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Key Learning 
1. Digital inclusion projects are especially beneficial to older people with little or no prior 

experience of using digital equipment 
 

2. Group sessions in a community venue are an effective means of improving digital skills 
whilst also increasing social connections 
 

3. Group and 1:1 sessions have to be person-centred in order to ensure they are delivered 
at the correct pace and engage participants with the digital skills that matter to them 
 

4. Including an intergenerational aspect to a digital inclusion project can serve to better 
engage participants 
 

5. Short-term, 1:1 support to resolve specific issues is a good way of increasing inclusion 
for large numbers of people 
 

6. Digital inclusion has the potential to prevent future isolation and loneliness 
 

7. Co-producing projects that utilise digital skills helps consolidate learning, but can also 
lead to additional benefits such as increased confidence and closer relationships with 
others 
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1. Project Background 

Digital Buddies was funded by Brightlife, a project set up as part of the National Lottery 
Community Fund’s Ageing Better programme. Brightlife’s remit is to commission and 
evaluate a diverse range of interventions to reduce isolation and loneliness amongst 
over-50s in Cheshire West and Chester (CWaC). Learning from Brightlife and other Ageing 
Better programmes will be used to influence future provision for older people. 

 

Definitions of isolation and loneliness 

Isolation describes the absence of social contact with friends, family or the community.             
It’s an objective state that can be measured by the number of contacts a person               
has. 

 
Loneliness is different from social isolation because it’s a subjective state. Different            

people experience loneliness in different ways. Someone can feel lonely even if            
they have regular contact with friends and family, while others may have few             
contacts but not feel lonely at all. There are two types of loneliness: emotional and               
social loneliness. Emotional loneliness is the absence of a significant other to            
whom a close emotional bond is formed. Social loneliness is the lack of a social               
network or group of friends. 

 

Brightlife and the projects it commissions all follow a test and learn approach. This means               
trying things out, learning from what works and what doesn’t and making changes as a               
result. In order to provide evidence about what has worked and what hasn’t, Brightlife and its                
commissioned projects are evaluated at a national level, as part of a wider evaluation that               
includes all Ageing Better programmes, and at a local level by the University of Chester.  

All commissioned projects are required to take part in the evaluation by inviting participants              
to complete a Common Measurement Framework (CMF) questionnaire, which collects          
demographic data and measures levels of loneliness and isolation according to a number of              
established scales. The questionnaire also includes a section for participants to write their             
own comments. Full results from the CMF questionnaire for this project can be found in the                
Data Report (Appendix 1). 

2. Project Overview 

Digital Buddies was funded as part of Brightlife’s ‘Key Commissions’ strand. Key            
Commissions were awarded using a traditional commissioning process, in which a           
specification was advertised and tenders invited. Digital Buddies was commissioned in           
response to a specification for a digital technology project in Chester. The contract was for               
£60,000 for a two-year project. Digital Buddies was delivered by Here and Now Chester, a               
registered charity working with older people.  
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The specification was written in response to community consultation carried out in Chester,             
which indicated there was a need for a digital inclusion project aimed at increasing older               
people’s use of technology in general, but specifically to reduce isolation and loneliness (e.g.              
by using emails, Skype etc to keep in touch with friends and family). 

Here and Now designed a project that would provide volunteer-led support for older people              
to use digital technology on both a 1:1 basis and in groups. Specifically, this would be by: 

● Delivering group learning in residential settings 
● Delivering group learning in community venues 
● Recruiting young people as volunteer ‘buddies’ to provide 1:1 support to people in             

their own homes and in the groups 
 
 
3. Project Delivery 

Digital Buddies employed a part-time Project Officer to lead the project. The Officer’s role              
was to promote the project, deliver group sessions, engage participants, find delivery            
venues, and recruit, train and support the volunteers. 

Delivery commenced in a number of residential care settings, in people’s own homes as a               
1:1 service and at group sessions in community venues.  

