have the chance to lodge their 
interests. On the whole, these possibilities have to be 
regarded as rather limited to get the specific interests 
of a population group accepted.

Even though the findings of the regulations within the 
Municipal Codes are rather sobering, the number of 
seniors’ representatives and councillors grows rapidly. 
This shows the practical and empirical relevance of 
seniors’ peer representatives. This is no wonder because 
the issue of a demographic change has also occupied 
the local councils for the last fifteen years. Migration, 
diminishing birth-rates and growing life expectancy 
have led to the aging of population in town councils 
and even whole regions. Due to a higher mobility, 
family structures are changing and town councils 
face new or different problems of the integration, 
care and participation of older people. At the same 
time, the actual generation of senior citizens has at 
its command a singular psychic and physical potential 
which could be made use of for the local community, 
especially on local level. This will succeed more easily if 
senior citizens get the chance to postulate, bundle and 
represent their interests. This requires corresponding 
structures, proceedings, appreciation and the necessary 
equipment.
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For the pioneers of seniors’ politics these uncoordinated 
and voluntary developments move ahead too slowly; 
they seek a legal commitment of local counties 
to install seniors’ councillors. Seniors’ councillors 
are to be strengthened and protected through a 
structural embedding in local politics. But such legally 
embedded structures can be counterproductive if they 
are exploited, levered out or fought by established 
actors on the spot. Many equal opportunities officers 
or immigrants’ councillors have corresponding 
experiences. Furthermore, there is the danger that 
issues are isolated and neutralised through clienteles’ 
politics, following the motto: „if the councillors deal 
with the problem, the others are, of course, against 
it.“

The old organisations’ rule „if it works you don’t need 
regulations; if it doesn’t work, regulations don’t help“ 
is valid with local politics. Seniors’ representatives 
and councillors function especially well if the seniors’ 
issues are already part of the political agenda and 
the political majority accepts the seniors’ contribution 
to the local community. That it is possible to have an 
initiative from above without binding structures is 
shown by the example of the Free State of Bavaria.  
In 2007, they expanded the care demand planning for 
counties and county boroughs – that is to say how to 
assess the capacity of nursing homes or nursing services 
– to an overall concept of seniors’ politics. The overall 
concept of seniors’ politics means an integrated survey 
and prognosis of the nursing capacity in a region 
taking into consideration all the living conditions of 

older people. This extremely demanding planning 
can only be successful – according to the first expert 
references – if there is expert planning competence 
(can be bought at institutes) on the one hand and an 
exact co-operation with citizens especially with older 
people in neighbourhoods, municipalities or boroughs 
on the other hand. This cooperation can most likely 
be achieved if local politics initiate meetings of 
citizens or neighbours or detail-structured surveys or 
through already existing seniors’ representations or 
councillors. It is much to be hoped that the intensive 
discussion under the motto of the seniors’ political 
overall concept: „How do older people want to live 
in their community and what do they need?“ leads to 
the necessary integration and participation of senior 
citizens in local politics. There are first examples like 
in the region of Coburg where a seniors’ councillor 
intensively accompanies these questions.

There are definitely many more examples of such a 
politically issue-orientated discussion with respect 
to older peoples’ interests and needs to be found 
in Germany. And indeed, this seems to be the right 
starting point and way to lastingly improve seniors’ 
participation in local politics. Participation in the 
sense of self-fulfilment is not enough to justify the 
participation of particular interests in local politics, 
even though they might be important. It’s rather a 
question of how to integrate seniors’ interests under 
an intergeneration approach into the process of a 
democratic co-operation to shape local communitie

4.2.2 How to assist active senior citizens in their engagement – experiences in a German
         county

The following text - written by Renate Reyer-Gellert 
- describes the experience of a German county with 
their assistance of active senior citizens.  Renate Reyer-
Gellert is responsible for social planning in the county 
council.

„Senior citizens do want possibilities to shape and to 
participate in their own socio-cultural surroundings. 

Their quality of life will be heightened immensely by 
the possibility of active shaping and participation in 
their condition of life.

