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Learning for the Fourth Age

You should never be too old to learn. L4A provides weekly one-to-one learning
opportunities to over 150 people who are receiving care in Leicester and
Leicestershire. Fourth agers need some sort of care and support to go about their
daily lives and most of our learners are in nursing/residential homes or their own
homes but using domiciliary services. Learning is facilitated by volunteers and is
tailored to the individual needs and wants of the older person. Many of our
volunteers are aged under 25, which adds a valuable intergenerational element
to our work. We also run a community links project that breaks down barriers
(both mental and physical) between care settings and the communities around
them to improve connectedness.

The benefits of learning for older people in care include:

improved confidence, self esteem and sense of wellbeing

better physical and mental health

increased mobility/motor skills

lower levels of depression

lessening of incontinence

less dependence on medication

faster recover rates

better ability to manage pain and illness

increased levels of resilience and ability to copy
maintenance/improvement of attention, communications and memory
reduced dependency on others

reduced isolation

greater levels of engagement/communication with others
development of stronger relationships between carers and those being
cared for

development of new skills

improved levels of motivation to participate in day-to-day activities
greater enjoyment of life

increased sense of identity

more satisfaction with life

a sense of purpose, productivity and usefulness

Key Issues for the Older Old

The key issues for this community of ‘older old’ people (ie. predominantly aged
85+) with regard to an ageing society are highlighted by the demographics. Over
the last century, life expectancy has increased by thirty years and this trend is set
to continue. This means that those currently in their 80s onwards never expected
to live so long. By 2026, the number of people aged 85+ will double and the
number aged 100+ will quadruple. Adults aged 80+ are the fastest growing age
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group. In 20 years time, it is expected that over 1.7million more adults will have a
need for some form of care and support.

This care and support is expensive and, all too often, poor or inadequate. Worse,
expectations are very low for those going into care themselves or finding suitable
places for others to live. Although over 1/3rd of all deaths are people aged 85+,
only about 15% of people gaining access to specialist palliative care are in this
age group. 16% of over 85s in the UK live in care homes. The median period
from admission to the care home to death is 462 days (15 months). [AgeUK,
2014].

Whilst surrounded by people in the care setting, older people living there are
often isolated and lonely due to a lack of genuine social ties, a lack of community
connections and a lack of meaningful communication and purposeful activity. In
spite of this, there are currently on average 240 volunteers working in each
hospice in England (Tickell C, 2012) but care homes tend to have very few
volunteers. This could be addressed with community organisations and
volunteers who have the capacity to undertake outreach and support work of this
sort.

Other evidence
The campaign to end loneliness (2012) showed that loneliness has an equivalent
impact as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.

An R&RA report (2010) showed that 10% of older people in care homes receive
no visits, letters or phone calls.

Only 3% of time in a care home is spent actively engaged in anything at all (Help
the Aged, 2006).

80% of people living in a care home have a form of dementia or severe
memory problems (Alzheimers Society, 2013) and up to 40% are depressed
(Mental Health Foundation).

The New Economics Foundation outline five ‘Keys to Wellbeing’, including

connecting with others, giving to others, learning, keeping active and taking
notice of little things. This project would achieve all five of these for a much
neglected group in society, as well as for members of the wider community.

“Recreation, social and community activities and personal development are
essential to quality of life for people of all ages and the benefits to the

health and wellbeing among older people, even in advanced faulty, have been
demonstrated. However, studies suggest that almost 50% of care home
residents’ time is spent asleep, social withdrawn or inactive, with only 3% spent
on constructive activity.” (Help the Aged, 2006, My Home Life: quality of life in
care homes).
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An external evaluation of the work of L4A states 'Providing stimulation and
learning is often seen as being of vital importance by the older person... There is
overwhelming evidence emerging from most of the individuals interviewed that
the intervention they experience often makes a significant difference in their
lives." (Hafford-Letchfield and Lavender, 2013).

Local Authorities

Social services define ‘older people’ as 65+ in social care terms. From
experience, we know that there are older people and an emerging but rapidly
growing group of ‘older old’ people who have different needs. Older people are
definitely not a homogenous group with the same wants or needs.

In our experience, personal budgets do not suit ‘fourth agers’ or the ‘older

old’. This group have usually delegated responsibility to family, friends or
professionals for managing their finances and do not like to think or talk about
money, in fact, doing so can make them anxious. Local authorities could explore
ways of separating out the requirement to ‘own’ a budget from the requirement
for highly personalised and responsive services.

Leicester Ageing Together

Leicester City area is currently shortlisted to receive a significant investment
(c£5million) from the Big Lottery’s Fulfilling Lives: Ageing Better fund. Leicester
city council officers were key in getting this process underway and their backing
was a requirement for being able to apply for the funding. The other requirements
around this for partnership working, collaboration and involving older people have
been a really productive way for all groups operating in the city with older people
to come together. This has been facilitated by the city council, Voluntary Action
LeicesterShire and, latterly, by Vista, a large local charity that the VCS (voluntary
and community sector) groups voted to lead the partnership bid. This has been a
really well facilitated way of working collaboratively and in partnership (ie not
competition as is bred by commissioning and grant funding bid processes) and it
would be great to see in other areas being led by local authorities or volunteering
bureaux etc.

Leicestershire County Council

Leicestershire County Council run for the last few years have run an bursary
scheme to fund the voluntary and community sector to pilot innovative and new
ideas. This is interesting because it particularly engages smaller organisations
who are used to applying for grants and writing bids but are alienated from the
traditional commissioning process. They can be alientated by size, by design, by
choice or because they are innovative and do not, therefore, fit neatly into the
criteria required. If local authorities are serious about innovation and supporting
the third sector, this is an interesting scheme to explore.
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Please see attached headlines from an external evaluation of L4A, as well as an
article written for the Journal of Nursing and Residential Care.
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