3.1 Residential Care Settings 

Programmes of 8 weeks in length were held in a number of residential care settings. The                
idea was to engage participants via these sessions and then encourage them to join in with                
the regular group sessions held in the community. The 8 week programmes proved popular,              
but did not result in many people subsequently attending the community based groups. This              
was largely due to mobility issues or a lack of suitable transport. 

In hindsight, Digital Buddies felt it would have been better to continue the sessions in the                
residential settings on an ongoing basis. However, they did not have enough volunteers who              
could either regularly commit to this or who could travel to the locations required. 

The knowledge gained by the residents might have helped them improve their social             
connections with friends and family and perhaps reduce their risk of experiencing isolation             
and loneliness, but this is difficult to measure. 

3.2 1:1 Support at home 

In the initial project plan, 1:1 support for people in their own homes was intended to be the                  
main focus of project activity. The intention was that it would be of greater benefit to people                 
who are less able to leave their homes if they could use digital technology to remain                
connected with the outside world.  

Some 1:1 work was delivered by volunteers, but with limited success. There were a number               
of reasons for this: 

4 
 



1. There were not a large number of individuals asking for this service. This could              
perhaps be because there was not enough demand or because people were not             
aware of the service. 

2. Since the majority of volunteers were students relying on public transport, it was often              
difficult for them to travel to people’s homes. 

3. Those who did receive 1:1 support expressed an interest in learning within a group              
setting instead and consequently attended community venues to receive this. The           
reasons for this were that people liked the social aspect of a group setting and,               
especially for those experiencing health difficulties that affected their cognitive          
functioning, group learning was seen as a more relaxed way to acquire new skills.  

Under test and learn, a decision was made to concentrate on delivering group sessions and               
1:1 support in community venues. 

3.3 Group sessions and 1:1 support in community venues 

These were by far the most popular and effective methods employed by the project. Weekly               
group sessions were established in a number of libraries in Chester, including Storyhouse             
(central Chester), Blacon Library and Lache Library. In addition, volunteers were available at             
these sessions to help people on a 1:1 basis. 

The group sessions were co-designed with participants and consisted of courses on            
particular topics, which were aimed at building knowledge and confidence in using digital             
technology. The groups attracted regular members and this was especially true at            
Storyhouse, where a cohesive group formed. 

The 1:1 support in these settings also proved popular, again especially at Storyhouse.             
Participants appreciated the ability to drop-in to the Storyhouse sessions and receive 1:1             
support with particular things they wanted to be able to achieve with technology. Due to the                
short-term nature of these interventions, many did not take part in the evaluation and so the                
impact on their levels of isolation and loneliness was not measured. It is possible that greater                
use of digital technology will reduce the risk of these individuals becoming isolated and              
lonely in the future, but prevention is difficult to measure. 

The popularity of the group sessions and the levels of 1:1 work required supported the               
original hypothesis that there was a need for a digital inclusion project for older people in                
Chester. Comments on CMF questionnaires also indicate this: 

“For several years I have been looking for computer lessons for the elderly. How               
welcome this is for me is impossible to express…..This is a real help to those               
who missed out on the early days of computers” 

Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

“These sessions have been a God send to me. Never could I learn about the               
Internet anywhere else. I did try a college course once. All the students were              
already familiar with the Internet, and the class was balanced in favour of quick              
learners and younger than me” 
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Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

This last quote illustrates that participants appreciated learning at their own pace, in a              
supportive and person-centred atmosphere, where they could develop the skills that were            
important to them. This was echoed by other participants: 

“The nature and structure of how the weekly group meetings are delivered enables             
all individuals attending to explore and enhance the particular knowledge and           
skills they find of use and value in their lives” 

Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

 

3.2 Marketing and promotion 

 

Digital Buddies used a number of methods to promote         
the project. A recognisable logo was created early on         
in the project, along with a range of printed materials          
including banners and leaflets. The leaflets were       
customised for each location, as per the example on         
the left. 

