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Strategies to boost initiative and 
competency of elderly participants

David Deans
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Overview

• Introduction to National Seniors
• Changing role of elders
• Capturing knowledge and promoting elder 

views in Australia 
• Participation and elders
• Segmentation and targeting
• Developing new skills
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National Seniors
• There are many groups that represent elders for different 

issues (eg Grandparenting groups) 

• National Seniors Australia is the biggest of these groups

• Founded in 1976

• Membership based organisation with 280,000 members 
nation wide in 170 branches

• Provides services for members such as travel, insurance 
et cetera but also has an important role in promoting the 
needs of seniors to government 
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Changing role of elders
• Better medicine and improved living conditions mean 

that people are living longer than ever before

• Changing economic and social structures mean that 
traditional families with elders living with children is not 
as common as in the past

• This means that institutions have an increased role in 
caring for older people

• Older people’s interests need to be effectively 
represented to ensure the appropriate programs are in 
place
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Changing role of elders
• Specific issues and problems vary across 

different countries

• Common problems include
– Health
– Money 
– Living conditions
– Social isolation / loneliness

• These problems are made worse by changing 
social conditions
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Policy and services in Australia
• Rely on a combination of government services, private 

organisations and family/community assistance for older 
Australians

• Role of family not as strong as in previous generations 
and most older people live away from their children

• Single person households represent the largest growth 
in household style especially amongst elderly women

• Increase in the amount of commercially provided 
services and government sponsored services
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Policy and services in Australia
• Aged care services, including private and 

commercial services, are strongly regulated by 
government legislation

• Australia is a democratic federation with age 
related services and policies being in place at 
both national and state level

• National government role includes pensions and 
access to medical services; states have more 
general lifestyle programs
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National Seniors focuses 
representation of seniors issues 
at both national and state level
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Participation and elders

• Many elders are not comfortable with 
taking the lead

• Need to develop some supported structure 
to help them organise their activities

• NSA branches and zones supported / 
assisted by membership officers (staff)
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Participation and elders

• Even if we think we know what should be done, 
it is best for the client group to develop their own 
solutions

• Need to identify the issues and concerns from 
the perspective of the elderly 

• Encourage discussion on issues through 
techniques like focus groups and directed 
discussion
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Identify the issues

• People are more likely to get involved if 
they believe they are being listened to

• Often the solutions that people come up 
with are less expensive and simpler than 
the solutions of the ‘experts’

• Role of social workers can be to support 
and facilitate
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Segmentation and targeting
• Not all elders are the same or have the same 

needs so we need to recognise diversity 

• NSA members start at 50 

• Many differences in the needs of a 50 year 
person still at work and a frail 80 year old in 
residential care

• Seniors market must be segmented and 
programs must be targeted
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Segmentation

• Segmentation means dividing the overall 
seniors market into viable smaller groups 
with similar needs

• The groups that individuals belong to will 
vary depending on the issue

• Some policies impact on all seniors, some 
will only impact on a particular group
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Segmentation

• Divisions can be based on any of the 
following (or some combinations)
– Age 
– Sex
– Health status
– Financial status
– Geographic location
– Hobbies or interests etc
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Examples

• Instead of promoting ‘health improvement’
for elders, focused strategy would promote

– Walking club 3 days a week for active seniors 
at neighbourhood level;  or

– Delivery of nutritious meals made by 
volunteers at a community centre for frail 
elders etc
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Types of segmentation
• Undifferentiated 

– this is when the needs of all people are so similar that a single 
policy or program (eg pensions) impacts on all equally

• Targeted (niche)
– this is where a clearly defined small group has a specific 

problem that needs a specific solution (eg improving lighting in a 
neighbourhood)

• Multiple segmentation
– this is when several groups have the same need and one policy 

can influence several different groups (eg changing 
requirements for buses to be more age friendly)
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Which approach?
• Easiest approach is to focus on a single issue

• This is the least expensive and because it is 
clearly defined, is easiest to promote and 
measure if it is implemented

• People identify more easily with smaller local 
issues than big policy issues

• The more relevant the program is considered 
the more likely people are to participate
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Which approach?

• Multiple segmentation is an opportunity for 
several groups to get together on a single issue

• Needs good communication between Centres 
and Homes - social workers can help make the 
links and build networks

• Bringing different groups together helps to refine 
advice, increase total resources and show the 
importance of the issue
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Getting involved
• First act of participation is the hardest

• Once someone is involved in one issue or activity it 
becomes easier for them to be involved in others 

• First act is usually due to family or friends involvement 
and personal invitation (word of mouth)

• Need to target people through family and friends to take 
the first step
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Developing new skills

• Elders
– communication: 

promoting ideas rather 
than accepting

– meeting management 
& committees

– build confidence
– learn how to use 

networks
– mentoring: inter and 

intra generational

• Social Workers
– communication: 

listening rather than 
directing

– develop frameworks 
and guidance

– help develop networks 
across different groups 
and facilities

– provide infrastructure 
support 
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Conclusion
• Many differences between Australia and China but there 

are also many similarities

• Involvement of elders requires a combination of building 
skills and building confidence

• NSA has clear processes in place to facilitate both social 
and policy input of seniors through the branch and zone 
system

• Some of these ideas can be adapted to suit the special 
needs of Hong Kong elders and social workers
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