Therefore, town councils and organisations are needed 
for the developing of engagement possibilities and 
the senior citizenship-planning has to provide the 
necessary basic conditions. The engagement of senior 
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citizens should find a corresponding matrix that allows 
a suitable engagement. Senior citizenship-planning 
should include a substantial financial concept for 
the engagement projects, the political participation 
mechanism being a permanent feature.  

On county as well as on regional level a senior 
citizenship-planning that incorporates the capacities of 
senior citizens, and their wish to participate is strongly 
necessary. Furthermore it should offer the appropriate 
possibilities such as a citizen-initiative or a referendum 
or a forum for different topics or the participation in 
round-table discussions.

It is amazing how senior citizens are open to new, 
creative engagement structures; the qualities of old 
age - steadiness, patience and reliability – very often 
help to make a project work.

Representatives and advisers of senior citizens that by 
now are regionally and nationally organised, not only 
substantially contribute through their experience and 
their often complex know-how – they also define the 
needs of their own represented target group.

According to the experiences of the county of Bad Toelz 
the following factors facilitate the development of the 
representation of senior citizens. 

   An existing potential of suitable senior citizens that 
want to get engaged socio-politically.

    The willingness of older people to get engaged for 
the needs of other older people.

   The openness of county or regional policymakers 
towards cooperation and closeness to citizens in 
order to actively contact senior citizens

   The possibility of establishing an advisory board 
for senior citizen on local or regional level. 
The advisory board should convince through 
competence and should thus be accepted by the 
political representatives and should have the 
right of speech and proposal.

   Networking at the Federal State level will increase 
effectiveness on site.

Through a parity representation of initiatives and 
institutions for senior citizens within churches, parties, 
welfare organisations, associations and counties in 
site, the advisory board of senior citizens provides a 
non-party and ecumenical platform for the issues of 
senior citizens.“

4.3 Italy: Examples of good practice in politics for senior citizens in local area

Common views on senior citizens 

The Italian society is a society that is aging rapidly and 
the country cannot afford not to design an integrated 
system of instruments and measures to govern the 
economic and social consequences of aging. The policies 
for the elderly are often based on the idea that they are 
no longer able to participate in social life, carry out a 
productive activity or take care of themselves.

It should be noted that within the older population 
there are several variables. Age is only one of the 
variables that define the social stratification. As a 
general trend people on retirement devote more 
time to family needs, in particular in taking care of 

grandchildren and the housework. Social activism 
of the elderly is not very widespread, although it is 
increasing. Apart from some innovative experiences, 
the elderly associations still tend to suffer from a social 
representation based on the traditional old age that 
is not oriented towards the presence of the elderly in 
active social life.  

Successful strategies of active citizenship of 
senior citizens
In the local political reality it is remarkable how 
sometimes a group of elderly with small protest 
demonstrations or anything similar is able to obtain 
much more than the more representative lobbying 
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policies. Here follows an example, which happened at 
Verona: Some time back a dozen elderly ladies aged 
over seventy, who had formed a spontaneous group, 
some with the rosary in their hands and others with 
hot water bottles on their knees, staged a peaceful 
demonstration for some days to save a green area.

Where expert politicians had failed, a group of 
active women who, thanks to the media which gave 
immediate coverage to their protest, won the sympathy 
of the people and drew the attention of politicians 
from all sides who, in order to please them, sacrificed 
a government grant of several million euro earmarked 
for a building on the site. This introduction is to justify 
the enormous public interest for senior citizens, which 
today represents a good number of the electorate. The 
interest is much stronger when it operates in matters 
of everyday life. To this aim the constituencies play an 
important role, also for the civic commitment of older 
people.

What are the constituencies?
The City of Verona has divided its territory into eight 
constituencies; -as the City council statute states the City 
districts are the territorial base of the municipality to 
carry out administrative functions, to plan and conduct 
services, and for the location of their offices.

Cultural activities of the Constituencies
The task of the constituencies is to perform social 
services and organise cultural activities. The aim of 

all initiatives and services of educational and cultural 
heritage is, with other public services, to improve the 
quality of life through a continuous cultural and civic 
growth of all citizens of all ages and conditions.

