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Executive Summary

The goal of the study is to identify effective strategies to sustain current volunteers and motivate 
others to join the Age-Friendly Niagara Network movement across the Niagara Region. When 
the study was conceived in 2019, the AFNN Leadership Council did not have a comprehensive picture 
of how each municipal age-friendly advisory committee works. Also, the motivations and benefits of 
age-friendly volunteers (mostly older adults) were not well known. We thus decided to listen to older 
adult volunteers’ voices directly to learn about the following four areas: 1) the structure and operation 
of municipal agefriendly advisory committees, 2) the motivations and benefits of age-friendly 
volunteers for themselves and their community, 3) the challenges and barriers to their civic 
engagement, 4) the strategies they consider to be effective to support their efforts.

We conducted 8 key informant interviews (AFNN leaders) and 9 focus groups with age-friendly 
committee volunteers and older volunteer champions in the municipalities between May and July 
in 2021. Due to the COVID19 lockdown, all data was collected virtually via Zoom. Prior to each focus 
group, a brief online survey was conducted with focus group participants (n=48). We met a total 64 
volunteers -- most of them retirees -- with rich life and work experience. Since eight out of the nine 
municipalities had already established their age-friendly advisory committees, we could 
qualitatively compare their structure and operation. The inclusion of the staff and long-time
 community volunteers also suggested the shifting landscape of community volunteering.

Here are some key findings, the details of which can be found in the main section of this report:

• The basic structure and operation of the municipal age-friendly advisory committees are  
similar, while their history, activities, and approaches are contingent on needs and resources in 
each local municipality.

• As a council appointed committee, all eight advisory committees received three types of  
support from their local governments. However, the degree of support varied among the 
municipalities, which directly influenced each committee’s activities.

Background: This report presents findings from our community-based research study of older 
adult volunteerism in the Age-Friendly Niagara Network (AFNN) movement in Ontario, 
Canada. The study was conducted in partnership with the Brock University research team, 
the AFNN Leadership  Council, and municipal seniors / age-friendly / wellness advisory
 committees (age-friendly advisory committee hereafter) across the Niagara region from 2021 
to 2022. The research was funded by Partnership Engage Grant of the Social Sciences  
Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) (File no. 892-2020-3088-Narushima). During 
this period, the AFNN underwent a major restructuring.  The AFNN Leadership Council is now 
the Age-Friendly Niagara Council (AFNC) and municipal advisory committees across Niagara 
have formed the Niagara Older Adults Alliance (NOAA) to send “one collective voice” of  
older adults. In this report, we use the original organizations’ names, as we collected data  
prior this change.

https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/about-us/
https://www.stcatharinesstandard.ca/life/2022/06/10/age-friendly-council-wants-pulse-of-niagaras-older-adults.html
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• Six common concerns in relation to older adults reported by all eight advisory committees 
include: housing options, transportation, long-term care, the information and digital divide, and 
social isolation.

• Motivations and benefits of community volunteering reflect needs and rewards at both the 
personal and community levels. Older adults brought their skills and knowledge into their civic  
engagement and created many positive changes in each local community. This “sense of  
making a difference”, in turn, helped maintain their health and well-being (e.g., life satisfaction, a 
sense of belonging, social support network).

• Reported challenges and barriers to volunteering include health, time, a lack of resources, limited-
capacity as an “advisory” committee, a lack of training of new volunteers, turnover and burnout of 
volunteers, and uneven support from the municipalities. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic,  
ageism,and the changing landscape of community volunteering emerged as structural barriers.

• Participants’ suggestions to enhance older adult community volunteers include: 
 1) increase the advertising of volunteer opportunities, 
 2) matching volunteers’ interest and skills with volunteer tasks,
 3) increasing diversity among volunteers, 
 4) providing more support and respect, 
 5) creating a community environment to nurture the “culture of volunteerism”, and 
 6) planting seeds of volunteerism in childhood.

We also found several “secrets to success” unique to the AFNN movement over the past 10 years:

• Strong and visionary leaders at both the regional and municipal levels.
• Dedicated committee volunteers who bring a diverse set of skills, knowledge, and networks
• Strategic and active partnership building with other committees and organizations within and 

across municipalities.
• A strong sense of community among committee volunteers in each municipality across Niagara.
• A stable organizational structure (the AFNN Leadership Council and the Niagara Connects) 

that facilitates networking and information exchange across the region.

These strengths provide a solid foundation for the growth and sustainability of the AFNN movement.

The AFNN movement is a progressive social movement among dedicated older adults whose work 
serves to publicly debunk ageism. The success of the AFNN movement has also proven that a small 
public investment by each local municipality can empower and support older adults as a valuable 
community resource and partners of social planning. Given the indispensable personal and 
community benefits reported by participants in this study, the positive social and economic impact of 
the AFNN movement on the growing older population and their communities in the future of the 
Niagara region should not be underestimated. We hope that the voices of older volunteers presented 
in this report will help the AFN Council, the municipal advisory committees, their network (NOAA), 
policymakers at multiple levels, and other members in the AFNN to develop effective strategies in 
the coming years.
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Background: History of the 
Age-Friendly Niagara Network
Canadians are living longer and healthier lives than ever before. Given the large number of baby 
boomers entering the 65 and over category, one in four Canadians will be “seniors” by 2030. 
The Niagara Region is one of the most rapidly greying areas in Canada. Currently one in five Niagara 
residents is 65 years and older and it is projected this will double by 2031 (AFNN, 2020a). As more 
people hope to age in their own home, it becomes more important than ever for local communities to 
create a physically and socially supportive environment where older people can continue their civic 
engagement.

The Global Age-Friendly Cities and Communities Movement

As a global response to population aging, in 2007, the World Health Organization (WHO) launched the
Global Age-Friendly Cities Framework (WHO, n.d.). In their Age-Friendly Framework, the WHO 
proposed eight interconnected domains (Figure 1) for each local community to work on to reduce 
barriers to wellbeing among older adults, while creating an enabling environment for everyone to age 
well in their own community. A guiding principle of the framework is to empower older adults to 
actively participate in this age-friendly community development process (WHO, 2007). Today, the WHO 
Global Network consists of more than 1300 cities and communities in 44 countries around the world 
(WHO, n.d.). Following the WHO, the Government of Canada has been promoting this framework 
as a nation-wide aging strategy in its Age Friendly Communities (Government Canada, n.d.) and
Age-Friendly Rural and Remote Communities Guide (Federal/Provincial/Territorial Ministers
Responsible for Seniors, 2011). Canada is one of leading counties in this global movement; to date, 
10 provinces promote Age-Friendly Communities initiatives (2011).

Figure 1: Eight domains of Age-Friendly Cities and Communities

Source: WHO (2007, p. 9)

https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/why-become-age-friendly/
https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/age-friendly-cities-framework/
https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/age-friendly-cities-framework/
https://extranet.who.int/agefriendlyworld/age-friendly-cities-framework/
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/health-promotion/aging-seniors/friendly-communities.html
https://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/seniors-aines/alt-formats/pdf/publications/public/healthy-sante/age_friendly_rural/AFRRC_en.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/health-promotion/aging-seniors/friendly-communities.html
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The Age-Friendly Niagara Network (AFNN)

In 2008, the Niagara region joined the Global Age-Friendly Cities and Communities movement as one 
of the earliest Canadian jurisdictions, and gradually expanded as a grass-roots movement. At its core is 
the Age-Friendly Niagara Network (AFNN) - a volunteer-led community organization advocating for the
inclusion and welfare of older adults in Niagara. Since its inception in 2013, the AFNN Leadership 
Council has been planning, promoting, and networking region-wide initiatives. In 2015, after many 
community consultations across Niagara, the AFNN Leadership Council launched its milestone 
document Niagara Aging Strategy and Action Plan (Niagara Age-Friendly Community Network, 2015) 
which provides guidelines to both regional and municipal governments for developing a “community 
for all ages”. The goal is to ensure “all people, regardless of their age, ability, and need or capacity, are 
included in all aspects of community life” (Age-Friendly Niagara Network [AFNN], 2020a).

Thanks to the AFNN leaders’ tireless outreach to
local municipalities, as of 2022, 11 out of the 12 Niagara
municipalities have formed a Council-appointed
municipal age-friendly (also called “senior” or “wellness”)
advisory committee (municipal advisory committee hereafter),
with the final in the process of forming. Each municipal
advisory committee – which consists of volunteers –
organizes various local initiatives to make positive changes
in each community.

