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SeniorLine is a national confidential listening and support service for older people delivered by trained older
volunteers. The service is free and available 365 days a year from 10am to 10pm, Freephone 1800 80 45 91.
SeniorLine is unique in that it provides peer-to-peer support for older people. Our volunteers are trained to
listen empathetically, and to support our callers to rationalise their issues and to come to a solution. The
service is non-judgemental and confidential. Originally, we were established to respond to the needs of older
people, particularly those struggling with social isolation and loneliness. Today, callers contact us for a range
of reasons, predominantly loneliness and isolation, but also health, family problems, financial issues,
information seeking, bereavement, depression, emotional and physical abuse, and suicide ideation. In the
past two years the Covid-19 virus has also been the focus of many callers with complex issues.

At the beginning of 2021 we were optimistic that we were starting afresh, a new beginning, and some
semblance of pre-Covid-19 existence. Vaccines were now available and being rolled out to our target groups,
our volunteers, our callers, our participants and service users. We were excited at the prospect of a return to
activities, and face-to-face services. We did not anticipate the subsequent surges in cases, the multiple new
strains of the virus, but we learned to live and operate within this new landscape.

In the first year of the pandemic, we witnessed a huge increase in calls and new callers to our service. Older
people were frighten, isolated and anxious. Others found the imposed restrictions difficult. Some callers were
angry, others were suffering mentally and emotionally. Some callers just needed support and clarity on the
information and advice that was rapidly changing as the stages of the pandemic progressed.

In 2021, our call volumes increased again, this time surpassing 19,000. As well as an increase in volumes,
calls generally lasted longer. In 2021 our callers were on average 14% lonelier than in 2020. Health accounted
for 26% of all calls. In 2020 43% of all health related calls were as a result of mental health issues or
depression. In 2021 mental health and depression only accounted for 15% of health related calls, and physical
health jumped to 85% of these calls. The physical impact and implications of the pandemic, periods of
restricted movement, cocooning, and self-isolating disrupted people’s routines, their social interactions,
physical activity and exercise patterns. We are only now seeing the physical side effects of living through a
pandemic.

Callers experiencing family issues and problems factored in the top reasons for calling SeniorLine in 2021,
increasing slightly on last year’s percentage. Information seeking also increased. Every month callers
contacted SeniorLine with Covid-19 specific queries. As was the case in 2020 many other agencies and
organisations including those in the ageing sector referred callers to our service. We remained a go to
organisation for other support organisations and Covid helplines partly due to the complexity of issues that
their callers experienced and because they know that SeniorLine volunteers are trained to deal with these
types of calls. SeniorLine volunteer continued to provide callers with as much time they required to explore
their options and work through their issues.

Highlights of 2021

. SeniorLine received 19,190 calls in 2021 from older people who need support, reassurance and
information.

. SeniorLine was invited to be part of the Vaccination Community Network, informing older people
about the phase of the vaccine to ensure they have information from a safe and trusted source.

. SeniorLine awareness raising and promotional campaigns during 2021 included promotion of the

service to Community Groups, Meals on Wheels organisers, Area Partnerships, Community Gardai,
and to every diocese.

L SeniorLine featured in the online documentary “The Importance of Being Elderly” which was
broadcast in April 2021.
. Recommencement of face-to face training of new volunteers in November 2021. Training adhered

to public health and safety guidance.
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. Monthly online CPD programme. Subjects covered during the year included: Jigsaw mental health
service, Volunteer Support at Court, Irish Hospice Foundation, Dementia Understand Together,
Mindfulness & Self-Compassion, Caring in the Home, Fitline, Radical Forgiveness, and Managing

Diabetes.

. SeniorLine won a Spirit of Dublin Award 2021 initiated by Dublin Bus to acknowledge community
work undertaken by local groups and charities.

. SeniorLine presented to Gerontology Student nurses in Beaumont Hospital as part of their

Educational Programme.

In 2021 our volunteers were an absolute inspiration, dedicated, and tireless in their desire to make things
better for others. They were especially generous with their time over the Christmas period, which can be a
particularly lonely time for older people. Their commitment, enthusiasm and selflessness is commendable,
inspiring and greatly appreciated.