Case study: the sixth constituency of Vero-
na and its engagement of and for senior 
citizens
Let us now study in particular how a constituency in 
Verona carries out its politics, in this case the Sixth 
Constituency. The Constituency must necessarily be very 
attentive to the problems of older people and thereby to 
the dozens of associations present in the territory. The 
elderly today are asking for more and more services. 
There are also a growing number of seniors engaged 
in life of the Constituencies. The Sixth Constituency has 
expressly provided for a Work Commission that has the 
specific task of looking after the policies of the elderly, 
as there is also a Commission which deals specifically 
with youth policies. This does not exclude the other 
Committees, a dozen in all, who have the task of 
drawing up proposals regarding health, road safety, 
culture, etc, are well represented by the elderly, as they 
represent the problems of their territory. Proposals and 
initiatives for the elderly occupy a good percentage of 
the budget assigned to the Constituencies. Included 
are physical activities such as swimming, dancing and 
gymnastics as well as a broad proposal for specific 
cultural activities for all ages.

4.4 Poland: opportunities of participation of senior citizens in the political system

Societal Bacxkground
   Senior citizens constitute the fastest growing social 

group in Poland and this tendency will continue 
during next several dozen of years.

   In the public sphere no efficient mechanisms 
exist which would provide representation for 
senior citizens and such representation is very 
much required in a variety of dimensions (local, 
regional and country).

   Senior citizens although frequently well-educated 
and having great potential do not themselves 
create tools or opportunities to represent their 
interests in local government

   Polish senior citizens are not active enough to 
pursue initiatives directed towards creativity 
in terms of participation in the political system 
.Barriers which prevent them from public activity 
are: (i) historical (passive approach to life was 
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favored and even rewarded in the totalitarian 
system, with exception for political activity in 
communist party which was not very popular at 
all); (ii) customary (senior citizens are usually 
considered as recipients of social help having 
no other needs and possibilities); (iii) lack of 
knowledge and information concerning the rules 
of Polish system and of the public administration; 
(iv) organizational (the group referred to as 
‘senior citizens’ is in fact a very dispersed and 
disintegrated community).

   Essentially no actions promoting the interests of 
senior citizens are carried out.

Systematic efforts are required to change the image of 
senior citizens in the public.

A step by step strategy to promote the 
participation of senior citizens in public life
Taking the above into consideration it appears the 
first goal should be the efficient integration of the 
senior-citizens communities, locally and in regions. 
The next step should be education concerning the 
merits of having representation in public life. Only 
then can the third step be aimed at development of 

group representation ready to act in public life. The 
latter should be done step-by-step, i.e. starting from 
pilot projects in local communities and, subsequently, 
successive growth of the initiative.

The situation in Poland is rather good for such activity 
because senior citizens suffer from having no reliable 
and efficient representation at both national and 
local/regional levels. In some regions the initiatives 
are undertaken which correspond to the first, and 
to lesser extend to the second step of the above 
scenario. Sometimes public-private or better public-
NGO partnerships carry out such projects and/or 
programmes. The Polish Consortium in the Project 
SEVIR, the Polish-German-Association linked with 
the Regional Public Library of Krakow is an example 
of such partnership: the comprehensive programme 
„School of @ctive Seniors“ was started in 2007 and 
is being carried out in terms of a number of individual 
projects covering various fields: ICT, culture, public 
activity.

Ultimately, the variety of activities should result in 
forming the regional and national networks of local 
initiatives. 

4.5 United Kingdom: achievements of and new challenges for senior representatives

Our project analysis and the experience of this 
project suggest the UK has well developed formal 
and informal structures for the views of older people 
to be represented in public life. Groups such as Age 
Concern, Help the Aged and the National Pensioners 
Convention carry out such tasks while supporting older 
people in areas such as health, advice and guidance, 
crime awareness and safety in the home. While their 
work is extremely valuable and effective, according to a 
recent EU survey, only pensioners in Latvia, Spain and 
Cyprus are more likely to fall into poverty than those in 
the UK. So, on the one hand we have a well structured 
method of engaging with older people and a means 

for older people to engage with the political system 
and on the other we have one of the highest rates 
of seniors’ poverty in Europe relative to the average 
national income. 

