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Digital upskilling and inclusion 

This is the second thematic bulletin from a more detailed 
learning report on Digital Inclusion during COVID 19 from the TED 
Programme. Other thematic bulletins include:

• ‘Virtually’ together? Replicating place-based provision?

• Championing digital inclusion

A recent Centre for Ageing Better Briefing Report (2020: 2) gives a 
useful starting point for understanding ‘digital inclusion’:

“Digital inclusion is about ensuring people are able to use the 
internet and online technologies to meet their needs. This includes:

Infrastructure – being able to afford or have access to a device 
(whether a mobile phone, tablet or computer), as well as being able 
to afford or have access to the internet through broadband, Wi-Fi 
or mobile data.

Skills – having the ability, confidence and digital skills to use digital 
devices and the internet.

Accessibility – having access to services that are designed to meet 
users’ needs, including for individuals with disabilities that require 
assistive technology to get online.”
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A recent TED learning report featured four thematic areas on relationships which indicate and 
facilitate resilience in our communities. They are:

• Reaching out not ‘hard to reach’: Flexible, person-centred work in building relationships

• Exploring the role of activity in creating collaborative community resource

• Local awareness, credibility and social networks

• Resilience through ‘digital inclusion’

Prior learning from TED illustrates the crucial role of activities in engaging people and 
enhancing resilience. This second thematic bulletin intersects with our theme on ‘Virtually 
Together? Replicating place-based provision’. Digital skills are an integral, but not finite, 
part of transitioning to ‘digital inclusion’. Our fieldwork activities reveal

About TED
Talk, Eat, Drink (TED) Ageing Better in East Lindsey is part of Ageing Better, a programme set up by The 
National Lottery Community Fund, the largest funder of community activity in the UK. Ageing Better 
aims to develop creative ways for people aged 50 and over to combat social isolation and loneliness. 
It is one of five major programmes set up by The National Lottery Community Fund to test and learn 
from new approaches to designing services which aim to make people’s lives healthier and happier.

Ageing Better learning nation-wide has captured the fast moving and unprecedented nature of the 
COVID 19 pandemic. TED have been adapting and reviewing the programme’s service offer to fulfil 
its original aims and objectives, building both relationships and communities. During COVID 19, 
digital skills and ‘digital inclusion’ have frequently been cited as integral mechanisms for keeping 
relationships connected and people resilient both in the ‘here and now’, as well as facilitating future 
recovery from the pandemic and progression. These issues are also reflected in learning activity in 
the East Lindsey District, including a TED resilience and recovery themed conference, National Ageing 
Better reports, academic research and briefing papers.

These also enable understandings of ‘digital inclusion’ within ageing populations in the District. In 
this bulletin we reflect on the crucial roles enjoyment and entertainment have in incentivising and 
‘digital inclusion’ for people aged 50 and over.  

Background

people to groups, events and activities. One volunteer captured this essence 
when asked if they had any tips for starting a friendship group:

“Good sense of humour, not all serious stuff, jolly stuff” (Coastal friendship 
group volunteer)

‘upskilling’ is not the compelling factor in attracting people to become ‘digitally 
included’. This was the case prior to the pandemic, yet the pandemic has had knock 
on effects. The move to use of digital devices and being ‘online’ by people who 
otherwise would not have taken up this offer has been attributed to people seeking 
to replicate aspects of life enjoyed before the pandemic as well as addressing 
‘essential needs’. As we have seen with traditionally place-based and group 
provision, entertainment and enjoyment are core features – the ‘draw’ of



The revised offer of the TED programme services has featured a strong digital presence, part 
of a ‘blended’ approach to delivery and maintaining enjoyment. As indicated at the start of 
this theme, upskilling for the sake of simply accumulating new skills does not give ageing 
populations a rationale alone for moving towards ‘digital inclusion’. In the contexts of fast-
changing landscapes of delivery, making digital skills relevant and desirable remain key:

“Digital has proven to the older communities to be a lifeline where they have the provision 
within their lives and even those that were more reluctant are now asking if they can attend 
classes once our day to day classes resume” (Lincs Digital, project case study)

‘Digital upskilling’ and ownership/consumption has been taken up not just through relevance 
to necessity. In line with our research theme in bulletin number 1, ‘Virtually Together? 
Replicating place-based provision’, in coastal/rural areas with poor transport links and 
restrictions on movement (due to mobility and/or COVID 19 restrictions) the maintenance 
and learning of new skills have been incentivised by enjoyment. This features strongly in 
the replication of aspects of social and interpersonal interaction with friends and family 
members. Chappell and Welsh (2020) have similarly highlighted the role of social media, apps 
and other online communication forms as facilitating reciprocal relationships. This is especially 
relevant in intergenerational relationships between ageing family members and relatives 
(children, grandchildren). Our mapping survey activity between the 5th June and the 23rd June 
2020, with people aged 50 and over, highlighted a similar trend:

“Neighbours set up a WhatsApp to get shopping, organise 
quizzes, V.E. Day Celebration. Vicar set up community 
support group. Local shop helped people get specific 
items. Amazing community spirit” (Lincolnshire Resilience 
Mapping, 50 and over strand)

Lincs Digital, a charity working across the county, as well 
as being a delivery partner in the TED programme, were 
responding to this demand in digital uptake:

“We have been asked by organisations if they may share 
our ‘how to Zoom guide’ with their teams as it is the best 
guide they have seen” (Lincs Digital, project case study)

“Our group of learners all had very different needs, we were finding talking with them, those 
without devices wanted friendship and had very different needs to those with devices who were 
keen to try and connect with their families and friends and wanted to try and be self-sufficient” 
(Lincs Digital, project case study)

A range of guides have been produced to date, and are available to beneficiaries 
and other delivery partners as well as featuring on the TED website. Lincs Digital 
responded by changing their service offer to include bespoke support via the 
telephone and volunteers, mentoring people in I.T. start-up.  This frequently forms 
part of wider friendships.



Entertainment, communities of interest and enjoyment are not purely factors motivating ageing 
populations to participate and develop skills, they are also influential in informing approaches 
to designing (and co-designing) services for their stakeholders, particularly those experiencing 
shielding and physical isolation.

Men Do is an example of this, a project that has membership of men who provide care for others 
and is run by Carers First. Carers First is a UK registered charity working with unpaid carers to provide 
practical information and advice. They have expertise in understanding the challenges unpaid carers 
face and offer services designed to make it easier for them to continue living their lives to the fullest.

Men Do have been able to intertwine different aspects of their project with digital 
skills and social media to entertain project members. A summary of their approach is 
highlighted below:

has maintained strong peer to peer relationships and during COVID 19 this has continued to be the 
case – through a dynamic service offer. In addition to developing their Chat Directory – featuring the 
names, contact details and hobbies and interests of men – this included delivery of a care package 
made up of the directory, donations of Batemans bottled beer (a local brewery) and Pipers Crisps. 
Pocklington’s Plum Bread (provided at cost price) and traditional bags of sweets, playing cards and 
groovy patterned socks.

“We decided that rather than postal delivery, our participants, would get more benefit from a face to 
face, albeit socially distanced delivery and chat. So, during the final week of April, we set out to deliver 
80 care packages by hand. Some as far down to the bottom of East Lindsey as Bennington, some 
to Holton-le-clay at the very top of the district, as far west as Ludford, all down the East Coast and 
everywhere in-between” (Men Do, project case study)

Importantly, gifts also included a Ukulele complete with beginners guide – replicating activity focused 
aspects of their original service offer. While all members do not have access to devices or are able to 
use online platforms, Carers First and Men Do were able to coordinate a group via Zoom to play Bill 
Wither’s song ‘Lean on Me’. This then featured on Carer’s First Facebook page, promoting the
service, the personable nature of the project and their camaraderie to a 
wider network, along with the sense of fun, togetherness and dynamic 
nature of the project’s relationships:

Lean on Me? Intergrating digital entertainment as part of blended activity

Men Do originally provided group placed-based activities that included breakfast meetings in 
various locations in East Lindsey and events like Comedy Nights, Lincoln v Coventry Football 
Match, Archery, Pint and Pub Games evening, Boston River Cruise. Since inception, the project

Integrating the personable, person-centred and collaborative 
nature of the project with digital components further extended the 
reach of Men Do during ‘lock down’. Through replicating aspects of 
the original service offer which focused on activities, members of 
communities that could be conceived of as being hitherto ‘hard to 
reach‘ maintained contact with the project and influenced others to 
join. 

“We were keen to also include something that would provide more 
longevity and something to improve their mental wellbeing, giving 
them a focus and aim.” (Men Do, project case study)



This was also featured in other aspects of TED provision, providing key learning for motivating people 
to have some form of digital inclusion or upskilling.

Another delivery partner, Magna Vitae, were able to provide online services, including their Sporting 
Memories quiz, nutritional and exercise information via their online platform developed with East 
Lindsey District Council. Sporting Memories gives opportunities for men to share their stories online 
through the quiz facilitator. Even where men do not have the skills, devices or desire to be ‘online’, 
Magna Vitae use a variety of approaches including written newsletters, conference calls with small 
numbers of men and online platforms. ‘Digital’ being a core component in a multiple-pronged 
approach. Promoting enjoyment is core to gaining beneficiaries’ interests in digital service offers 
and extending their networks and communities. 

Through doing some research Magna Vitae were able to link him with somebody who was in the same 
youth side, and who later on became a professional footballer. Whilst Roger was not online, Magna 
Vitae were able to share his experiences via social media – extending his networks and communities 
of interest.

