
The country is experiencing a huge demographic shift. Life expectancy is 
increasing and birth rates are declining, tipping the balance between the 
number of working people and those receiving pensions. The scale and nature 
of such changes will present both a significant challenge and an opportunity 
for charities, funders, social enterprises and other voluntary organisations—
and not just for those whose main focus is on working with older people.

Demographic change

Our population is growing and 20 years from now the age structure will be different too:  
23% of the population will be over 65, compared to 16% in 2010. The number of over-80s is 
set to double and the number of centenarians is projected to increase five-fold. By 2033 there 
will be enough people aged over 100 in the UK to almost fill Wembley Stadium.

Optimism not fear

An ageing society is too often perceived as a burden, a time bomb even, and yet we should 
look at the opportunities that this older, mostly healthy, population brings. We should not 
see new generations hitting 65 in the same light as those in the past. In fact, large numbers 
of people over 65 are not only healthy and independent, but are also actively contributing 
to society in a variety of ways—they are certainly not a ‘problem’. In terms of lifestyle and 
expectations, ‘65 really is the new 50’.

A new generation

More than a million people aged over 65 are either in work or looking for work. The value of 
older people’s volunteering in the UK is expected to be worth over £15bn by 2020 and the 
annual value of childcare provided by grandparents in the UK is expected to rise to £4.5bn by 
2030. Baby boomers will be a very different group of older people from those we have seen 
before. We can expect the future over-65s to have very different moral norms, attitudes and 
expectations about the quality of their life and leisure time in older age.

So how does the voluntary sector find its role in this brave new world? How will the 
sector maintain its unique strengths, its voice and its role in supporting the vulnerable, 
and also respond to a fast-changing environment? How can it make the emerging 
future a better one? What do we need to be thinking and doing now to prepare?

 
The world in 20 years’ time 

The voluntary sector can be vulnerable when it takes current working assumptions for granted. 
To combat this we have developed extreme scenarios to illustrate what the world and the 
sector could be like in 20 years’ time. The reality is probably—hopefully—somewhere in  
the middle. However, these scenarios serve as a wake-up call to individual organisations and 
the voluntary sector as a whole to consider what we need to do now to ensure we grasp  
the opportunities to shape the future we want to see. We all want England to be a great place 
to live in, to grow up in and to grow old in—let us act now to secure that brighter future.
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Putting the ageing society of tomorrow on the agenda of the voluntary sector today
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The state has become much smaller and the divisions 
between voluntary, public and state sectors less clear than 
they were at the turn of the millennium. This smaller state 
has made room for the voluntary sector to lead in the design 
and delivery of quality personalised support for beneficiaries. 
This newly established role has enabled the sector to mobilise 
the skills and experience of the many older workers coming 
into the sector to develop new ideas and innovative practices 
and partnerships. New ways of working with local people 
have been established to support and develop thriving 
communities.

Following many decades of almost constant reorganisation, 
the past two decades have seen stability in the organisation 
of health and social care in England. Health-related aspects 
of the voluntary sector have been built up and structured 
in close collaboration with public services, and the ‘supply 
chain’ of services has been coordinated centrally in order to 
look holistically at individuals’ needs, rather than singling out 
issues such as disability or diabetes. The voluntary sector now 
takes lead responsibility for work related to the prevention of 
disease—including both physical and mental illnesses—while 
the state is responsible for treatment once a person has  
a disease. Charities then continue to play a supportive role  
to the patient while the treatment is on-going.

The sector takes lead 
responsibility for work related  
to the prevention of disease

The constant flow of data enables more effective responses 
by the sector. The sharing of data, now commonplace, has 
increasingly helped charities to diagnose and predict likely 
outcomes. A homeless person coming into a shelter now, 
for example, is supported by a worker armed with the likely 
impacts of the various possible interventions, who is then 
able to make a fully informed decision on the best course  
of action.