The most commonly used definition of poverty in the 
UK is households living with 60% of median income 
(adjusting for the size of household). According 
to this calculation 2.1 million pensioners live in 
poverty after housing costs are taken into account, 
while the figure rises to 2.5 million before housing 
costs (Department of Work and Pensions figures). 
Furthermore, according to Age Concern UK evidence 

4.5.1 Background and Concerns
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suggests that discrimination against seniors remains 
a problem. Age Concern’s research shows that age is 
the most frequently experienced form of discrimination 
but that the prevailing public attitude is that this is not 
a concern. „The prevalence of ageist stereotyping helps 
to explain the diverse and frequent manifestations of 
age discrimination, both in employment and in the 
provision of goods, facilities and services across all 
sectors.“

While the poverty figures can be traced back to the 
uncoupling of the link between the state pension and 
average earnings in 1980 these comments also goes 
demonstrate that having a representative voice does 
not mean that all wrongs will be corrected.

One possible reason for this is that while there is 
a large amount of experience in the UK of groups 
working with and representing older people, there are 

not so many groups training (or even encouraging) 
older people to represent themselves (the Pensioners 
Convention being an exception).This is why we believe 
there is a niche for SEVIR and its products. 

Whether it be in health, education, urban planning 
and regeneration, welfare reform or family law the 
views of older people need to be heard. Like any 
discriminated group these views can be represented by 
people outside those groups but this negates the sense 
of empowerment and achievement that comes from 
being one’s own advocate. While we must acknowledge 
there are certain basics which should be provided by the 
state and that in negotiations with central government 
there needs to be some coordination of efforts – often 
meaning a professional representative group – as 
much work as possible should be completed by the 
seniors themselves.

4.5.2 What is needed: a bottom-up strategy to increase the civic involvement of senior citizen

Where it has been successful the seniors’ movement in 
Britain is based on the engagement and participation 
of older people in campaigns to improve their dignity, 
welfare and financial security within the wider society. 
Experience has shown that this is best achieved through 
the creation of local groups which are able to encourage 
all seniors within their area to become involved in the 
issues that affect their everyday lives – from the 
availability and cost of home care services and the rate 
of Council Tax to the need for free nationwide travel 
and a higher basic state pension.

By forming and being part of a group seniors can also 
begin to help ensure that the needs and aspirations of 
older people are heard and acted upon at all levels of  
government. 

It is true that the level of health and care services 
for older people is as comprehensive in the UK as 
anywhere else in Europe. This is a cause for celebration 
but there is a concern that this caring and health 
focussed model is more suited to a senior population 
with a different profile, when people lived less complex 
lives, when retirement was at a fixed time and when 
the average life expectancy was lower. Seniors are now 
healthier, living longer and wanting to work longer. As 
importantly they want to direct and shape their own 
lives and the lives of their peers. This shows a ‘gap in 
the market’ for projects like SEVIR and we hope the 
resources from the project might be used to help rectify 
this situation.
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Despite the huge differences across Europe in the 
attention paid to the needs of senior citizens in 
public life two important points emerge as a common 
experience:

   The necessities of older people are more or less not 
acknowledged enough in public life and by the 
decision-makers in policy. Their interests seem to 
be less relevant and weighty than those of other 
social groups and lobby organisations.

   Taking these conditions into account, the senior 
citizens have to „raise their voice“ themselves in 
order to make heard their wants.

Structures and traditions of political participation of 
older people as representatives of their peers differ a 
lot between the European countries.

In Poland and Bulgaria structures and traditions of 
such representation of senior citizens are largely 
absent, as the older people are a socially excluded 
community. In the past the participation in public life 
was monopolized by the communist parties, which 
were not popular at all. 

In Germany and the UK the civil involvement of older 
people has quite a remarkable quantity, quality 
and tradition, especially given the numerous senior 
advisory committees; however only a minority of 
senior citizens is interested and active in this kind of 
civic involvement.

In Italy while central government has devolved its 
responsibilities for services for older people to local 
councils, committees of senior policy integrating active 
older people as members have emerged.

