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About this guide  
This guide is intended for organisations who are considering setting up a 
service which can enable older people who are facing major decisions 
about their housing and care make a more informed choice through 
talking to their peers. 

Care & Repair England pioneered such services through its Silverlinks 
initiative. This guide aims to enable others to learn from that experience. 

It sets out the rationale behind Silverlinks so that innovators, such as 
home improvement organisations, AgeUKs and other community 
projects can think through whether and how a similar venture might 
complement services currently offered.   

What is Silverlinks? 
Silverlinks is an initiative which supports older people who are making decisions 
about their housing and living situations. It does this mainly by connecting older 
people who are facing this dilemma with those who have already dealt with a similar 
situation, thereby ‘enabling mutual support during life’s upheavals’ (one of the 
features of the programme).   The Silverlinks pilot project was pioneered by Care & 
Repair organisations in Bristol, Leeds and Manchester, and managed by Care & 
Repair England. It is supported by the Big Lottery & the Daily Mail’s Silver Dreams 
programme (from Oct 2012 to March 2014).    

Don’t just take our word for it....have a look at the Blog for lots of pictures, stories 
and quotes from the people involved so far: 
www.silverlinksprogramme.wordpress.com  

How does it work? 
Many older people, when faced with a significant life change such as the death of a 
partner or the onset of ill health or disability, have to make decisions about their 
housing and living situations.  They may be experiencing practical difficulties such as 
getting up the stairs or bathing; bereavement may prompt them to consider moving 
because of isolation. Some may feel pressured by family members or professionals 
who think that they ‘ought’ to move because of safety risks.  

Silverlinks enables older people facing such choices to talk to an older person who 
has already faced and dealt with a similar situation.  The older volunteers include 



older people who have used Care & Repair services, often to adapt or repair their 
homes, older people who have supported relatives or those with personal experience 
of facing and dealing with moving home.   

Volunteers are trained to offer a “listening ear” to an older person facing a housing 
dilemma. Contact is made via home visits, meeting in a neutral place or a telephone 
call. Some volunteers talk to older people at events and give talks to groups and 
clubs.   

They share the benefit of their personal experience and provide information about 
services available from Care & Repair, AgeUK or other organisations.  Most 
importantly, they offer the chance for older people to talk through their situation with 
someone who really understands and give them breathing space to make the 
decision that is right for them.   

Anything else? 
As well as the peer support aspect described above, there are other elements of the 
project that aim to pre-empt housing dilemmas or care crises. The project is also 
about enabling more people to plan ahead for their later life housing and care.   

The ways that it has tried to do this include: 

 Housing and Care Options in Later Life ‘Pass it On’ workshops for active
older people at which each participant is asked to pass on the information
and knowledge to other older people;

 Housing & Care Options in Later Life -  more in depth training for ‘peer
adviser’ volunteers and professionals from a wide range of organisations who
work with older people

 Planning Your Home for Later Life session as part of pre- and early-
retirement planning;

 Neighbourhood Age Friendly Audit carried out by older people to influence
local planning decisions to consider the needs of an older population.
.

Why is this needed?  
Older people across England have told us that access to independent information 
and advice about housing and care options is very important to them.  “Older old” 
people, particularly those who do not use new technologies, can face particular 
barriers to obtaining the information, advice and help that they need to make life 
changing decisions about their housing and care.  The majority of vulnerable older 
people do not have access to information via the internet in ways that most younger 
age groups now take for granted.  

Many older people find out useful information and gain social support from talking to 
their peers.  Consequently, socially isolated older people face the added 
disadvantage of being cut off from the information and informal support from peers 
which could help them to make decisions at times of life crisis.  

Silverlinks aims to address these problems by both trying to pre-empt housing & care 
crises by equipping people with the information they need to plan ahead and also 



supporting those who are currently facing such dilemmas with support, information 
and advice from volunteers.  

Evidence from the pilots   
Evidence from the pilots shows that information transfer between peers about 
housing choices is valued and beneficial.  Older people who are better informed 
about their options feel better able to deal with decisions about their housing & care.  
Active older people are keen to gain knowledge and information about their options 
and will pass this on to other older people through their social networks and family 
contacts.  

We have also found that some older people are very keen to volunteer and share 
their knowledge and experiences to help other older people.  Volunteers have also 
told us that their involvement with the project helps them to make plans for their own 
future, and that they feel reassured and more empowered through knowing where to 
go for information, advice & help should they ever need it.   

Fit with other services and benefit to organisations 
Some HIAs, AgeUKs and voluntary groups offer housing & care information and 
advice, often in conjunction with the national independent housing & care website 
and telephone helpline, FirstStop. In many areas there are no local specialist 
housing and care advice services for older people. 

In the latter case Silverlinks volunteers can offer some level of information and raise 
awareness of advice services like FirstStop national (www.housingcare.org). 

In the former situation, Silverlinks complements the skills and expertise of specialist 
advisers. Volunteers can raise awareness of the help available amongst more 
isolated older people. They can also enable hard pressed specialists to spend more 
time with those in more complex & difficult situations. Through training and 
supporting volunteers, Silverlinks can add to the local service capacity and help 
make best use of scarce specialist knowledge and expertise.    