The AFNN Leadership Council and municipal advisory 
committees ensure older adults’ voices are heard by regional 
and municipal governments on issues such as transportation, 
housing, health and safety, leisure, and information. In 2019, 
when the first wave of the COVID19 pandemic hit, the AFNN 
quicklyresponded and sent out urgent “call for action” 
recommendations to its members and local policy makers to address the impact of the pandemic on 
older adults across Niagara (e.g., long-term care, social isolation, food security, vaccination). By 2020, 
the AFNN consisted of 15 volunteers on its Leadership Council, 112 volunteers who served as members 
of municipal advisory committees, and approximately 550 citizens and partners on its list-serve (AFNN, 
2020b).

To increase its organizational sustainability the AFNN recently (2022) went through a major 
restructuring to become the Age-Friendly Niagara Council (AFNC) with a Board of Directors. Also 
during this time the municipal advisory committees across Niagara came together to form the Niagara 
Older Adults Alliance (NOAA) (Walter, 2022), further strengthening their networking and collaboration 
to send “one voice” from seniors in the Niagara.

Figure 2:
Local Municipalities in Niagara

Source: Niagara Region Website

https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/niagara-aging-strategy-and-action-plan/#:~:text=The%20Niagara%20Aging%20Strategy%20and,template%20for%20planning%20by%20service
https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/why-become-age-friendly/
https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/wp-content/uploads/Age-Friendly-Niagara-Bulletin-October-2020_FINAL.pdf
https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/wp-content/uploads/Age-Friendly-Niagara-Bulletin-October-2020_FINAL.pdf
https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/about-us/
https://www.stcatharinesstandard.ca/life/2022/06/10/age-friendly-council-wants-pulse-of-niagaras-older-adults.html
https://www.stcatharinesstandard.ca/life/2022/06/10/age-friendly-council-wants-pulse-of-niagaras-older-adults.html


9Community Study Report - January 2023

Rationale and Objectives 
of the Study
Why Older Adult Volunteers in the AFNN Movement?

Building a “community for all ages” across Niagara is an ongoing and long-term process. Like many 
other age-friendly communities across the globe, despite its many achievements, the AFNN is facing 
growing pains upon entering its 2nd decade. One of these is how to sustain current volunteers and 
motivate others to join to carry on age-friendly initiatives. Like most other age-friendly communities, 
volunteers are the driving force of the AFNN movement and most are older adults and retirees. The 
literature on Age-Friendly Communities (AFC) has identified some of the factors that influence the 
sustainability of AFC initiatives. However, very little attention has been directed towards older adult 
volunteers’ experiences and perspectives in the AFC movement. At the dawn of the “decade of action 
on healthy aging” (2021-2030) (WHO, 2018), and given the challenges, including those caused by the 
COVID19 pandemic, on volunteerism, it is important and timely to learn about the experiences and 
perceptions of older volunteers in the AFNN movement, as this knowledge will be essential for 
developing future initiatives.

Goal & Research Questions

The goal of this study was to produce knowledge for the AFNC and the municipal advisory committees 
to identify effective strategies to sustain current volunteers and motivate others to join their cadre of
volunteers. The AFNN advisory group and a Brock University research team worked together to design
and conduct the study. We hope the results of this study provide the AFNN with knowledge necessary 
for their strategic planning, and will enhance their community capacity.

Research Questions

Main Question: What approaches are needed to sustain current age-friendly volunteers, while
motivating more people to join?

Sub-Questions: We asked older adult volunteers in each community about the following four areas

Figure 3: Four Focal Points for Sub-Questions

Four Focal Points
Experience & View of AFNN Leaders & Members of Local Committees

Activities 
& Operations

Motivators
& Benefits

Challenges 
& Barriers Suggestions

https://www.who.int/initiatives/decade-of-healthy-ageing
https://www.who.int/initiatives/decade-of-healthy-ageing


10 Community Study Report - January 2023

Study Design & Methods
We employed a qualitative case study approach. This approach allowed us to listen to older adult
volunteers’ voices directly to learn about their direct experiences, perspectives, and suggestions about
their volunteer work in the AFN movement. While the larger case was the AFNN movement, embedded
within this are multiple smaller cases (i.e., each municipality advisory committees). This approach 
allowed us to compare to see both patterns of alignment as well as variations.

Recruitment

There are many “age-friendly volunteers” who contribute their time through various informal and formal
volunteer experiences (e.g., meals on wheels, family members and friendly visitors in long term care
homes, volunteers at senior’s centers and public libraries, snow buddy).

Due to time and resource constraints, in this study, we focused on recruiting the following participants:
• members of the AFNN Leadership Council
• current and past members of municipal advisory committees
• long-term older adult volunteer champions in each local community

In May 2021, we obtained the ethics clearance from the Brock Research Ethics Board. Then, with the
assistance from the AFNN advisory group and liaison persons (i.e., chairs/vice-chairs of municipal 
advisory committees or municipal staff who work closely with older adult volunteers), we obtained 
email addresses of potential participants.

Recruitment took place during the first lockdown of the COVID19 pandemic in Ontario, and as such we
were not able to include all municipalities. The two main reasons for this were: 1) lack of internet access
in rural municipalities, and 2) municipal advisory committee activities were paused by the Council in 
some municipalities. Despite these challenges a total 64 older adults volunteers took part in our study.

Data Collection & Analysis

Our data collection took place between May and July in 2021 in two phases, as shown in Figure 4 on 
the next page. Following safety protocols during the COVID 19 pandemic, data collection was 
conducted virtually using Zoom. The Brock University team (two researchers and two student 
assistants) conducted all interviews and focus groups, each of which lasted 90-120 minutes. 
With participants’ consent, all interviews and focus groups were video recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. A $20 honorarium (Tim Hortons gift card) was mailed to each participant after the interviews.
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Figure 4. Overview of Data Collection and Analysis Procedures

                              

Phase 1: Key informant interviews

We began data collection by conducting individual interviews with a total of 8 “key informants” who 
have detailed knowledge about the history and structure of the AFNN movement. Using a semi-
structured interview guide with open-ended questions, we asked about the history and the structure
of the AFNN and its local municipal advisory committees as well as the motivations, perceived  
benefits and challenges of their volunteer work, their vision for the future of the AFNN movement, 
and their suggestions for questions for the focus groups from each municipality.

Phase 2: Online Survey & Focus Groups

Online survey: 
Prior to each focus group, participants completed a brief anonymous online survey. The survey asked 
for demographic information, their background, the municipality, the role and duration of their 
involvement in the committee, and other volunteer work. We also asked them to write about their 
motivations for volunteering and the meaning of “age-friendliness”. A total of 48 people out of 56 
focus group participants answered the survey (response rate 85.75%). 

Focus groups: 
Based on the key informants’ suggestions, we developed a semi-structured interview guide with 
open-ended questions for the focus groups. We conducted a total 9 focus groups in 9 municipalities 
with a total 56 participants. Eight focus group consisted of 2 to 11 people who were current or previous 
members of each municipality advisory committee (including municipal staff and councillors) as well as 
several other older volunteer champions in each local community. One focus group consisted of only 
older volunteer champions and staff, as they had not had an age-friendly advisory committee in their 
community yet.  In the focus group interviews, we asked about the committee’s history, roles, 
operations, the nature of their volunteer work, their motivation and perceived benefits, and challenges 
and barriers to their community volunteering. We also asked their perspectives on the future of 
volunteerism, how best to support their efforts and ways to encourage others to volunteer.
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Data Analysis Strategies 

As shown in Figure 4, data collection and data analysis were conducted simultaneously. The findings 
from Phase 1 helped us develop the interview questions for the focus groups in Phase 2. We used the 
results from all three data sources (Phase 1 and Phase 2 interviews and online surveys) in our analysis.

Immediately after all interviews and focus groups, the Brock research team held a meeting to debrief, 
develop a summary sheet of each interview and focus group, and discuss emerging themes from the 
participants’ stories. Once we finished all the data collection, we emailed the summary sheet to each 
key informant and focus group participant to ask for their feedback about the accuracy of our records 
and understanding. We incorporated all participants’ feedback and then compared them to develop a 
list of key themes across all cases, generating aggregated overarching themes to answer our research 
questions. We also used a qualitative data analysis software (NVivo 12) to organize and manage this 
process. 