The experience of the SEVIR-project leads to these 
conclusions:

Where there are no structures, strategies and initiatives 
up to now available, they are to be created, on the 
state level as in the civil society. This is especially 
true for Bulgaria, where it is intended to constitute 
a parliamentary sub-committee of senior citizens in 
order to link the senior organisations with the National 
Parliament. The structures of the government, from the 
national to the local level are invited to develop and 
implement policies in favour of senior citizens. Besides 
the state structures and programmes there should be 
senior organisations in the civil society whose task is 
to represent the interests of older people in public life 
and towards the decision-makers in policy. Ideally, the 
inclusion of the senior organisation into the political 
system by granting them concrete paths and structures 
of participation should be a norm.

Where such structures are available they have to 
prove how effective they are in fostering the dialogue 
between the structures and policy decision makers and 
the senior citizens and how they are central to making 
the needs of the older generations a central focus of  
the political system. 

Education is the key to improve the conditions of the 
older people concerning the acknowledgement of their 
requirements and needs:

    In order to raise awareness about the opportunities 
and merits of such political participation of senior 
citizens

   To make the active older people fit for this kind of 
civic commitment

  To enable the political structures and their 
representatives to cooperate confidently with 
these active senior citizens.

Such an educational project would be a proper strategy 
for integrating the older generations into the society 
and to promote solidarity between the generations.

4.6 Synthesis and conclusions of national specific experience, consequences for the
      European level
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For the European level the SEVIR-project draws these 
consequences:

   Voluntarism on the political level (in the broad 
sense) is ambitious and hard work, as the image 
of the political sector is bad (dirty business). The 
volunteers have to face powerful institutions, 
organisations (lobbying groups) and persons.

    Voluntarism on the political level is very important. 
These activities representatives or advocacy (in a 
broad sense) help to promote neglected interests 
and needs.

   No precise structure of political participation of 
senior citizens on local, regional or national 
level should be prescribed on the European level. 
The preconditions and circumstances between 
the member states of the European Union are 
too varied. However this can be claimed as 
common requirement: the senior citizens active 
as representatives of their peer-groups should 
have a real and sustainable access to decision 
making processes and key-persons in local and 
senior policy decision making.
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The following observations are hints and guidelines 
on how the active citizenship of older people as 
described previously could be successful in the 
European countries. According to the projects, certain 
basic conditions make sense and are necessary. Even 
though country-specific characteristics have to be 
accounted for, these hints and guidelines may apply 
to the whole of Europe. The voluntarism of senior 
citizens on the political level is very important. These 
activities help to promote the interests and needs of 
the older generation, which are sometimes neglected 
by the state and societal organisations, and to foster 
intergenerational dialogue. 

It makes sense if participation takes place in the 
seniors’ direct surroundings, in their communities. For 
successful peer representation it is necessary to have 
a free space for active seniors’ to engage in political 
participation within the communities. This free space 
should offer them the possibility to represent and 
enforce their own issues and ideas as well as the 
possibility of further education combined with the 
professional supervision of their engagement.

„Free space for political participation“ means that 
the seniors’ participation should be really wanted 
by the political decision-makers. Active older people 
need real rights of participation. They should have 
concrete, solid and lasting arenas to introduce seniors’ 
interests and issues into the political discussion and 
decision process. This is possible with the rights of 
information, petition and speech as well as with the 
membership in local boards or commissions. The 
mere symbolic participation will quickly die away if 
older people realize their participation is contrived, 
if their problems and their contributions are not 
taken seriously. On the part of the decision-makers in 
local policy, good governance is necessary, in order to 
facilitate the (senior) citizens in shaping society.

„With no encouragement from the social environment, 

with little policy support, with few adequate measures, 
few models to look up to, however, older people tend 
to sink into a passive way of life, and end up vegetating 
on the fringe of the society, to which they wish to attract 
other old people“ (Findeisen 2008, 9) 

Here, we have reached a critical and difficult point. The 
strategy of integrating seniors’ representation into the 
political discussion and decision process means that the 
political decision-makers have to share some of the 
reins of power, and authority and have to work with 
more transparency. This is often not easy. 