 
A Digital Buddies website was created and a social         
media presence established. The Facebook page has       
been used particularly well as a promotional tool,        
particularly to showcase some of the work that has         
been co-produced by Digital Buddies staff, volunteers       
and participants. 

 

 

3.3 Engaging older people 

The marketing and promotion activity worked well to engage people with the project in most               
community settings. However, in residential settings it was found that taster sessions worked             
better than leaflets to engage residents.  

In the libraries and in Storyhouse in particular, one of the most effective methods was by                
ensuring staff were aware of the project. Staff were then able to direct enquiries from older                
people to Digital Buddies.  

Most of the volunteers engaged in the Digital Buddies project were students from Chester              
University. Participants reported that they particularly enjoyed this intergenerational aspect          
of the project and came back each week asking to work with particular students. 
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“I met a variety of age groups who gave me answers on a range of items. [It] gave                  
me a boost of confidence to engage” 

Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

The students themselves also remained engaged with and committed to the project,            
reporting that they enjoyed helping the older people to learn new skills and, in turn, learning                
from them about their life experiences. 

Targets for recruitment and CMF completion against numbers achieved are as shown in the              
following table: 

Digital Buddies Target Achieved 
Participants recruited 300 256 
CMF Entry Questionnaires Completed 60% 32% 
 

Digital Buddies performed very well against their target of 300 participants. However, they             
performed less well in terms of collecting evaluation data via the CMF questionnaires. In              
part, this was due to the way in which the project developed, with the vast majority of                 
participants only engaging with the project for a short time (see Appendix 1, pg. 5). This                
reflects the number of people for whom short-term 1:1 support was the most appropriate way               
to engage. 

Basic demographic information for all participants can be found in Appendix 1, page 2. More               
detailed demographic information for those who completed a CMF questionnaire can be            
found in Appendix 1, pg. 6 & 7. 

The majority of Digital Buddies’ participants were in the 70+ age group. Learning indicates              
that this is perhaps because those aged between 50 and 70 were more familiar with digital                
technology, perhaps having used it at work. Most participants reported having little or no              
experience of using digital technology but could see the potential benefits, especially being             
able to keep in touch with family and friends more easily. Some had been given smart                
phones or tablets by family members specifically for this reason but could not use them. 

For some, the need to access services online was what prompted them to learn to use digital                 
technology, as in the following case study.  
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Case Study: Frank Samuel (75) 
 
Frank retired in 2015 after a 30-year career as a milkman. He had never had to think about 
technology or computers up until that piont because despite the fact he had 450 customers, 
he knew their names, orders, how much money they owed, every detail, all without even a 
rounds book! 
 
Due to the unsociable hours, Frank hadn’t ever had much time for activites outside of work 
so after retiring he went through a period of depression, not wanting to get out of bed to face 
the day. Around this time he needed to access a Government service and the only way to do 
so was online. Although he had a computer and an iPad, Frank didn’t know how to use them 
and he felt too old to learn how. He explains, “This lack of knowledge left me feeling really 
disenfranchised so I went along to my local library to find out if there was any help I could 
access but they just advised going on a night course. That felt too overwhelming at the time 
and I was in denial about needing to learn to do it. But the reality was I needed to join the 
modern world – these days you can’t buy a cinema ticket or pay for a toll bridge without 
doing so online! 
 
“It took me another year to pluck up the courage to go back to the library and admit I needed 
some help with simple technology. That time they told me about Digital Buddies and I wnet 
along to my first session where everyone was so friendly and helpful with no judgement 
whatsoever. The volunteers helped me to learn about how to do all of the basics and I have 
become amazed that there is such a vast world out there! Now I am proud to say I can even 
help other mature people who come along to the group and it has really boosted my 
confidence!” 
 
 
3.2 Co-production 

 
Digital Buddies co-produced their group sessions with participants in order to ensure they were              

meeting their needs. This involved enabling participants to decide on the topics to be              
covered, the pace of learning and how often they repeated particular topics in order to               
strengthen learning. 

