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1. About North London Cares
North London Cares (NLC) is a small start-up charity which mobilises young professionals
to volunteer to support their older neighbours in Camden and Islington with a little extra
time, practical help, social connection and human companionship.
The charity‟s objectives are to reduce loneliness and isolation amongst older people (and
younger people alike); to improve the wellbeing, confidence and resilience of all
participants, in order that they can feel valued and comfortable in the rapidly changing
modern world; and to bridge social and generational divides for the benefit of the
community at large.
The charity aims to connect people who might not ordinarily interact, in order to soften
the unsettling effects of globalisation, gentrification, digitisation, migration, the London
housing bubble, and other factors which have accelerated isolation and social division in
the two target boroughs.
NLC works through two core projects. Its regular Social Clubs bring older people together
with young professionals to share time, skills, new experiences and cultural exchange in
groups. Meanwhile, its Love Your Neighbour (LYN) project matches individual older people
to individual volunteers to build one-to-one relationships, often in people‟s homes.
Interactions are always built to benefit all participants – the young professionals and the
older neighbours.

In the 3 years since its launch in August 2011 NLC has signed-up 700 volunteers to
work with 900 older neighbours;
Between September 2013 and August 2014 volunteers hosted 266 Social Clubs,
shared 2,700 meals with older neighbours, created 12,800 new interactions and
added 4,000 hours to the community – 800 of which were one-to-one hours;
A new sister charity, South London Cares (SLC), was created in August 2014;
NLC and SLC now have a combined workforce of six, and are in growing demand.
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2. This project
It is in this context that this research project sought to establish the impact of the charity‟s
work amongst those who participate. NLC gets a lot of positive anecdotal feedback, but so
far there has not been a definitive, quantitative impact evaluation – or a detailed
exploration of different funding, marketing, recruitment and structural options. The work
was funded by Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, in order to help build an evidence base that
would help the charity to develop in the future, both in north London and beyond.
The aims of this project were therefore:
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3. The people NLC works with
The table to the right shows the typical older
neighbour and the typical younger person within
the NLC network, according to the research.
These findings show the extent to which NLC is
reaching its intended „target audience‟ among
both age groups.
Older neighbours were more than two
thirds female and young professionals were
more than three quarters female;
51% of older neighbours were over 80 and
42% of young professionals were in the
second half of their twenties;
67% of older neighbours lived alone – a
figure which is twice the national average
for over 65s1;
24% of older neighbours „Almost never‟ go
to social activities except through NLC;
Young professional volunteers were most
likely to work in the private sector (53%) as
opposed to the public sector (29%) or third
sector (18%) – although the voluntary
sector is still over-represented;

1

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_325486.pdf (p.7)
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This is reflected in combined „Most of the time‟ or „All of the time‟ loneliness levels
of 37% prior to interactions with NLC2 – nearly four times the national average3 –
demonstrating the atomising and alienating nature of inner-city London life;
Older neighbours were
overwhelmingly likely to
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market;
Volunteers earned nearly £32,000 pa, significantly higher than average figures for
their age group4, suggesting they are an educated and affluent demographic;
The volunteers are time poor and, like many in their age group, were not drawn to
traditional voluntary work – only 18% had volunteered on any kind of regular basis
in the past, compared to a national average (recorded in 2009) of 26%5;

How regularly do you/ have you in the past volunteered
for charities aside from North London Cares? (%)

5
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From time to time

2

N = 131

23

Very occasionally

Never

A figure which rises to 53% when we include those who have ‘Occasionally’ experienced loneliness since
getting older
3
http://www.fote.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/2014_03-FOTE-Future-of-loneliness-Report-low-reswithout-crops.pdf (p.10)
4
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171776_368928.pdf (p.5)
5
http://dclg.ptfseurope.com/AWData/Library1/Departmental%20Publications/Communities%20and%20Local%20Government/2
010/2008-09+citizenship+survey~volunteering+and+charitable+giving+topic+report.pdf (p.5)
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Nearly half of the older people NLC works with (44%) started out with a low view
of young people, and more than three quarters of regular volunteers (77%) started
out with low or no contact with older people – before participating with NLC;
Most of NLC‟s young professionals (62%) actually live outside the two boroughs
compared to just 9% of older neighbours, and while 25% of older neighbours were
born in Camden and Islington the young professionals are much

more

international-facing, with 51% being bilingual;
Two thirds of the older people surveyed (68%) have had low wellbeing since
getting older, either as a result of unhappiness, poor health or both – of these 38%
say the lack of social contact is the main barrier.
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4. The involvement people have with NLC
Both the older and the younger groups are polarised in terms of the level of human
contact they receive with or through NLC;
Over half of the older neighbours are „regulars‟, with either monthly (24%) or
weekly (30%) contact, but over a quarter (27%) have interacted with the charity just
once, in most cases as part of the Winter Wellbeing project to help older people
stay connected during the cold snap. 40% of older neighbours are part of a cohort
who have had over 10 interactions, but 38% have had fewer than three;

This latter group of people who don‟t interact with or through the charity regularly
are less likely to have had good wellbeing since getting older (19%) than the
regulars (45%) – they have lower self-confidence leaving the house, poorer
relations with young people, and a narrower range of experiences (often as a result
of poor mobility);

The young professionals are similarly distributed, with a large cohort of regulars
(38%) alongside similar numbers who have signed up but never yet volunteered or
volunteered just once (41%). 67% of those with past experience of volunteering go
on to volunteer regularly with NLC, compared to 40% of those with little past
experience;
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Regular (at least monthly)