The data collected by the brief survey data was computed by the survey software (Qualtrics) to describe 
overall demographic characteristics. Answers from the questions about motivations and the meaning of 
age-friendly community were analyzed as qualitative data to find patterns, using NVivo 12.
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Participants
Among the 8 municipal AF advisory committees who voluntary participated in the study, 5 were cities 
and 3 were towns. As noted earlier, we had a total of 64 participants (n=8 for key informant interviews; 
n=56 for focus groups); 48 people completed the pre-focus group online survey. Participants’ overall 
demographic characteristics and level of AF engagement are summarized below.

Profile of Key Informants

Table 1: Roles of Key Informants in the AFNN (n=8)

Profile of Focus Group Participants 

Table 2: Demographic Characteristics of Focus Group Participants (n=48)

In summary, the participants’ average age was 69 years old, the majority were women with a post-
secondary or higher educational background, most lived with family members and reported their 
ethnicity as white Canadian or European descent. One unexpected and important finding is that 88% of 
FG participants reported other volunteer involvements in addition to their AF committee volunteer work. 
The average volunteer hours for AF committee-related work is approximately 10 hours per month within 
an overall total volunteer commitment of 25 hours per month. Many of our participants are “lifelong 
volunteers”, beginning their volunteer experiences as young children in school or with their families.

Roles in the AFNN Number

Members of AFNN Advisory Group 3

Members of AFNN Leadership Council 5

Age Mean=69

Gender Woman (73%), Men (25%), Other (2%)

Education High school (8%), Post secondary or higher (69%)

Living Arrangement With spouse/family/others (85%)
Living alone (15%)

Ethnicities White Canadian/European Decent (98%) Asian (2%)

Average volunteer hours 25 hours/month (for overall volunteering)
10 hours/month (for AD volunteer)
*88% involved in multiple volunteer work
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Composition of Focus Group Participants

As shown in Figure 5 the majority (78%) of our FG participants
were volunteers sitting on their municipal age-friendly / seniors 
advisory committee, while 22% were long-term active front-line 
older adult volunteers (not members of any AF advisory 
committee).

Each municipal advisory committee in Niagara normally 
consists of a chair, several citizens members, a liaison municipal 
staff, and a municipal councilor. 

Age distribution and the duration of their AF 
committee work 

As shown in Figure 6 below, most of the focus group participants 
were in their 60s (41%) or 70s (41%), highlighting how many joins 
age-friendly / seniors advisory committees when they retire. 
We have identified those who were older (mid 70s to 80s / 11%) as 
“AF community champions,” as they have been involved in the 
AFNN movement for an extensive period. Those in their 50s and 
younger (7%) were mainly municipal staff who were supporting the 
committee’s operation. 

Figure 7 shows the duration (years) of participants involvement in age-friendly committee work. Most 
focus group participants became involved in the last 5 years. Newer volunteers were mostly in their 60s 
and 70s, while those with more than 10 years’ experience were in their late 70s and 80s.

  

 

Figure 5:
Participants’ Roles

Figure 6: Age distribution Figure 7: Duration of AF committee volunteers
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Findings of the Study
In the following section, we present our findings which we organized into four areas of concern 
for this study.

Finding 1: Structures and Operations of the Eight Municipal Advisory Committees

Our first finding relates to the structure and roles of the advisory committee in each local 
community across Niagara. As noted previously, since 2008, the AFN Leadership Council has 
successfully expanded its grassroots movement to forward its goal to introduce an “age-friendly 
community” framework across the Niagara Region. By 2022, 11 out of 12 municipalities of the Niagara 
Region have established their local age-friendly (also called senior or wellness) advisory committee or 
working group, and the 12th is in progress. Among the nine municipalities whose older adult volunteers 
participated in our focus groups, eight had already established their local municipal AF/Senior 
Advisory Committees. Comparing their structure and work to date we identified differences and 
patterns of similarity. 

Differences among Municipal AF Advisory Committees

Table 3: Differences among the 8 Committees

Similarities among Municipal Advisory Committees

Although every committee is working independently according to their community’s needs and
resources, the eight committees shared some common characteristics (with minor variations): 

Table 4: Similar Characteristics among the 8 Committees

Similarities

1. Terms of 
Volunteers

All 8 committees are Council appointed “formal” committees of cities or towns with 
terms of reference on their municipal websites. In 7 out of 8 committees, one term 
is 4 years, the same as for the Councils. In all committees, volunteers can reapply 
and continue serving. In older (longer established) committees, there are a couple 
of long-term “core members” and “leaders” who have a good understanding of the 
WHO’s age-friendly principles. These dedicated members mentor new ones, while 
new members introduce new skills and ideas.

Differences

1. Different Name Despite their common goals and mission (i.e., to create an age-friendly 
community by being the voice of “seniors” to the Council), each committee 
retains a different name: “Seniors Advisory Committee” (n=4), “Age-Friendly 
Advisory Committee” (n=3), and “Advisory Committee on Older Adults” (n=1).

2. Time established As of June, 2021, the oldest committees were 12 years old (n=3) and the 
youngest ones were 2 years old (n=3); one committee was 10 years old; one 
was 4 years old. Four older committees have obtained the WHO’s designation 
a Global Age-Friendly Communities, and one new committee was preparing an 
application during the data collection.
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2. Size & 
Structure

An age-friendly advisory committee typically consists of 8-9 citizen members, 1 
Councilor, and 1 liaison staff from municipal government. All committees
strategically include representatives from other committees (e.g., joint accessibili-
ty, public library, active transportation, senior centers) in their municipalities Three 
committees include a representative from the youth committee. Liaison staff often 
come from the Leisure and Recreation Department. Each committee member has 
a diverse professional and personal background (e.g., teacher, lawyer, health care 
profession, worker in non-profit sector, housekeeper, the Canadian Association of 
Retired Person). This structure allows everyone to bring their different knowledge, 
skill sets, and networks to the committee. It also makes it easier to collaboratively 
work with other committees in the municipality.

3. Roles &
Approach 

All 8 committees see their main role as a “liaison” between older adults and their 
municipal Council. In this role, they solicit input from older citizens and then provide 
recommendations to the Council for creating the age-friendly and inclusive 
community environment regardless of age, different abilities, and other 
demographics. They also inform seniors and their families about available resources 
through the municipality to improve health and quality life.  All committees 
defined an “age-friendly community” as an inclusive and accessible “community
for all ages”. However, a notable variation was observed in terms of interest in 
promoting intergenerational engagement; 3 committees focused exclusively 
on older adults, while the other 5 committees promoted opportunities for 
intergenerational activities (e.g., creating a logo with high school students; 
organizing events for the whole-family).

4. Support 
from Municipal 
Government

The main support for all 8 committees came from the municipal government in 
three forms: 1) financial support, 2) administrative assistance from the liaison staff, 
3) political support from Councilors. 

1) Budgets: The annual budget ranges from $1000 to $5000. Although modest,  
committee volunteers were vocal in their appreciation for stable municipal 
funding which is essential for organizing their community events and sends 
an important message that governments care. 

2) Staff Support: Many committees also highlighted the crucial role of  
administrative assistance from the municipal staff for, among other things, 
holding monthly meetings and community events. “There is only so much 
that volunteers can do”, a participant explained.

3) Political Support: 6 committees had at least one supportive Councilor who 
shares their goals and works in partnership with them. This relationship 
makes it easier to bring the committee’s recommendations to the Council, 
as well as to network with other committees. 

The degree of support from municipal government appears to be a strong 
determinant of the level of committee activities. It also influences older adult
 volunteers’ perceptions of recognition and appreciation of their hard work from
the local government. We found that not every committee has all three kinds of
support: Two committees have no Councilors; one committee was not sure they 
would receive a budget; and three committees were forced to pause all activities 
due to the COVID 19 pandemic. During the COVID 19 lockdown, IT support from 
the municipal staff for older volunteers (e.g., to set up Zoom) made a huge 
difference. 
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5. Recruitment
& Selection of 
New Members

All 8 committees use two strategies for recruiting new members: 1) advertisement 
via community newspapers, municipal website, advertisement in public space), and 
2) word of mouth – current members encourage someone from their network to 
apply. Anyone can apply regardless of age, education, etc. New members are 
selected by the Council. Two committees use a formal interview process. A few 
participants expressed concerns about the lack of opportunity for current members 
to participate in the selection process when filling vacancies. Four out of eight 
committees said that they “have no say” when selecting new members.  