Communities of interest – building networks through sharing Sporting Memories

Roger* initially came to the ConnecTED befriending service via a social prescribing link worker.  The 
TED Learning and Evaluation Officer initially made the follow-up phone call. Roger is in his late 80’s, 
currently living on his own but has some mobility issues. Apart from seeing his son each week he was 
receiving visitors who were mainly females providing support. When Roger spoke to the Learning 
and Evaluation Officer, it became apparent that he would like some peer to peer contact with men 
who had similar interests in sports. The TED Learning and Evaluation Officer approached the team 
at Magna Vitae with a view to linking him up with Sporting Memories. Roger was not ‘online’ but 
they gave him a call and posted him the weekly Sporting Pinks newsletter. Roger was included on the 
conference calls with a small group of men:

“I went over to meet the gentleman (with social distancing) which he really appreciated, and I 
completed a short video interview with him of his sporting memories. This is something we may use 
in our ‘throwback Thursdays’ on our FaceBook community site as part of our sporting memories 
sessions… Although he isn’t getting out for these sessions he is benefitting from this regular input… 
He tells me it has been a big help to him and prevents him from just thinking about being lonely. He 
said the questions and conversations bring up some great memories and the positive effect lasts for 
days” (Team member, Magna Vitae)

*A pseudonym

“I wasn’t sure how he would engage on the conference phone 
sessions, but he seemed to come alive and when he realised there 
was an 84 year old also originally from Sheffield it gave lots to talk 
about. Each question in the quiz acts like a memory trigger and 
he was sharing several stories which the group enjoyed hearing 
about. He would often come out with some amazing fact or come 
out with names and places from years ago. He told me the sessions 
were enjoyable and he looked forward to them each week. During 
our chats I found out he had played for the youth side of Sheffield 
United which was called Oak Folds, which would have been around 
1947. He told me how they would play in the old football shirts” 
(Team member, Magna Vitae)



Roger’s experience gives another example of this, even though he does not directly use digital 
devices.

The theme of ‘‘Virtually’ together? Replicating placed-based provision?’ along with this theme, 
provides key learning in how we can engage, design and work with ageing communities. Whilst 
TED does show COVID 19 has motivated people to ‘digital inclusion’ through necessity, dynamic 
approaches to service delivery are crucial in assisting meaningful participation. Acquiring digital skills 
and devices have long term implications: not just for service users as consumers, but also service 
providers and project design:

“I.T. benefits are sustainable as for some this is a lifestyle change which has been ‘forced’ on them 
but they are learning new ways of communicating and new skills… There is the benefit of upskilling 
people to use I.T. solutions for their daily activities, for example finding recipes and using online 
exercise activities when needed, but we feel that this isn’t always a replacement for face to face 
delivery.  The virtual way of delivery with the Tasty Tuesday, Nutrition Bites on Facebook have had 
good feedback and people will still look out for these once face to face sessions continue.” (Magna 
Vitae, Fitness, Food and Friends project case study).

This blended service landscape has implications far beyond working with people aged 50 and 
over. TED has also run social media correspondence through Twitter and Facebook accounts. The 
TED team at YMCA Lincolnshire have also contributed to a ‘TED is Us’ blog during the pandemic, 
giving updates on staff hobbies and interests. Virtual delivery may be utilised in a post-COVID 19 
society to provide online services for people who are not able to attend place-based activities. 
‘Out of hours’ provision can draw on digital components, making services accessible during 
public holidays and also for workers with varied shift patterns. Providers in our case studies and 
monitoring data have reinforced that COVID 19 has also created learning legacies for future 
‘emergency’ situations and virus control. In short, ‘digital inclusion’ continues to have an essential 
role going forward. 



East Lindsey is a large, sparsely populated district within the 
county of Lincolnshire, which includes the popular coastal 
seaside towns of Skegness and Mablethorpe. 

East Lindsey has a higher than average ageing population with 
29% of people aged 65 and over. High numbers of older people 
move to East Lindsey in their retirement years and many have 
multiple chronic health conditions and few social and familial 
connections in the region. Public transport across East Lindsey 
is poor and therefore accessing services can be challenging, 
especially for older adults. 

The overarching aims of the TED Programme are to:

• Reduce social isolation and loneliness 

• Help older people to become better connected with 
volunteering, social, leisure and health improving activities 

• Provide opportunities for older people to influence the 
design, delivery and evaluation of both the services and 
businesses available to them

We currently have over 1700 registered TED members,  and 
over 100 businesses across East Lindsey hold an Age-friendly 
Business Award.
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Further information...
To find out more about TED or to get involved visit our website www.tedineastlindsey.co.uk 
or start a conversation and share your views online: Twitter: @ted_EastLindsey
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