Most service delivery has moved to online platforms and 
technology has also allowed people to volunteer more easily: 
roles and opportunities are now not only more widely shared, 
but many can also be done online, either regularly or through 
short bursts of micro-volunteering. Crucially, volunteering is 
now tailored to suit the volunteer, and as a result individuals 
dedicate more time to the role. 

Most service delivery has 
moved to online platforms

The number of people volunteering has continued to 
increase as many people live longer, healthier lives.  
The growing professionalisation of volunteering has 
also sat well with the baby boomer generation, enabling 
them to unwind their careers and work in the sort of 
‘portfolio career’ that volunteering, including trusteeship, 
can bring. Corporate and social responsibility (CSR) has 
also continued to grow in importance in companies, 
with some of them using their CSR record to attract new 
graduates. This has also increased the pool of volunteers, 
including many in their twenties and thirties.

The number of people 
volunteering has continued  
to increase

The sector recognised there would be increasing 
competition for good workers, and since it still cannot 
compete with other sectors on salary, it has capitalised 
on the fact that it is the most forward-thinking sector 
in terms of flexibility, and thus the destination of choice 
for older workers. Many charities have developed inter-
generational programmes that allow mentorships and 
collaborative working in teams to harness different skills 
from different age groups.

The sector is the destination  
of choice for older workers

The trend of older people, especially women, giving 
more proportionately than the general population has 
continued and, as the population has aged, there have 
been increasing levels of donations from the public.  
The proportion of household income donated has 
remained in a slow but steady upwards path, relatively 
untouched by the recession of the late 2000s. Those over 
65 years are now one of the wealthiest groups in society, 
and charities segment their donor populations better  
to specifically target such groups.

There has been a massive transfer of wealth between 
generations, and the number of billionaires in the UK has 
grown too, almost doubling to 276 by 2022. Numbers of 
high net-worth individuals and family foundations have 
also increased. Legacies have doubled in the past 20 years, 
and this useful unrestricted income has enabled charities 
to implement more sustainable fundraising strategies. 
Living legacies are now finally in place in the UK too.

Future scenario one: an engaged and  
flourishing sector



As the state has rolled back, the corporate sector has 
rolled in. Already in 2014 there were concerns about 
the proportion of outsourced public services already 
being run by private companies. Now private companies 
have been commissioned by the state to undertake the 
majority of services and the voluntary sector has been 
pushed out—causing many organisations to fold and 
the loss of the unique focus and abilities that charities 
previously contributed.

Private companies have been 
commissioned by the state to 
undertake services

Competition among sector organisations for contracts 
is intense and many smaller charities have fallen by 
the wayside—while large national ‘charity’ businesses 
resemble quasi-organisations of the state, delivering 
services at a one-step distance from government. Small, 
local and community organisations have lost out and are 
struggling to maintain their existence; their roles have 
been replaced in some cases by self-organised groups of 
citizens.

Localism has resulted in appalling health inequalities 
and personalisation has been abandoned—resulting in 
inadequate funding for the care of too many people in 
need. For those who can afford it, a range of lifestyle 
and technological interventions allow them to pre-empt, 
prevent and treat many diseases before they become 
apparent. For those who cannot afford it, disability and 
illness—cancers, heart disease, diabetes—are prevalent 
and there is an increasing inequality in healthy lifespan 
between rich and poor and the north and south of the 
country. The voluntary sector covers bits and pieces but 
there are now large gaps—geographically and issue-
wise—in the provision of health services.

Only large charities have been 
able to full take advantage of 
new technology

Voluntary organisations have begun to drown in data, 
swamped by the amount they are now collecting and/or 
can access from state sources. Only large charities have 
been fully able to take advantage of the benefits of new 
technology; smaller charities have struggled to fundraise 
in the changing climate. Those charities which were slow 

to make use of their own or sector data lost out, and some 
even ceased to fulfil their charitable purposes and folded. 
Many charities worry that sharing data has led to a loss  
of competitive advantage, and so transparency is no longer  
a goal to which they wish to aspire.