6. Training Many participants reported they received a general orientation when they joined the 
committee. This is usually an orientation session offered by the city/town clerk, or 
a self-study package for all Council Appointed volunteers created by the city/town. 
This training helps volunteers learn about their municipality, terms of reference, 
meeting procedures, rules such as respectful behaviour, ethics, confidentiality, etc. 
as Council-appointed volunteers. However, in terms of actual AF committee work, 
most committees take a “just dive in” approach, and do not provide any training 
specific to the age-friendly framework. Usually, the chair or other long-term 
members provide some on-the-job mentorship to new volunteers. 

Tasks of Municipal Advisory Committees

As Council appointed municipal advisory committees, all 8 groups share similar tasks:

Table 5: Tasks and Activities of the 8 Municipal Committees 
Typical Tasks & Activities

1 Monthly meeting (2 hrs) + Ad hoc group / sub-committee meetings

2 Conducting a community needs assessment

3 Developing action plans and strategies 

4 Giving recommendations /advice to the local Council

5 Informing and empowering older adult through events & activities

6 Searching for funding opportunities and writing grant proposals 

7 Writing an annual report to the Council

8 *Advocating / political action for a better community 

As shown on the Table 5, sitting on municipal AF advisory committee and regional board requires skill 
and knowledge in various fields, including administration, research, consultation, negotiation,  
networking, communication, and inter-personal. Many of the participants in our study were retirees 
from various professional backgrounds including civil servants in gerontology and social services fields, 
health care professionals, former teachers, accountants, lawyers, councillors, non-profit organization 
workers, business owners, and engineers.

We also learned that their civic engagement is political, involving advocacy work for improving the 
quality of life and environment for older adults and people in their local communities. The issues they 
are advocating for, such as housing, transportation, social participation, and community and health care, 
are well aligned with the areas recommended by the WHO’s Age-Friendly Cities framework and 
Niagara Aging Strategy and Action Plan.
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Positive Changes Made by the Age-Friendly Volunteers

The advice and advocacy led by volunteers has created many tangible positive changes in each 
community over the years. For example, Region-wide, they:

• Developed the Niagara Aging Strategy and Action Plan based on community consultation (in 2015)
• Quickly sent out the “call for action” recommendations to AFNN members and politicians to 

address the impact of COVID19 on Niagara’s older adults, titled “Staying Well, Staying Safe, and 
Staying Connected” (in 2020).

• Designed the AFNN flag to raise at city/town halls in June to celebrate Ontario’s Senior’s month 
• Designed an AFNN sticker to place in public spaces (e.g., bus shelters, Council room doors, etc.)
• Worked with local business to make an age-friendly business guide (e.g., accessible stores and 

washrooms)
• Designed and installed 10 “Let’s Talk Benches” in parks across the Niagara Region

Examples of Positive Changes Made in Each Community
               

                

1st Seniors’ Forum 
in the Town of 
West Lincoln

Hospice in the 
City of Welland

Affordable 
housing in the 
City of Thorold

Age-Friendly 
Niagara Joint 
Forum with 

Hazel McCallion 

New Community 
Centre in the Town 

of Pelham

Photo: iHeartRadio Photo:
NiagaraThisWeek

Photo: Wikipedia Photo: Meridian 
Community Centre

Photo: West Lincoln 
Public Library

Age-Friendly flag 
raising in June 
in the Town of 

Lincoln

Pilot Bus Project in 
the City of Niagara 

Falls

Senior Centre 
without walls in 
the City of St. 

Catharines 

Advocacy for 
outdoor chess 

table in the City of 
Port Colborne

Photo:
NiagaraThisWeek

Photo:
Niagara Transit

Photo: The Standard Photo: Onic 
Vivyapnk
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To achieve these and many other changes, volunteers spent countless hours planning, preparing, 
networking, negotiating, and collaborating with municipal governments and various other community 
partners. Some activities are annual events, while others are specific accomplishments gained from 
long-term advocacy and hard work. For example, it took one committee almost 10 years to have a 
 hospice built in their city. A few committees also shared efforts that “flopped” in the past (e.g., 
 building affordable housing, persuading local stores to add ramps, motivating older adults to join a  
telephone-based Senior Centre without Walls, convincing Council to include current members’ 
input in the selection of new committee members). Overall, participants reported that their successful 
committee work requires strong leadership, patience, and persistence. “We don’t give up easily”, they 
explained.

Common Needs in their Communities

The final noteworthy findings related to the advisory committees’ work is that all 8 focus groups share 
very similar concerns about their community needs. Table 6 shows the items reported by focus group 
participants.

Table 6: List of Needs in the Community reported by the 8 Focus Groups

Ranking Urgent issues to improve

1 Affordable and adequate housing options (including low-income housing, seniors housing)

2 Creating accessible public transportation and alternate shuttle system for older adults

3 Lack of access to information among older adults

4 Social isolation among seniors (especially due to the pandemic)

5 Accessibility to public buildings and outdoor spaces

6 Internet access and the digital divide among older adults 

7 Improving the quality of Long-term care

7 (tied) Poverty and employment issues among older adults
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Finding 2: Motivations & Perceived Benefits of Volunteer Work 

AFNN volunteers made many tangible and positive changes at both the regional and municipal levels 
over the past 10 years.  But what motivated them to work so hard and with such perseverance?
Here are our findings regarding factors that motivate older adults to begin and continue their 
community volunteering. The left side of this pie chart shows commonly stated motivations (needs) 
and perceived benefits (rewards).

Figure 8. Motivations and Perceived Benefits of Community Volunteering

   

                                  

Note: * indicates the most frequently reported item.

As shown in Figure 8, we found that almost everyone’s motivations and perceived benefits are a 
mixture of needs and rewards at both the personal and the community level. 

Motivations

Personal needs

Most personal motivations are directly connected to their life stage as retirees. The most frequently 
mentioned was “want to keep contributing” by using skills they see as their strengths, followed by “want 
to continue who they are”. Many participants mentioned their volunteer work as an extension of their 
professional identities and core values. A few mentioned they “want to start something new”. Several 
participants who had moved to their communities at retirement responded they wanted (or even 
needed) “to create a new social network”.
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Participants’ Comments on Personal Needs in Retirement

• “I want to contribute. As a former traffic engineer, for me, safety is important. I want 
to keep making things safe for people.” (Municipal advisory committee member)

• “I would like to use my skills.  So, I go wherever I can use my strengths. Sometimes 
you find your place where your skills are valuable, and this draws you in”  
(Frontline volunteer)

• “For me after a busy life of 60 hour weeks, suddenly when I retired, there wasn’t a 
lot of work. Volunteering is a good opportunity to maintain my skills from my former 
work.” (Municipal advisory committee member)

• “I’ve spent my life advocating for the needs of seniors in Niagara. Even when I 
retired from my job, I never intended to retire from this. I’ve been retired for 27 years. 
[…] I guess the short answer is I don’t know anything else. So, I have continued to do 
what I can do – to advocate for seniors in Niagara.” (Key informant)

• “For us, volunteering has been a part of our life forever.”  
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “I started volunteering when I was a preteen. I have always been a helper.”   
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “I have been always an advocate – especially for children before. Now I am 
advocating for seniors because I am a senior now.”  
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “After 40 years in healthcare, I wanted to try something different after retirement. 
I had no experience of art before, that why I jumped into it. Starting something new 
motivates me.” (Frontline volunteer)

• “I am a social person. I do enjoy interacting with people on the committee and in  
community events. I want to interact with other people, meet those from different 
professional backgrounds from my own.” (Municipal advisory committee member) 

• “I lived in my city for many years, but I worked in another city on the other side of the 
lake. So, I felt I neglected the community because I didn’t participate in any of its 
social aspects before my retirement. And when I retired, and I had to do something 
with my life, I found volunteering. And I got into it because I am very passionate about 
making changes.” (Key informant)
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Community needs

Many participants expressed their awareness and concerns about the greying population, the unmet 
needs of older adults, and a desire to “advocate for seniors”. Many also described their strong “sense of 
community” -- for some, this was the place where they grew up and continue to live. The most 
frequently mentioned motivation for volunteering at the community level is “wanting to make a 
difference in my community”. Participants also used the words “want to give back’” in the broader 
sense of generational exchange, while some participants were inspired by the AFNN movement, 
and “want to promote the age-friendly movement” in their own communities.