The volunteers are able to signpost people to existing services and support, and 
allow them more time to talk through the decisions they are facing.  

It is important to be clear from the start: 

 What provision of information and advice about housing and care already
exists for older people in your area

 Whether existing provision meets potential need

 How a ‘mutual support’ model like Silverlinks would complement any existing
services or

 Where there are no current services, how far volunteers can go with more
difficult situations and how they can use national specialist provision and back
up from First Stop advisers.



Planning and Feasibility 

Involving older people  
Silverlinks was developed because older people at events across England told Care 
& Repair that access to information about their later life housing and care options is 
very important. 

Mutual support models, such as carers groups and networks of people with particular 
health conditions, show how talking to someone who can empathise from a position 
of personal common experience, is highly valued. 

There is a wide range of levels of information provision as well as a variety of 
‘cultures’ with regard to volunteering, so it is important that organisations that are 
considering a Silverlinks type service involve older people in the early stages of 
thinking about whether it is right for their area. 

In some places there are active Older People’s Forums or Action Groups who might 
have good networks which can be used to gather comments and feedback about the 
idea. They may even have carried out surveys about local needs eg housing, care 
and advice.  

Your organisation may have a service user group or ‘friends of’ organisation who 
might be interested in discussing the idea and offer useful examples of need. 

Involving staff 
Within your organisation it is important to ensure that staff are involved and 
understand the benefits and complementary nature of Silverlinks.   Staff who have 
contact with older people  – including generalist advisers, caseworkers, falls 
prevention workers, housing options teams, staff who organise groups or events - 
are all in a position to identify older people who might benefit from Silverlinks. It is 
crucial to ensure that they ‘buy in’ to the service and are willing to contribute to 
making it succeed.  

Involving a wide range of partners 
During the planning phase, as well as identifying what already exists and gaps in 
information and advice provision, it is important to find out what professionals who 
work with older people think about the idea. 

This includes people in the fields of social care, health (both primary care & 
hospitals) and housing (social rented providers, adaptations teams etc). 

Many could benefit from the service. For example, a hospital discharge manager 
may see that the right housing and care can result in older people leaving hospital 
sooner and with less risk of readmission. Ideally, being able to promote the service in 
the hospital and link volunteers to patients and families could be a useful pilot with 
significant potential cost savings for the NHS. 

Organisations which have been engaged right from the start of an idea, can see its 
potential value and who then feel some ‘ownership’ are more likely to promote the 
service to potential beneficiaries. If it appears to be imposed or is perceived as 



duplicating or replacing a professional service there may be resentment or 
resistance to making referrals.   

Involving commissioners 
Having scoped current provision and gathered a wide range of views, understanding 
the priorities of commissioners of services for older people across the housing, 
health and social care spectrum is an important next step. 

Even a low cost service mostly relying on volunteer input needs some finance. Whilst 
new idea / initiative money for a short term pilot may be available, having at least an 
outline plan for sustaining a successful project is crucial. 

Again, the earlier the engagement with commissioners the better, even if this is 
simply a short meeting or some desk research to assess whether or how information 
and advice to enable better housing and care decisions fits into local commissioning 
priorities. 

Involving elected members 
Most local community and voluntary sector groups will have some contact with 
councillors & MPs, both concerning referral of constituents and also through 
promotion of the interests of older people in the area. 

Recognition of the potential usefulness of a Silverlinks initiative and support for the 
idea can be a significant help with regard to longer term sustainability, as well as 
possibly helping with profile raising. 



Key questions for organisations considering starting a project:   
 

 
 Does your organisation have the capacity, skills, resources and enthusiasm to 

deliver this project? 
 

 Are you clear about current provision in the local area and have you identified 
a need for this type of initiative? 

 
 Are you the right people to do it? Are you clear about how it fits with and 

complements your current services? 
 

 Does your organisation have the vision to embed this model of peer support 
and volunteering in current work practices?  
 

 Do you have the capacity to involve older people in developing and steering 
the initiative, as well as being volunteer peer supporters?   

 
 Are there active local older people’s groups and forums who may be 

interested in working with you?  
 

 Are you able to tap into new and existing networks and work alongside other 
partners?  
 

 Have you considered the long term potential support and ‘fit’ with local 
commissioning priorities?  

 

 
 
If you decide to go ahead......you don’t have to go it alone 
There is no need to reinvent the wheel.  A detailed ‘how to’ guide is available based 
on the front line experience of the three pilots. 
It includes everything from job descriptions, volunteer policies, pro-formas, model 
brochures and ideas for promotion.  
 
 
Contact: Sarah Vernau, Silverlinks Programme Manager 
Care & Repair England 
The Renewal Trust Business Centre  
3 Hawksworth Street 
Nottingham   
NG3 2EG 
Tel:  0115 9506500  
email: sarahvernau@careandrepair-england.org.uk   
 
Care & Repair England is a Care & Repair England is a charitable Industrial 
and Provident Society (IPS Reg No 25121R) established in 1986. It aims to improve 
older people’s housing and believes that all older people should have decent living 
conditions in a home of their own choosing. 

mailto:sarahvernau@careandrepair-england.org.uk



