
Mattering and Participating

Volunteering as a meaningful encounter

Willem-Jan de Gast



Who is the lonely person? Who is the 
volunteer?



Who is the vulnerable person?



Who is helping who?



Growing older together



Developing meaningful encounters

❑ Needs, wishes and ideas of elderly people are the starting point

❑ Using simple tools to start the conversation

❑ Developing or enhancing local partnerships

❑ Anyone can make a contribution (avoiding the term volunteering)

❑ Start where the energy is, learn and develop



Small scale meeting places 

• Bottom-up

• Collective

• Equal

• Reciprocal



Thresholds

➢ Growing pressure on elderly to ‘contribute’

➢ Cutbacks in care and welfare

➢ Savior syndrome among professionals

➢ Exclusion mechanisms (socio-economic status, ethnicity,

gender)

➢ Long-term cooperation between informal and formal

parties



Conclusions 

Empowerment begins with asking people what is meaningful to them 
and what matters to them, and how they want to matter to others.

Participation starts with small-scale, bottom-up and close-by encounters 
in safe environments where it doesn’t matter what you do but that you 
are there.

Volunteering by and for elderly persons is a very easy ánd effective way 
to contribute to meaningful participation.
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