• “Niagara has one of the oldest populations in Canada and has become an
attractive retirement community for people coming outside of Niagara. […]  
Niagara is at the cross-roads of deciding whether an increasing senior population 
is a challenge or an opportunity. The goal of the Niagara Age-Friendly Network is to 
help Niagara turn this challenge into opportunities.” (Key informant)

• “Given what has happened in LTC homes, baby boomers are getting more active 
post retirement and they’re dealing with parents who are going through the struggles 
of LTCs in Ontario. I’m going to get there sooner or later. I got to make sure that things 
are in better condition… People are going to say enough is enough. I need to get 
involved to make change… as opposed to just sitting back and saying well the 
government will take care of it.” (Key informant)

• “What motivated me is the HOPE that our participation will make a difference in 
our communities.” (Municipal advisory committee member)

• “All of the organizations that I volunteer for, I strongly believe in their work and what 
their goal and objectives are – all surround the issue of improving the quality of life 
in my city.” (Key informant)

• “I would like to give back. My beginnings were very humble. I took a view where  
you helped us, so I want pass it forward.” (Frontline volunteer)

• “I want to give back to society. I have always wanted to be a part of the  
community. I can do a lot just from my bed or at a table.” 
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “I’m an immigrant. Canada has been very good to me. I feel like I am obligated to 
pay them back for what they’ve done for me.” 
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “For me, it’s the concept of age-friendliness. I think that I have a keen interest in 
that. It’s not only for older adults, but for all generations.”  
(Chair of a municipal advisory committee)

Perceived Benefits 
Personal rewards

The most reported benefit of volunteering was “health & well-being”. Many see community volunteering 
as helping them to stay active - physically, mentally, and socially. The other personal benefit  
many reported is joy and satisfaction from “getting to know new people” and “an expanded social  

Participants’ Comments on Awareness of Community Needs
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support network.” Many also pointed out the “opportunities for lifelong learning” (e.g., local politics, 
new perspectives, new skills) through working with a group of people from different backgrounds.    

 
   

                                  

                                                                     

  

• “It’s for mental, physical, emotional well-being. It gets me going (everyone nodded).” 
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “Volunteering can be therapeutic, getting feedback from others, helping reflect on 
your skills and increase your own self-esteem.” (Municipal advisory committee  
member)

• “This gives me focus or a goal.” (Municipal advisory committee member)
• “Volunteer opportunities provide internal, personal rewards to all of us. Being an  

advocate, being an encourager, being a giver, and helping others excites me.”  
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “I don’t think there’s anything more satisfying than volunteering. I always have 
 received more than what I can give.” (A key informant)

• “In this committee, we feel appreciated, our chair is the one who makes us feel  
appreciated.”  (Municipal advisory committee member).

• “It’s a two-way process. You give and receive. I met some great and different  
people in volunteering over the years.” (Municipal advisory committee member).

 
• “This [sitting on a committee] helps keep me strong through things, and interactions 

with different people helps me build my determination.” (Municipal advisory 
committee Councillor member) 

• “Best thing about volunteering is we meet nice likeminded people, and everyone can 
feel ‘together’ or social bonded for the same cause.” (Municipal advisory committee 
member).

• “I moved into this community 4 years ago, and the first thing I did was to get involved in 
this committee, and now this is my home.” (Municipal advisory community member)

• “Challenging yourself to learn new things that you otherwise would not know about.”

• “Certainly, volunteering is an education tool for me. I’ve learned so much not only 
about seniors, but also this community. I’ve also learned how to work with a whole 
range of people.” (Municipal advisory committee member).

In our pre-focus group survey, we asked,” 
In general, how would you rate your current 
overall health?” As shown in Figure 9, most
participants reported their overall health as 
“good” to “excellent”. Of course, our study
cannot determine whether volunteering
helps keep them healthy, or healthier people
volunteer. Perhaps it’s both. During the 
focus group, we heard that several longterm 
volunteers had to stop volunteering due
to age-related health issues. Nevertheless, 
many participants mentioned how volunteering 
benefits their overall well-being as follows:

Participants’ Comments on Personal Rewards

Figure 9: Self-Perceived Health
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Community benefits

Most participants echoed that they feel proud of the “tangible and positive changes in the community” 
which resulted from their persistent grass-roots volunteer work. They also mentioned that older adults 
and their families as well as other community members similarly benefit from “information and  
education about available resources”, and “mobilization efforts.”

 

• “I don’t need a pat on the back just because I helped someone. What matters is 
that the whole community gets to see what we have done.”  (Municipal advisory 
committee member).

• “An event like our first Seniors’ Forum gave older adults information about a lot of 
different opportunities in our community.” (Municipal advisory committee  
co-chair)

• “We are representing, working on issues not only for seniors, but for the whole 
community.” 

• “I wanted to continue this because our group is moving forward and forward 
looking. The committee makes a change in the community, that’s why I continue.”  
(Municipal advisory committee member)

• “In the 10 years since the WHO designation, there have been many positive  
changes. Not a lot of people know what we are, but many people know what we 
do.” (Councillor on a Municipal advisory committee)

• “I feel what we are working on now [preparing an application for the WHO  
designation] is important for our community. We will have different funding  
opportunities and enhance the life of all residents. I feel that we can have that 
kind of impact.” (Municipal advisory committee chair)

Participants’ Comments on Positive Changes in Community 
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Finding 3: Challenges and Barriers to Community Volunteering 

Members of municipal advisory committees also described various challenges to age-friendly volunteer 
work at the individual, community, and societal levels.

Table 7: Challenges and Potential Barriers reported by Participants

Levels Issues Explanation with Supporting Quotations

Individual
Level

Balancing 
Time

Participants discussed various aspects of their daily life that they 
needed time for. 

“My little granddaughter’s keeping me busy. You know, I can’t, if I miss a, if I 
miss a meeting, it’s because I’m, I’m babysitting. So, um, you know, something 
that’s important to me. I retired, my last day of work was the day my grand-
daughter, my first granddaughter was born, and I wanted to pitch in. I worked 
from the time my kids were born, all three of my boys.” (Committee Member)

Unpre-
dictable 
Health

In addition to time, some participants spoke about ever-changing health as a 
potential challenge as they age. Some mentioned that the COVID 19 
lockdown affected some older participants.

“It’s hard. When you ‘re dealing with a little bit of a committee with older 
members, not only life happens in the form of health. Health can change 
quickly in a year or two. I have members of my committee who were very active 
before Covid. This year, one of them is walking with a cane, and she is having 
other issues—when you get older, you can go being from very active to having 
some life changing health issues.” (Chair of a Committee)

Need 
Financial 
Resources

Some participants mentioned that volunteering can be costly. For instance, 
those who need to travel for meetings and events may require assistance with 
transportation. Whether that is bus fee compensation or even a transportation 
service for the committee, the challenge of travel can be a financial burden. 
Financial burdens could (and should) be reduced with the funding some 
participants mentioned. 

“Um, I will acknowledge that we need money, although it’s never been driven 
by money. Because I must hire a young fellow to do data analysis for me. So, I 
must get organized, and I can’t apply for funding if I’m not on an age friendly 
[committee]. Okay. So, the money is the issue. The town clearly said we don’t 
have the time and the money.” (Key Informant) 

“Cost was a challenge. We must walk softly. Many of us were spending our 
own money and donating items such as gift cards for honoraria for our guest or 
for prizes, table decorations, flowers etc.” (Chair of Committee) 

“Budgets and resources became an issue. The reality for some small and large 
[volunteer] groups is the budget for doing things. There’s an expectation that 
you are financially supporting the things that need to be done. Not everyone 
is aware of these aspects of volunteering. We are limited as an organization 
because there are limitations to time, staff, budget, etc.” (Committee Member)
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Levels Issues Explanation with Supporting Quotations

Group 
Level

Turnover 
& Limited 
availability
of 
volunteers

Some participants mentioned the turnover of volunteers as a core challenge.
Some have been forced to completely stop volunteering due health issues. 
Some new volunteers have found the “formality” of municipal committee 
volunteers too daunting but suggest that this could be prevented if they held 
a proper interview or informed applicants of the contents of committee 
work in advance.

“We’ve talked about interviewing people who are leaving so that we can help 
them and know more about why they’re leaving to develop processes for reten-
tion. […] I think it’s more about telling the person what the committee is about 
and getting to know the person more than a typical interview.” 
(Committee member)

One committee mentioned a challenge in the availability of some volunteers 
who are “snowbirds” during the winter season.

“Um, you know, because we mentioned earlier, some of them are snowbirds 
and they want to go away. They don’t want to be tied down --and if they don’t 
show up, if they can’t attend meetings, we cannot reach a quorum. Then, they 
really feel that they’re letting the committee down.” (Committee Member)

Limited 
capacity 
as an 
“advisory” 
committee

Some committee mentioned their limited capacity as an “advisory 
committee”. They explained how they can gather information and write 
recommendations to the Council, but not take direct action to make the 
changes themselves. 