The increased demand for our service, couple with the complexity of issues, and longer call times,
demonstrate the national need for SeniorLine. Despite introduced changes to our operational model and
systems in an attempt to reduce costs, the increased demand has led to heightened operational costs. We are
extremely grateful to our existing funders who support our service, however year on year as demand grows,
we are experiencing an annual funding deficit. 2020 and 2021 were particularly difficult years financially to
bridge this gap. Public fundraising activities were not possible or safe to organise. We are thankful that our
core funder the HSE continues to support our service. We were extremely fortunate during the year to also
secure support from The Stability Fund, Community Foundation for Ireland, HSE Community and Voluntary
Supports and Tuath Housing Association. We thank these bodies for their belief in SeniorLine and for their
practical contribution towards the continuance and development of our service. However, maintaining and
improving our services to the older community is costly and funding remains a constant challenge and worry.

I would like to thank my fellow Board members for their guidance, support and expertise during the past
year especially through all the challenges that it brought. On your behalf, I express our collective gratitude
to our CEO, Aine Brady, for leading the organisation with great thoughtfulness, expertise and dignity. I
would like to thank the Management Team and national staff for your continued commitment, dedication
and support, particularly during the repurposing and evolution of the service in response to the pandemic.
As we reflect on the challenges that we have overcome in the past couple of years, we realise that SeniorLine
has become a life line for thousands of older people nationwide as they try to navigate living with Covid-19.
We also acknowledge the impact that SeniorLine, our volunteers and staff have made to the lives of so many
older people.

SeniorLine will continue to adapt, evolve and grow to meet the needs of our older population now and into
the future.

Anthony Nolan
Chairperson
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1. PRINCIPAL ACTIVITY, REVIEW OF THE BUSINESS AND FUTURE ACTIVITIES

SeniorLine is Ireland’s national confidential listening service for older people delivered by trained
older volunteers. It is a peer-to-peer non-directive service open every day of the year 10am-10pm,
Freefone 1800 80 45 91. SeniorLine is a programme of the charity, Third Age, working with and on
behalf of older and marginalised people to promote social inclusion and the contribution of older

people in their communities and society in general.

Older people phone SeniorLine for conversation, connection, and to discuss problems. These
include loneliness, ill health, immobility, depression, anxiety, anger, aloneness, bereavement, family
conflict, income concerns, elder abuse, and suicide ideation. As older people themselves, our
volunteers are well placed to listen and understand the needs of callers. Volunteers can provide

reassurance, empathy, and referrals to a wide network of other helpful organisations.

External evaluations of SeniorLine have consistently confirmed its relevance and effectiveness as
well as its quality - underpinned by continuous professional development of volunteers. These
evaluations concluded that SeniorLine was a major contributor to the positive health and wellbeing
of older people, helping to alleviate loneliness and representing good value for money. SeniorLine

has achieved the Invest in Volunteers Quality Mark awarded by Volunteer Ireland.

SeniorLine experienced a huge increase in calls in 2020. More and more older people are contacting
SeniorLine, many as a result of the pandemic. Others as a result of the side effects of cocooning,
self-isolation and restricted movements which include loneliness, fear, anxiety, depression, health
concerns and information seeking and clarity. In 2020 the service received 18,000 calls. In 2021 this
trend continued with 19,190 calls received by the service. In 2021 we began to notice that calls on
average were longer in duration, and that the issues presenting were more complex, thus callers
required more time to discuss their options. Our volunteers are all trained to listen empathetically,
and to encourage the caller to explore their options. We do not rush our callers, we give them as

much time as they need.

Volunteer training includes active listening skills, skills practice, losses in later life, responding to
serious calls such as bereavement, elder abuse, suicide ideation, plus personal development
components. Each volunteer is mentored on to the line, and receives Continuous Professional

Development (CPD).

The main objectives of the SeniorLine Strategic Plan 2022-2024, and our strategic statement for the

same period are to;

. Provide direct services with and for older people, which enhance their rights and well-being,

and demonstrate excellence and impact
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. Engage older people as volunteers in the development and delivery of services of value to
themselves and their community
. Develop our capacity for design, development, testing and expansion of good practice in
areas which increase the quality of life and well-being of older people
. Advance the rights and potential of older people in our society and communities
. Achieve excellence in corporate governance to underpin all we do.

Provide direct services with and to older people, which enhance rights, autonomy and well-

being.

In 2021 having previously changed our model of operation to a working from home service for the
health and safety of our volunteers during the Covid-19 pandemic, our dedicated team of 150 older
volunteers continued to provide vital supports to older people nationwide. We continued to provide
ongoing training, support and information to our volunteers to enable them to effectively and
confidently deal with calls. We introduced new training and supports in response to emerging issues.