13

11

8

8

Every three months

Once or twice a year

8

Once

At least monthly

Monthly

27

Never

Young professionals (N=128)
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The vast majority of young people who volunteer (82%) had attended NLC‟s “Social
Clubs”, whereas just 17% had participated in the Love Your Neighbour (LYN)
scheme and less than 10% had helped on the Winter Wellbeing project;

Figures for older neighbours were similar (65% for Social Clubs, compared with
figures of less than 20% for LYN or Winter Wellbeing); 61% said they were
introduced to NLC through community centre networks;

Social Clubs are obviously not an option for immobile older people, or those
frightened of leaving the house; nor, the focus groups suggested, were they always
the preferred mode of volunteering for young people;

47% of young people had initially heard about NLC through online channels –
either Google searches or social media;

Meanwhile 41% of older neighbours said they continue to participate with NLC
because of the presence of younger people – the second most commonly cited
reason for returning – despite the fact that only 19% initially come for this reason;

Desire to connect with the older generation (62%), desire for localism (49%), and
the quest for a form of volunteering that was non-bureaucratic (56%), were the
main reasons volunteers were drawn to NLC.
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5. The impact NLC has
All of the older people who had had

Impact on relations with young
people: All Vs Those with initially low
opinion (%)
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Regulars: Scale of problem NLC seeks to address Vs Scale of
impact in each area (%)
Isolation and loneliness

55
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Disconnection with community

36

36

Disconnection from the younger generation

37

38

Lack of self-confidence/ security

33

35

Disaffection with modern world

39

Inability to access range of activities

48

31
41

Proportion struggling in some way since reaching old age
Suffering slightly less because of NLC interactions
Suffering significantly less because of NLC interactions

6

http://b.3cdn.net/nefoundation/8984c5089d5c2285ee_t4m6bhqq5.pdf
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76% say NLC has given them access to a greater range of experiences, 73% say
NLC has reduced their isolation, 52% say NLC has made them more self-confident
and secure in their area and 51% say they feel more in touch with their community;
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Younger people, meanwhile, were
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showed that supporters understood
the “shared benefit” concept behind
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6. Achieving the potential
The findings of this research represent an endorsement of
the relationships and interactions brokered by NLC to
date, and a

corroboration

of the

central

concept

underlying the charity‟s work. They provide definitive
evidence that the problems of disconnection and isolation
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brought about by the accelerated pace of social change
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in north London can be turned into assets through
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generating dialogue and enabling contact – and, indeed,

different
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that NLC is already having a significant, positive impact
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on people‟s lives through doing this.

powered job in The City.

With the value of the charity‟s work assured, the key
challenges

now

lie

in

sharpening

the

impact

of

interactions, and in making the most of the dynamic,
skilled and affluent group of supporters the charity works
with. Furthermore, there is a need to coordinate the
different strands together more (i.e. the Winter Wellbeing
and LYN projects) and to invest in systems, so as to move
more consistently beyond the “Social Club” comfort zone
and reach isolated neighbours who require „at home‟
interactions (and those volunteers who are most willing to
provide it).
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7. Recommendations
There are a number of specific suggestions to come out of this research project, some of
which could be immediately implemented, and some of which are more long-term
considerations, possibly for new sister „Cares‟ organisations. These include:
Greater efforts to reduce the gender imbalance – starting with a consultation
with male volunteers – and to encourage those from industries like law and
finance who may have specific goals;

An increase in emphasis and funding for the two ‘at home’ components;
-

More resourcing/ focus on LYN – to reach out to older people not attuned to
“Social Club” networks, as well as engaging more „introspective‟ volunteers;

-

More deployment of volunteers so as to expand Winter Wellbeing – to better
reach out to less forthcoming older people, and as a lower commitment, taskorientated means of engaging male/ private sector volunteers 7;

-

Better processes for staying in touch, so as to bridge the gap between those
who are „regulars‟ and those with only „fleeting‟ interactions;

More publicity for the charity, in particular amongst older people:
- Given the high numbers who feel they have better relations with young people

as a result of NLC, more might be done to promote this as NLC‟s „Unique
Selling Point‟, to help distinguish and publicise the charity;
- Publicity for the geographical range of events;

7

Note: It is important to recognise that the idea of men being more ‘task-orientated’ in their thinking is a
generalisation – one which does not necessarily stand up to scientific scrutiny and is certainly not true in every
case. It is referred to in this document because it came through as a common perception among volunteers, and
because observations of NLC sessions did seem to suggest that there were certain personality types which
flourished more naturally than others in the Social Club setting.
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More efforts to capitalise on the high level of bilingualism among volunteers
(51%) – especially given the positive impact of language skills on dementia.

Slow introduction of the option of donating to
NLC:

- Supporters were, on balance, open to the idea
of fundraising or donating (69% and 65%
respectively said they would consider it);
- However, some volunteers felt this was “out of
keeping”

or

even

a

betrayal

of

NLC‟s

communitarian agenda – so it would need to

Openness to

Total

helping financially
Willing to

Yes

70

fundraise

No

34

Willing to

Yes

68

donate

No

35

be executed unobtrusively and introduced
with the buy-in of regular volunteers;

N = 104

A greater clarity of the volunteer role at social events:

- More NLC staff support for first time volunteers and more clarity about the
volunteer „role‟;
- More opportunities for socialising with other volunteers;
- Introductions for context at the start of social events, and de-briefs afterwards.
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This impact evaluation is the property of NL Cares Limited (known publicly as "North London Cares"), a company registered
in England and Wales (number 07737818), and registered charity number 115313. The content is licensed under Creative
Commons: references to the research contained herein, online or in print, must contain appropriate attribution and links to
"North London Cares".
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