“Most frustrating is the ‘walls put up by the terms of reference’. I don’t like it 
when straight forward simple things take a long time to get done. As an 
advisory committee, we don’t have a lot to do, mostly just provide information. 
So, those issues we cannot address are being addressed differently [e.g., in 
partnership with other committees].” (Chair of Committee)

Lengthy 
process

Although many municipal committees work collaboratively with their 
municipal governments, as a Council-appointed committee, their advice must 
first pass as a motion at Council, after which it is implemented by the City or 
Town. This process can take a long time.

“It seems to take forever to get simple thing done.” (Committee member) 

This is also due to the staff shortages on some committees.

“Staffing our committee has been frustrating. Staff has changed a lot on this
committee. Staff shortages are on the city side.” (Committee member)

“Volunteers know what they want to do, but I can only do so much as the staff 
person.” (Staff member on Committee)
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Levels Issues Explanation with Supporting Quotations

Commu-
nication In 
& Out with 
the com-
munity

All committees mentioned the challenge of raising the age-friendly 
committee’s profile in their local community, especially among older 
adults. Besides their community needs assessment survey and events, they 
found difficulties in both the input (to learn about needs) and output (to 
provide information) in their communication with older adults and their 
families. 

“Some people are confused about us, we still need to educate people. We 
haven’t really gotten advertising money, so we have not done any marketing. 
We have regular events that keep us visible.” (Committee member) 

“In general, lots of people are not aware of our committee. We have to make 
our presence more known. [ …] Maybe we need an online presence.” 
(Chair of Committee)

“We’re starting to kind of think we might roll over into some face to face, 
which is what seniors in the community need. They are not adept at all with this 
technology. They don’t use zoom. They barely use computers. Some of them 
don’t even have computers because they can’t understand them…which makes 
it even more difficult to communicate with them.” (Committee Member)

Access to 
Internet
& Digital 
divide

The difficulties in both the input and output of information are connected to 
the digital divide as well as unequal access to the internet in some rural 
communities. Some rural areas in the Niagara Region still lack broadband 
access to the internet and wireless phones. 

“And then some of the members don’t have facility with the digital, you know, 
communication. So they couldn’t participate in zoom meetings and what not. 
So it has basically gone dormant -- there’s not too much volunteering going on 
there” (Chair of Committee) 

“I do have access to internet and cable, but a little bit down the road, Bell 
said No to hooking them up with services. […] We may need to take this digital 
divide to council and speak to them about how they can solve this problem.” 
(Frontline older adult volunteer)
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Levels Issues Explanation with Supporting Quotations

Societal
Level

COVID 19 
Pandemic

COVID 19 slowed many committees’ planned activities and meetings, and 
stifled momentum. Some committees had to stop all activities by order of their 
Council, while others were provided IT support by the municipality to resume 
their monthly meeting via Zoom.

“And um we initially started with well over 100 recommendations but then we 
tried to distill them down into the categories, came up with one overarching 
recommendation and then key points underneath it. Um and presented that to 
town council in January of 2020. Met in February to start to work through how 
we were going to address these recommendations. And then Covid hit. Yeah. 
And so really for the remainder of 2020 very not very much happened with the 
Committee per se.” (Key Informant) 

Many committees echoed the need to support socially isolated 
older adults post-COVID 19.

“Everything is in a state of change. With COVID, it will change again. The
effects of the COIVD 19 pandemic [esp. social isolation] are far-reaching 
especially among the seniors’ population. Some of the changes that have 
been made during the pandemic will be permanent.” (Chair of a Committee)

“In my retirement community, getting contact with family was restricted for a 
long time. People who have been confined for this period are going to have 
difficulty for getting used to being face to face again.” (Committee member)

Ageism Some participants raised the point that ageist stereotypes create negative 
perceptions and can be a barrier to volunteering.

“There is an ageism that exists in our society that pushes out older adults 
before they even get started. This also includes some politicians who believe 
myths about older people. A fundamental cultural shift needs to happen where 
people recognize the importance of older adults and their contributions.“
(Key informant)

“I see ageism a lot nowadays and it’s horrible that people see us [older adults] 
as having no value. But it’s the opposite, we have lots of value, we have so 
much to offer.” (Committee member)
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Levels Issues Explanation with Supporting Quotations

Changing 
Nature of 
Volunteer-
ism

Some participants who were involved in volunteer management mentioned 
that support and training for volunteers has been reduced over the years.

“Organizations fail to put resources into volunteer management too. As a staff 
person, it is getting difficult to build relationship with volunteers.It used to be 
50% of your work was volunteer coordination, but now it’s become only 5%.” 
(Staff of a Committee) 

Some younger baby-boom participants also mentioned younger volunteers are 
not interested in long-term commitments and are instead more inclined to a 
short-term or event-based “episodic” volunteering style. 

“We are not going to have ‘long haulers’ anymore. Now people want to do little 
bit of everything.” (Key Informant) 

“Many younger and middle-aged people prefer ‘episodic volunteer’ (e.g., run 
for fundraising, decoration for an event, etc.). They do fundraisers and it makes 
them feel good. So you really have to change the way you manage this type of 
volunteering.” (Frontline volunteer)
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Finding 4: Participants’ suggestions for effective strategies to support older adult 
volunteers’ efforts 

Sustaining volunteerism comes from fostering a good relationship with the volunteers, as they are the 
champions of the committees. We asked older volunteers for their recommendations about supporting 
their efforts and volunteers in general -- here are some of the things they suggested:

1. Advertising Opportunity & Benefits of Volunteering

Many noted it’s hard to get information about volunteer opportunities in their communities. They  
recommended that the organization more actively advertise and recruit, using various platforms  
including community centre message boards, email, phone calls, and new online avenues such as  
Instagram and Facebook. 

• “I think people have tended to not come out, but once they know they will.” (Committee member) 

• “When you volunteer, you get more information. We promote the benefits of volunteering for    
people and the community.” (Committee member)

• “Having a volunteer bank creates sort of a portal to the website -- it sends an email to all    
the people about the opportunities. This gives you a pool of volunteers that have different   
backgrounds.” (Committee member)

2. Matching Interests & Skills with Tasks and Work Style

Another common suggestion is matching volunteers’ personal interests, skills and needs with actual 
volunteer assignments in advance to support meaningful work and prevent quick turnover. 

• “Clearly identifying the roles for volunteers with timelines attached would help a lot.”  
(Frontline Volunteer)

• “Younger people don’t choose full time volunteering, but they will volunteer if there is a set of things       
or tasks to volunteer for.” (Committee Member)

• “Zoom meetings are better than nothing. I miss face to face meetings. There will be a place for zoom 
meetings to work with what we need, but I would caution against their overuse. I look forward to the 
return to in-person meetings and events with the option to work by videoconferencing from time to 
time for convenience.” (Committee Member)

3. Increasing Diversity

They also recommended that diversity among volunteers be increased by reaching out to new groups 
in terms of gender, socio-economic status, ethno-cultural backgrounds, and sexual orientation. Many 
also mentioned that they would like to recruit younger volunteers (such as students) to make it more 
intergenerational and allow for different perspectives. 

• “Currently we are very white female table. We have different ethnic backgrounds, and LGBTQ 
representation, but we need more. It would be nice to have some males and minorities because we 
have different issues. We need to include a cross-section of the population.” (Committee Member)

• “We need to find an easy way to fill the intergenerational gap. To reach different demographics, we 
use all different platforms” (Frontline volunteers) 

• “We need more tech savvy students, facilitating a graduate student practicum opportunity to 
summarise the survey results”. (Chair of Committee)

• “There are some ethnic groups that come to volunteer [at the senior centre], and they love doing it, 
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but the only thing that sometimes holds them back is the language barrier.” (Committee Member)

4. More Support & Respect for volunteers

Another suggestion put forward by many is to provide more support and recognition to volunteers: i.e.  
support for transportation, training, and education, as well as greater respect and appreciation. During 
the COVID19 pandemic especially, the technical support to connect to the internet and to set up Zoom 
seemed to be crucial. 