 
In addition, Digital Buddies co-produced a number of projects with the participants that involved              

using their new digital skills. A good example of this was a session Digital Buddies were                
asked to deliver as part of Storyhouse’s XXXXXXXXXXXXX. The group used the internet to              
research their subject and used presentation software to illustrate the session. They also             
scripted the content and delivered the session themselves to an auditorium of audience             
members. 

These co-desinged projects helped participants to consolidate their skills, but also lead to 
additional benefits such as increased confidence in designing and giving presentations and 
the development of closer relationships with other members of the group. 

 

3.4 Impact on isolation and loneliness 
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In order for any effect on loneliness and isolation to be measured, participants must              
complete at least two CMF questionnaires (one on entry to the project and a follow-up after a                 
sufficient period of engagement). Of the 81 participants who completed entry CMF            
questionnaires, only 29 fully completed a follow-up questionnaire. The conclusions that can            
be drawn from this data are therefore very limited. 

The available data indicates that those who completed both an entry and follow up CMF               
were not among the most lonely or socially isolated, according to the scales used (see               
Appendix 1, pages 11 - 16). The majority of participants’ scores remained the same on these                
measures between entry and follow-up, suggesting there was no impact on their perceived             
levels of isolation and loneliness. However, anecdotal evidence and comments made on            
some CMF forms indicated that some participants were experiencing loneliness, particularly           
those who were also living with a disability 

“I find that I tend to shut myself away as [I’m] in a lot of pain. [I] have to force myself                     
to do things. [I] have lost touch with all my friends” 

Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

“I have a lot of arthritis…I’ve had to give up driving. This means I am not able any                  
more to go to my Bridge Club” 

Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

Anecdotal reports from participants indicated that being part of the Digital Buddies groups             
had improved their social connectedness through the formation of new friendships and            
sharing information about other social activities available locally, but also though connecting            
with friends and family online. This is borne out by comments on some of the CMF                
questionnaires: 

“I have found the knowledge and encouragement gained from my attendance at the             
Digital Buddies group of great value in helping me to improve the quality of my               
social life. I would recommend the group to anyone wanting to move with the              
times and wanting to be more connected with the community” 

Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

“It has reminded me how nice it is to be part of a group again” 

Digital Buddies Participant, CMF questionnaire comment 

The CMF does not measure the extent to which participants believed their involvement with              
Digital Buddies might have reduced their future likelihood of becoming lonely or isolated.  

4. Impact on Here and Now Chester 

Before receiving funding from Brightlife, Here and Now Chester ran a number of services for               
older people but had not previously run a digital inclusion project. Digital Buddies has              
resulted in the creation of a new strand of work for the organisation and the development of                 
new skills and experience amongst the staff team. It has also enabled the recruitment of a                
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number of new volunteers, some of whom are now volunteering with Here and Now on an                
ongoing basis. 

Running Digital Buddies and being part of Brightlife’s provider network have also enabled 
Here and Now to grow the number of connections they have with other local organisations. 
They are now working more closely with Citizens Advice, Storyhouse, Cheshire Fire and 
Rescue and Plus Bus amongst others. 

5. Sustainability 

All projects funded by Brightlife are required to build sustainability into their plans. The              
minimum requirement is that the outcomes for participants are sustained, but ideally that             
aspects of the services or activities are also sustained.  

The group at Storyhouse is continuing to run, attracting between fifteen and twenty people              
per week. This has been achieved by developing a strong relationship and reputation with              
Storyhouse, meaning that the service is valued by them. As a result, Digital Buddies are               
able to use the room at no cost. Volunteers continue to be involved in delivering both the                 
group activity and the 1:1 support for any older people coming to Storyhouse. 

The group work in residential care settings and at libraries other than Storyhouse have not               
been sustained. This was due mainly to a lack of volunteers. 
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