We invested in new infrastructure to support the working from home set up.

We supplied callers with accurate information on all aspects of the virus, drawing on advisories from
Government, the HSE, public and community bodies. We guided callers on how to manage their
emotional and mental health, stay socially connected while apart, keep fit at home, manage their
shopping and access other specialist services. In early 2021, SeniorLine was invited by the HSE to
be part of a Vaccination Community Network, informing older people about the phase of the vaccine

to ensure they have information from a safe and trusted source.

Loneliness remains the dominant reason for calling SeniorLine throughout 2021, accounting for 45%
of all calls. While Covid-19 related calls were received each month throughout 2021 they accounted
for a higher proportion of calls in the early part of the year, but averaged at just 7% of all calls for
2021. Physical health, mental health and depression, family problems and lack of emotional and
social contact also featured strongly in reasons for calls throughout 2021. Physical health accounted
for an average of 22% of calls in 2021, mental health and depression 4% average. Health generally
accounted for 26% of all calls in 2021. Family problems accounted for an average of 14% of calls,

while lack of emotional or social contact was an average of 4% of all calls received.

The increase in calls during 2020 and 2021 demonstrated the need for a free, skilled and accessible
service for older people during the pandemic. The peer-to-peer aspect of SeniorLine proved to be
vital. All calls to the service are logged and analysed. SeniorLine has an invaluable database on the

lived experience of callers, volunteers and staff during Covid-19.
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Reason for calling SeniorLine 2021
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Engage older people as volunteers in the development and delivery of services of value to
themselves and their community

SeniorLine has a dedicated team of older volunteers who willingly and tirelessly manned the lines
throughout the pandemic. Our volunteers are drawn from a variety of backgrounds and professions.
These include communications, counselling, human resources, nursing, social care, teaching and
other relevant skills that equip them to listen with calmness and empathy. In addition, volunteers
bring the experience and maturity of age. Our callers appreciate this peer-to-peer aspect of the
service.
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Training builds on the volunteer’s innate ability to listen, to take time, and to explore possible helpful
options. Volunteer training has been enriched and deepened over the years and includes initial small
group training, mentoring on to the line, ongoing refresher training, supervision and Continuous
Professional Development. Topics cover effective listening, theories of ageing, understanding elder
abuse/bereavement/suicide ideation, role play, case studies and personal development components.
In 2019, SeniorLine gained the Volunteer Ireland Invest in Volunteers Quality Mark Award. This
involved examination of our policies and protocols, and independent interviews with volunteers. In
their citation, Volunteer Ireland highlighted the quality of SeniorLine volunteer training, and the care

and commitment demonstrated towards our volunteers.

Over three-fifths of volunteers indicated they were motivated to become involved in SeniorLine
because they had some spare time and wanted to help others. Some volunteers had previously worked
with older people or had cared for a parent. Some used their new role to help them transition into
retirement, many bringing professional skills that they were anxious to continue to use. While the
desire to help others is often the motivating factor, most volunteers talk about how they are helped
themselves. A critical aspect of quality of life for older people is how they view and see themselves,
and a large body of literature documents the positive benefits of volunteerism in terms of increased
self-esteem, social engagement and psychological well-being. Most SeniorLine volunteers benefit
from the training they receive and find that the skills learnt are transferable into life. There is also
the value of making new friends at this life stage. SeniorLine volunteers have a real sense of care

and commitment to callers and feel their horizons are broadened through the work.

There are four main caller categories:

. Regular/daily callers phoning for company and conversation
. New/regular callers phoning with specific problems

. New callers phoning for information

. Callers phoning for ongoing support through a crisis.

Older people phone SeniorLine for conversation, connection, and to discuss problems. These
include loneliness, ill health, immobility, depression, anxiety, anger, aloneness, bereavement, family
conflict, income concerns, elder abuse, and suicide ideation. Callers are increasingly contacting us

for information.

SeniorLine analysis of call data during the pandemic concluded that social, personal and
environmental factors combine to play a crucial role in mental and emotional health as we grow
older, and particularly since the advent of Covid-19. Our call volumes soared in 2020 to 18,000, and
were surpassed again in 2021, reaching over 19,000. In 2021 we received many referrals from other
organisations, agencies and information helplines who recognised SeniorLine’s ability and
experience in deal with more complex issues. We feel that there will be an ongoing need for a readily
accessible support service such as SeniorLine that is able to respond to provide company,

information and support and the confidentiality that callers can trust.