• “Our message should be to make volunteers feel appreciated. Make them feel important, valued, 
and happy. Having your contribution being valued is so important!”  
(Committee member)

• “Volunteers need greeters- someone who encourages and welcomes them.” (Frontline volunteer)

• “Value and respect them [volunteers]!” (Committee Member)

• “To enable more older adults (especially those in the lower income group) to participate as 
volunteers in their Senior Centres, more encouragement and support is needed (e.g., providing 
transportation by carpool and uber, or providing free lunch)”.  (Committee Member)

• “The people on board want to know that things can get done. Everything needs to be upfront and 
honest. There should not be stuff that people are hopeful about but that won’t happen.” (Frontline 
Volunteer)

5. Creating a Progressive and Enabling Environment

Participants suggested that the sustainability of community volunteerism is not only determined through 
individual action but is also nurtured by the larger social and political environment.

• “To sustain our work, we need to create a progressive community, including community champions, 
staff champions, and political champions.” (Key informant)

• “We view volunteerism as a win/win/win situation – good for the individual/good for our 
organization/good for the community.  We work on developing and nurturing the relationship with 
our paid staff and community partners. Volunteers should be included in regular communications 
about developments at the programs and be invited to try different events.  This helps motivate them 
and connect them to our mission.” (Committee Member)

6. Planting the Seeds of Volunteerism

Finally, many lifelong volunteer participants also noted that society needs to “plant the seeds of 
volunteerism” in younger people through family, schools, and community events. Many participants 
shared how they learned about volunteering from their own parents and grandparents, and how they are 
passing this on to their children and grandchildren. 

• “I live in an adult community, and it interested me because I’ve always been a volunteer. I started 
when my children were young parents, and now I’m doing it as a senior.” (Committee Member)
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To summarize, here’s what our wise older volunteers suggest you can do to promote volunteerism.

Table 8:  Summary of Suggestions from Older Adult Volunteers

1. Advertise more!

• Get the messages about your committee 
across to all ages by using various media 
to promote your activities. 

• Create a volunteer depository and talent 
bank with clear job descriptions.

2. Match interests & skills with tasks

• Talk to volunteers to find out what they 
like. 

• Include an interview process to select 
new volunteers. 

• Be creative and prepare a variety of ways 
volunteers can contribute matching 
individuals with suitable tasks.

3. Increase diversity

• Make everyone feel welcome! 

• Actively reach out to recruit diverse 
sub-groups in your community (e.g., 
schools, ethno-racial faith organizations, 
immigrant settlement programs, food 
banks, LGBTQ+ organizations, LTC family 
groups). 

• Listen to everyone’s voice around the 
table.

4. Appreciate, support & respect!

• Treat and listen to volunteers as 
“respected partners”. 

• Show appreciation for all their handwork, 
big and small.

• Provide training & mentorship for new 
volunteers.

• Create “wins” by helping volunteers make 
changes in the community.

5. Create an enabling environment

• Showcase your accomplishments and 
contributions to community wellbeing 
to staff, councillors, and mayors and the 
public. 

• Keep expanding networking with various 
organizations in your community as well 
as across the region to spread the AF 
movement!

6. Plant the Seeds of Volunteerism

• Organise more intergenerational and 
family-oriented activities so that your 
family, friends, and neighbours can 
participate in the events. 

• Approach schools to make partnerships 
for student volunteers/internships. 

• Nurture the “culture of volunteering” from 
childhood throughout the life course.
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Secrets to Success in the 
Age-Friendly Niagara Movement 
Throughout our research process, we were impressed by the various positive changes enacted through 
the civic engagement of dedicated older adult volunteers in each local community. Several secrets to 
the success of the AFNN movement include: 

• Strong and visionary leaders at both the regional and municipal levels 

• Dedicated committee volunteers who bring a diverse set of skills, knowledge, and networks 

• Strategic and active partnership building with other committees and organizations within and across 
municipalities 

• A strong sense of community

• A stable organizational structure (the AFNN Leadership Council and Niagara Connects) that 
facilitates networking and information exchange across the region

These strengths provide a solid foundation for the growth and sustainability of the AFNN movement. 

The AFNN movement is a progressive social movement whose work also serves to publicly debunk 
ageism. The contribution of older adult volunteers is often invisible and undervalued in our society due 
to the persistence of negative attitudes about old age. Despite this, the older adult volunteers we met 
in this study are dedicated activists and advocates striving for a “community for all ages” across the 
Niagara region.

The AFNN older adult volunteers have proved that a small investment can empower and support 
older adults as a valuable community resource benefitting the entire community! Older adults 
are reliable and effective partners in social planning in each local community. Given the personal and 
community benefits reported by participants in this study, the positive social and economic impact 
of the AFNN movement on the growing older population and the overall future of the Niagara region 
should not be underestimated.
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Take Home Lessons: Working 
Together for a Community 
for All Ages 
In conclusion, we would like to summarize the four key take-home lessons in this report.

1. Maintain and enhance committed and secure support from municipal  
and regional governments.

It cannot be emphasized enough that practical and moral support -- including financial (annual budget), 
administrative (staff), and political (councilors & mayor) support and recognition from municipal 
governments -- plays a vital role in motivating older adult age-friendly committee volunteers. The age-
friendly committee volunteers we met were skilled, experienced, and dedicated people. To sustain and 
motivate their good work, mayors, councils, and staff should make time to listen to their advice and 
provide solid support for them to carry on their initiatives.  In the words of one of our key informants, “to 
make a progressive age-friendly community, we need three champions: community, staff, and political 
champions.” 

In addition, guided by the strong leadership of the regional AFNN leaders (i.e., the former AFNN 
leadership council, currently AFNC, with their Board of Directors), each municipality has successfully 
established its age-friendly advisory committee. Nevertheless, the idea of creating a “community for 
all ages” has not yet been explicitly written into either regional or municipal government policy. This 
means the status and support for age-friendly movement fluctuates when the local political landscape 
changes. It is recommended to further advocate the inclusion of “age-friendliness” into municipal and 
regional level policy documents.

2. Further strengthen the network linking municipal committees with the regional 
age-friendly movement.

We found that age-friendly initiatives in Niagara were very localized. This is ideal, given that conditions 
in each municipality are different in terms of geography, demography, and the availability of community 
resources and local government support. At the same time, one of the unique strengths of the AFNN 
movement, compared to other age-friendly cities and towns, is the presence of solid organizational 
structure that consists of both the regional level (i.e., AFNC with a Board of Directors), the network of 
municipal age-friendly advisory committees (i.e., NOAA), and community organizations like Niagara 
Connects, who facilitate networking people for the exchange of ideas. 

Our research also found that the unmet needs commonly reported by many communities -- housing, 
transportation, long term care, access to digital information --  are beyond the capacity and jurisdiction 
of each municipality. This means that greater solidarity among municipal advisory committees in closer 
collaboration with regional AFNC leaders is needed to advocate for larger support from all levels of 
government. Therefore, further strengthening the network among local advisory committees across 
Niagara (i.e., NOAA) will help facilitate the exchange of information and strategies to support and 
protect each other. In addition, a closer alliance between the regional and municipal levels of the age-
friendly movement would strengthen their voices across the Niagara region.
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3. Strengthen Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) in the Age-friendly movement.

Given its limited capacity as a council-appointed “advisory” committee, we noted that each 
age-friendly advisory committee has strategically widened its partnerships with other council 
appointed municipal committees, local community organizations, and businesses to carry out their 
recommendations in each local community. 

Nevertheless, since the Niagara region is a popular destination for retirees and other newcomers, the 
population and demographics have shifted and diversified since the AFNN movement started in 2013 
(Niagara Region, 2022). Recently, Niagara region has put forward its commitment for the creation of 
inclusive communities that welcomes diverse community members regardless of age, gender, disability, 
race, languages, socio economic status, immigrant status,  religion, sexuality, and other factors that are 
unique to each person (see more in the Niagara Region Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Action Plan 
2023-2027 (Niagara Region Corporate Strategy and Innovation, 2022). 

It is therefore an ideal time for the AFNC and each municipal age-friendly advisory committee to 
expand its recruitment strategies to diversify the volunteers involved in the age-friendly movement. The 
participants in our research were diverse in their previous life occupations and experiences. Many focus 
group participants mentioned that they would like to make their committees more intergenerational 
by including younger generations (e.g., “tech savvy students”). If committees pro-actively reach out to 
organizations such as school boards (for high school students’ mandatory community service hours) as 
well as Niagara College and Brock University (for internship and service-learning opportunities), and 
community organizations working with those of differing abilities, socio-economic status, gender and 
sexuality, ethno-racial and cultural backgrounds, the idea of community for all ages and age-friendliness 
will spread more widely across the region.