Many people think active citizenship is an empty 
phrase. This is a result of disillusionment with politics 
and with experience of frustration. Active involvement 
seems not really be acknowledged. Nothing can be 
changed even if one does a lot of work  to get politically 
involved. (cf. Zeman 2008, 8) Nevertheless, it is 
important to take engaged seniors seriously. Such an 
opening of politics towards society corresponds with the 
initiatives of the European Union. The reform treaty 
of the EU defines the civil dialogue as a political task. 
It is meant to strengthen citizens’ participation. The 
institutions of the EU and their members have agreed 
on open, transparent and regular dialogues with civil-
societal organisations. The dialogue can be „top down“ 
if governments invite seniors to a consultation or 
„bottom up“ if organisations claim the right of political 
participation, for example, if seniors’ organisations 
claim the right of participation in political fields where 
older people are concerned.

Local administrations will have to face new tasks which 
do not always correspond with their self-image. They 
will change into partners of seniors’ representations. 
They will have to initiate public discussions as well 
as promote self help and participation. Ideal the 
strategy of a community would be in accordance with 
the requirements of older people. The initiative of 
Rheine, a German community, serves as example. 
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They founded a working group „urban planning in 
accordance with the requirements of seniors“. Members 
of the local administration and of the seniors’ council 
developed together a model for a town in accordance 
with the requirements of older people.

If an older person takes over the task to represent 
the interest of the older generation he or she will 
need a package of knowledge and skills. Therefore 
an adequate further education is highly necessary in 
accordance with project experience, tasks and persons. 

This active citizenship should be accompanied by 
professional supervision. Politicians should install 
a corresponding infrastructure to promote the 
engagement of older people. This can be done by a 
specialist department of the local administration or 
by an external agency. The task of this professional 
supervision is the counselling of the senior 
representatives, the administrative support and the 
further education of active seniors (unless this is done 
by other institutions). 

The financial investment in active citizenship by 
national or local institutions is worthwhile, not only for 
the social profit but also the economical added value. 
Experiences show: it makes sense to invest in the active 
citizenship of older people because local communities 
profit to a very high degree because the invested sum 
multiplies and the benefit for local community is high. 
According to an assessment by a regional government 
in Bavaria, one euro spent on this engagement has 
a profit of about seven euros. It is worthwhile for 
governments to invest in seniors’ active citizenship. 

But active citizenship should not be misused as a 
cheap alternative to social services or to economize on 
professionally organized social services or to unburden 
the government in times of tight budgets.

Voluntary engagement has its own, unmistakable 
quality which is priceless. Alois Glück, former president 
of the Bavarian Landtag speaks about this aspect and 
the task the government has: „Active citizenship has 

to be regarded as the mainstay of local communities 
and a general and comprising socio-political concept. 
A viable and sustainable welfare state is not possible 
without active citizenship. … That’s why active 
citizenship and its needs have to be promoted 
the same way education, research, economy and 
techniques are being promoted“ (Glück 2004, p. 332).  
These promotions should not be at the expense of 
other social services.  Active senior citizens should not 
and don’t want to be the stopgaps for malfunctioning 
national or local services.

As in many other organisations of voluntary 
engagement, there is a lack of volunteers. However 
research shows that there is a great potential of active 
citizenship of older people. This potential has to be 
made use of. 

According to the experience of the project: 

  People who have stopped working are ready to 
share their knowledge and their life experience 
with society and they look for appropriate fields 
of engagement to participate in the development 
of their communities, such as seniors’ 
representations. Those who have been active 
throughout life are more willing to continue 
doing so in the third phase of their life. 

  Older people’s motivation to get engaged is not 
completely altruistic. They want to improve 
their quality of life through contacts with other 
people and they want to avoid becoming isolated. 
Seniors’ groups normally consist of several 
members and that makes it easy to meet like-
minded people.

   The civic engagement of senior citizens is a method 
to raise their self reliance. They learn that they 
can achieve concrete results to improve the life 
quality (not only) of older people. 

  For many senior citizens, the attendance at training 
courses is a gateway to leave the small world of 
their family and friends and to get involved 
with the living conditions of their communities 
which may lead to an interest in seniors’ 
representations.
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The project identified these factors for the successful 
development and promotion of older people’s active 
citizenship 

The checklist describes factors that contribute to the 
successful development of initiatives for older people’s 
engagement in active citizenship and in particular in 
representing their peers. An active citizenship culture is 
feasible when these conditions exist:

  A culture and tradition of civic commitment 
indicated by a significant number of activities and 
organisations of active citizenship

   A climate that respects and acknowledges older 
people’s skills and competencies.