With an ageing population the sector requires a much 
larger pool of volunteers—to help deliver health and 
social care support as well as to undertake more routine 
volunteering tasks such as serving in the growing numbers 
of charity shops and offering social interactions and 
befriending. But it has been, and remains, hard to mobilise 
volunteers to support more difficult or challenging work.  
At the same time, as retirement ages have continued to 
rise, the body of volunteers has diminished. The expectation 
of volunteering rates among the baby boomer generation 
was wildly overestimated. In reality, this group are working 
longer, caring for grandchildren or travelling and enjoying 
their healthy years post-work.

It’s been hard to mobilise 
volunteers to support more 
challenging work

Despite the reality that many older people are well 
educated, healthier and living longer, most charities still 
believe the age-based stereotype that older workers are 
less productive and declining in health, and therefore 
cannot contribute. The sector has not taken advantage 
of the extended working life agenda, assuming that older 
employees are eager to retire and so failing to keep them 
fully involved in organisational activities.

The sector has not taken 
advantage of the extended 
working-life agenda

Voluntary donations have not moved much since 2014, 
despite some success in the pre-recession years. Although 
there is a larger population of older people, the retiring 
baby boomer bulge has less disposable income than 
expected, having seen the tailing-off of defined-benefit 
pensions, increased spending on health and care, and 
the need to provide financial support to help younger 
generations. Asset-rich but cash-poor is something  
charities continue to hear.

Future scenario two: an uncoordinated  
and fragmented sector



Tell us what you’re doing

•  Have the scenarios prompted discussions in your organisation?

•  Are there emerging issues that you need to address?

•  Are you already starting to do things differently?

We want to learn from the innovative thinking and examples of good practice already out there, so share with us the action 
you’re taking and the issues your organisation or sector is prioritising.

Contact Susie Rabin on susie.rabin@thinkNPC.org or email volsecageing@thinknpc.org

Tweet @VolSecAgeing or use the hashtag #AgeOpportunity

Write to the Commission c/o NPC, 185 Park Street, London, SE1 9BL

We are grateful for the support of our funders. The Commission has been funded in its first year by the 
National Lottery through the Big Lottery Fund and by Prudential.

TAKE ACTION!
 
These scenarios are extreme examples of what the world could look like in 20 years time, 
but they illustrate the unprecedented pace and scale of change we are experiencing.

Our population is growing and ageing, and the next 20 years will see a clear shift in our 
demographics. Consumers themselves are changing too—becoming more demanding,  
more sophisticated and carrying higher expectations.

How we, as individual organisations and as a sector, respond to this is crucial. We need  
to consider not only how we interact with future generations as beneficiaries, donors,  
staff and volunteers—but also think through the increasing blurring of these relationships,  
driven primarily by technology and data.

The scenarios have been developed to trigger conversations and stimulate discussion  
and action. Whether you are a charity, funder, social enterprise or donor, you need  
to consider these issues now.

The Commission on the Voluntary Sector & Ageing was established by NPC to put ageing on the agenda for the voluntary sector. NPC is working  
in partnership with ILC-UK and both provide secretariat support to the Commission. Focused on England, the Commission will provide long-term 
and strategic thinking about how best the sector can prepare for and adapt to an ageing society in the next 20 years. It brings together experts from 
front-line charities to academia, fundraising to policymaking, and is chaired by Lynne Berry OBE. 
www.voluntarysectorageing.org

How will the changing population impact on your organisation? 

How can you future-proof your strategy and make sure you are ready for the future?

How will your activities need to change over the next 20 years?

What implications are there for your staff, governance and volunteers? 

What do you need to do now and in the next few years to respond and ensure  
you can keep fulfilling your mission in the future?

Discussion 
points

We have produced a series of resources to help you and your organisations engage further 
with these issues. Visit our website www.voluntarysectorageing.org to find out more.