4. Nurture the culture of community volunteering in the changing landscape  
of volunteerism.

Learning from some participants who were not on the AF advisory committees – i.e., long-term frontline 
volunteers or those familiar with volunteer administration -- we also gained important knowledge about 
the shifting landscape of community volunteerism. Recently, resources for staff to support and train 
volunteers in each volunteer organization (including municipalities) has been seriously reduced, while 
younger volunteers are more interested in short-term “episodic” volunteerism rather than “routine 
long-term” commitment. As such, it is important to view the sustainability of volunteers from multiple 
perspectives, including their number, their level of commitment, the type and duration of their activities 
and work styles, leadership succession, etc.

Many participants reported their number one motivation for community volunteering as “making a 
difference in my community by using my skills and strength”, while “time conflict” and “a mismatch 
between expectations and actual volunteer tasks” were reasons to discontinue. It is important to 
provide future volunteers with clear descriptions of the expected tasks and their durations, etc. It 
is also helpful to make it easier to find information about volunteer opportunities through a range 
of recruitment strategies (e.g., word of mouth, community events, communal and public locations, 
internet, social media, etc.). Providing additional support (e.g., transportation, childcare, changing 
meeting times, etc.) would also help increase the diversity of volunteers.

Finally, as was proven by many of our participants, it is important to nurture a spirit of community 
volunteering from childhood with families and friends in the community. The age-friendly movement 
can be a driving force to generate opportunities for many more intergenerational and family-oriented 
community events and opportunities for all ages!

https://www.niagararegion.ca/health/statistics/demographics/default.aspx
https://www.niagararegion.ca/news/article.aspx?news=1433
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Conclusion: Looking Ahead for 
Continuing Growth
The AFNN movement is a valuable one-of-a-kind community asset of the Niagara Region. Based 
on our study and review of other literature, we think that the AFNN movement could be considered as a 
“best practice” of the Global Age-Friendly movement. 

Founded by its visionaries and many volunteers, over the last decades the AFNN movement has steadily 
built strong community capacities – dedicated leaders, a wide network of people and organizations, 
volunteers with various skills and knowledge, a strong sense of community, and an increased awareness 
of the WHO’s age-friendly framework – across Niagara. 

Now that those “seeds for change” are sprouting across the region, the question becomes: How 
can we, as a community (at both the municipal and regional levels), help them keep growing in 
their 2nd decade? 

Key to this is our collective ability to motivate and support volunteers’ efforts by listening to and 
learning from their perspectives, while imagining the future of a “community for all ages” together.

We hope that the voices of older volunteers presented in this report and our findings will help the AFN 
Council, the municipal advisory committees, their network (NOAA), policymakers at multiple levels, and 
other members in the AFNN develop effective strategies in the coming years!

“Community, Staff, and 
Political Champions act 
together as gardeners 
planting the seeds for 
change in their community.”
(A Key Informant)
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Appendix: A Comparative Table of the 8 Municipal Advisory Committees

MAC 1 MAC 2 MAC 3 MAC 4 MAC 5 MAC 6 MAC 7 MAC 8

Council 
appointed 
Committee

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Terms of 
reference
on website

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

One Term 
(Years)

4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4

Size
(vacancies)

12 
(2 vacancies)

12 12 12
(1 vacancy)

12 
(2 vacancies)

10 
(3 vacancies)

12 11                  
(1 vacancy)

Recruitment 
strategy

Word of 
mouth 
 
Advertise-
ments to 
public (via 
website, pub-
lic space)

Word of 
mouth

Advertise-
ments (via 
website, 
community 
newspaper)

Word of 
mouth

Advertise-
ments

Word of 
mouth

 Advertise-
ments (via 
local newspa-
per, website)

Word of 
mouth

Advertise-
ments (via 
local newspa-
per, website,
social 
media)

Word of 
mouth

 Advertise-
ments to 
public (via 
public events, 
public space, 
website)

Word of 
mouth
 
Advertise-
ments (via 
website, 
public space)

Word of 
mouth
 
Advertise-
ments (via 
local newspa-
per, website, 
public space)

Selection 
process
(Interview)

No Yes No No No Yes No No

Selection 
process 
(current 
members’ 
input) 

No Yes No Yes Yes Yes No No

Regular 
Meeting as 
a whole 
committee

2 hours 
monthly 
meeting (open 
to public)

2 hours 
monthly 
meeting (open 
to public)

2 hours 
monthly 
meeting (open 
to public)

2 hours 
monthly 
meeting (open 
to public)

Quarterly 
meeting 
(2 hours)

2 hours 
monthly 
meeting (open 
to public)

2 hours 
monthly 
meeting (open 
to public)

2 hours 
monthly 
meeting

Formal
sub-commit-
tee(s)

No Yes No Yes No No Yes No

Training & 
orientation for 
new members

General 
orientation 
on terms of 
reference & 
goals

General 
orientation 
package 

(Re: the rules 
of municipal 
committee 
procedures)

General 
orientation 
on the rules 
of municipal 
committee 
procedures

General 
orientation 
on terms of 
reference & 
goals

General 
orientation 
on the rules 
of municipal 
committee 
procedures

General 
orientation 
package 

(Re: the rules 
of municipal 
committee 
procedures)

Mentorship by 
the chair of the 
committee

Orientation 
package 

(Re: the rules 
of municipal 
committee 
procedures)

Financial
support

Yes
($2,000)

Yes
 (not
 specified)

Yes
($5,000)

Yes
($1,000 + 
additional 
support if 
needed)

Yes/No
(not 
specified)

Yes
($3,000)
(2021-2022-
$1000 due to 
COVID19)

Yes
($3,000)

Yes
($3,500)

Political 
support 
(Councillor)

Yes
1 councillor

Yes
2 councillors

Yes
1 councillor

Yes
2 councillors

Yes
1 councillor 
(not formally 
affiliated)

Yes
1 councillor

Yes
1 councillor

No
(Not at this 
moment)

Administra-
tive support 
(liaison staff)

Yes 
1 staff
(not formally 
assigned)

Yes 
2 staff

Yes 
1 staff

Yes 
2 staff

Yes 
1 staff

Yes 
1 staff

Yes 
1 staff

Yes 
1 staff

Conducted a 
community 
survey

Not specified Yes Not specified Yes Planned Yes Yes Yes
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MAC 1 MAC 2 MAC 3 MAC 4 MAC 5 MAC 6 MAC 7 MAC 8

Top 3 
perceived 
community 
needs

Affordable 
& alternative 
Housing

Transporta-
tion

Access to 
information 
among 
seniors

Accessibility

Inclusiveness

Recreation 
& social 
participation

Accessibility

Social 
Isolation 

Affordable 
& alternative 
housing

Social 
Isolation

Transporta-
tion

Affordable 
& alternative 
Housing

Transporta-
tion

Access to 
Information 
among 
seniors

Affordable 
& alternative 
Housing

Transporta-
tion

Poverty
 &
 employment 

Affordable 
& alternative 
Housing

Transporta-
tion

Health 
services

Affordable& 
alternative 
Housing

Long-Term 
Care

Access to 
information 
among 
seniors

Activities 
during the 
COVID-19 
pandemic 
lockdowns

All activities 
were paused

Continued 
meetings via 
Zoom

Continued 
meetings via 
Zoom

Continued 
meetings via 
Zoom

All 
activities were 
paused 

All 
activities were 
paused

Continued 
meetings via 
Zoom

Continued 
meetings via 
Zoom
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Contact Information

                       

                   

***Please also watch a YouTube video – an interview with the “The Three Trailblazers of the AFN Movement” 
made by our student researchers: https://youtu.be/wHLTbLuD-jc

***Brock News article about the Brock team: https://brocku.ca/brock-news/2022/06/research-on-older-adult-
volunteers-at-centre-of-tuesday-webinar/

Age-Friendly Niagara Council 

Website: https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com
Facebook: @AgeFriendlyNiagaraNetwork
Twitter: @agefriendlynr

Brock University

Address: 
1812 Sir Isaac Brock Way, St. Catharines ON L2S3A1

Brock University Researchers:
Dr. Miya Narushima  
Email: mnarushima@brocku.ca

Dr. Pauli Gardner
Email: pauli.gardner@brocku.ca

https://youtu.be/wHLTbLuD-jc
https://brocku.ca/brock-news/2022/06/research-on-older-adult-volunteers-at-centre-of-tuesday-webinar/
https://brocku.ca/brock-news/2022/06/research-on-older-adult-volunteers-at-centre-of-tuesday-webinar/
https://www.agefriendlyniagara.com/
mailto:mnarushima@brocku.ca
mailto:pauli.gardner@brocku.ca