   A potential of older people willing to actively 
represent their interests.

     A group of older people with the potential to play 
a key role as moderators, initiators, coordinators 
and spokesmen.

    Older people’s willingness to use their skills and 
knowledge on behalf of their peer group.

        The readiness of local and regional decisionmakers 
to work together with active senior citizens. It is 

important to allow older people real participation 
and space for their creative power. If not, 
disappointment and frustration will take over.

     The readiness of local communities to support the 
older people’s representations by a professional 
supervision of their engagement together with 
the creation and maintenance of a corresponding 
support infrastructure including financial and 
other resources 

The demographic change is a challenge and 
opportunity as well for whole Europe and concerns all 
European countries. It is very useful to integrate the 
active citizenship of senior citizens systematically into 
European, national, regional and local strategies to 
face this development:

Older people representing their peers are seismographs 
for the necessities and wants of the older generations.

Older people interested and busy in civic involvement 
will bring in their ideas, experience and skills to 
projects, which contribute to the quality of life for older 
people and improve social cohesion.
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kifas GmbH, institute of the Catholic Worker‘s 
Movement for Continuing Education and Applied 
Social Ethics, Waldmünchen, Germany, coordinator

Contact person: Bernhard Eder
Hofgartenstr. 2, D-93449 Waldmünchen
Phone: +49 99 72 94 14 85
E-mail: bernhard.eder@kifas.org
www. kifas.org

Department of Continuing Education, Lancaster 
University, United Kingdom

Contact person: Rory Daly  

Ash House Lancaster LA1 4YT, United Kingdom
Phone: +44 15 24 59 26 22
E-mail: c.daly@lancaster.ac.uk
www.lancs.ac.uk/depts/conted/

Federal Association of the Regional Senior Interest 
Representations in Germany, Berlin

Contact person: Egon Backes
Salvador-Allende-Str. 91, D-12559 Berlin
Phone: +49 22 97 14 83
E-mail: egon.backes@t-online.de
www.bag-lsv.de

Integra Association, Sofia, Bulgaria

Contact person: Aneta Moyanova
P.O.Box: 1461, Sofia 1000, Bulgaria
Phone: +359 2 952 639 6
E-mail: a.moyanova@integra.bg
www.integra.bg

ISIS Institute for Social Infrastructure Frankfurt/Main, 
Germany

Contact person: Karl Mingot
Kasseler Straße 1a, D-60486 Frankfurt am Main
Phone: +49 69 26 48 65 21
E-mail: mingot@isis-sozialforschung.de
www.isis-sozialforschung.dePolish-German 

7. Addresses

7.1 Project partners

Association in Krakow, Poland

Contact person: Jerzi Jedlinski, Chairman
ul. Skałeczna 2, PL-31-065 Kraków
Phone: +48 793 07 01 56
E-mail: tpnk@interia.pl
www.tpnk.org.pl 

Polo Europeo della Conoscenza, Verona, Italy
European Pole of Knowledge - Permanent Network of 
Schools

Contact person: Stefano Cobello
c/o Scuola Media Statale „A. Manzoni“, Via 
Velino 20, I-37136 Verona
Phone: +39 34 82 68 18 98
E-mail: euro.spe@gmail.com
www.europole.netfirms.com

Regional Public Library in Krakow, Poland

Contact person: Olga Kalinska, Librarian
ul. Rajska 1, Pl-31-124 Kraków
Phone: +48 12 632 2 098
E-mail: rcbc@wbp.krakow.pl
www.wbp.krakow.pl

SVEB Swiss Federation for Adult Learning Zurich, 
Switzerland

Contact person: Ruth Jermann
Oerlikonerstr. 38, CH-8057 Zurich
Phone: +41 443 11 64 55
E-mail: ruth.jermann@alice.ch
www.alice.ch
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AGE, the European Older People’s Platform
The European Older People’s Platform aims to voice 
and promote the interests of older people in the 
European Union and to raise awareness of the issues 
that concern them most.

Rue Froissart 111, B-1040 Bruxelles
Phone: +32 2 280 14 70
E-mail: info@age-platform.org
www.age-platform.org

Centre for European Policy Studies

CEPS, 1 Place du Congrès, B-1000 Brussels
Phone: +32 2 229 3911
E-mail: info@ceps.eu
www.ceps.be

EURAG, the European Federation of Older Persons

Contact person: Jaap van der Spek, Secretary 
General
Prinsenhof 6
NL-6666 CB Heteren
Phone: +31 264 72 35 88
E-mail:jaapvdspek@planet.nl
www.eurageurope.org

EAEA, European Association for the Education of Adults

Rue de la Concorde 60, B-1050 Brussels
Phone: +32 2 513 52 05
E-mail: eaea-main@eaea.org
www.eaea.org

European Commission - Directorate General 
Education and Culture

BERL 10/38; Rue de la Loi 200; B-1049 
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/
index_en.html

European Parliament Intergroup on Ageing

The Intergroup on Ageing is a formally established 
Intergroup of the European Parliament and provides 
a forum for discussion and action for Members of the 
European Parliament who are interested in policies 
and issues affecting older people.

Contact: Mihael Brejc
mihael.brejc@europarl.europa.eu

European Parliament - News headlines on social 
affairs (interesting news also on active ageing and 
promotion of volunteering) 

www.europarl.europa.eu/news/public/
documents_par_theme/908/default_en.htm

7.2 Relevant European Institutions in the area of lifelong learning, volunteering and active
      ageing
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DARE - Democracy and Human Rights Education in 
Adult Learning
This a Europe-wide network of NGOs and other 
organisations devoted to raise the profile of Education 
for Democratic Citizenship and Human Rights 
Education promote trans-cultural and transnational 
cooperation and enhance the quality of education 
within these fields.

Contact person: Deyana Kurchieva, DARE network 
assistant, c/o Partners Bulgaria Foundation
2A, Yakubitsa Str. fl.3, apt.13, BG-1164 Sofia
Phone: 0359 2 962 31 74
E-mail: deyana@partnersbg.org
www.dare-network.eu

HealthPROelderly
In the project health promotion activities for older 
people in Europe are being explored and a database 
with good practice examples is available. Guidelines 
for health promotion activities for older people are 
being developed. 

Contact person: Charlotte Strümpel, Austrian Red 
Cross, Wiedner Hauptstr. 32, A-1041 Vienna
Phone: +43 1 58 90 01 28
E-mail: charlotte.struempel@redcross.at
www.healthyproelderly.com

Isolation to Inclusion
The project work focused on the identification and 
improvement of measures that enable groups at a 
multi-dimensional risk of social exclusion to fully 
participate in community life. A major focus was 
on strengthening initiatives by older persons for 
older persons and on supporting networks of these 
initiatives.

Contact address: Stephan Würz, Hessische 
Staatskanzlei Wiesbaden, Department office, 
Landesehrenamtsagentur Hessen, Otto-Fleck-
Schneise 4, D-60528 Frankfurt am Main
Phone: +49 69 678 94 26

E-mail: landesehrenamtsagentur-
hessen@gemeinsam-aktiv.de
www.i2i-project.net

Learnship, Strengthening Participative Democracy 
through Collaborative Learning
The project contributes to a redefinition and a 
reinforcement of local and regional participative 
democracy which implies the aspects of being a 
citizen – not only in the local, regional and national 
democracies, but also in the European society. 

Contact address: Fritid og Samfund, Steffen 
Hartje, Skt. Nicolaus Gade 2, DK-8000 Århus C
Phone: +45 86 18 26 27
E-mail: hartje@fritid-samfund.dk
www.learnship.eu

SenEmpower
The project aims at offering training courses to 
members of seniors self-help groups and voluntary 
work initiatives to improve their skills in empowering 
seniors, with weak family and social networks, to take 
a greater role in society.

Contact address: Karin Stiehr, ISIS Institut für 
Soziale Infrastruktur, Kasseler Straße 1a, D-
60486 Frankfurt am Main
Phone: +49 69 264 86 50
Email: stiehr@isis-sozialforschung.de
www.senempower.eu

7.3 Interesting other current projects in the field of adult education and active ageing 
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