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Summary

We strive for a society that keeps older adults in mind: one in which they have equal opportunities for 
a good life – regardless of their background – and are considered full-fledged members of that society. 
However, not all older adults feel seen by policymakers. Some have been disappointed in municipal 
employees following bad experiences and personal setbacks. These people have a tendency to withdraw 
from social life and stop playing an active role in their neighbourhood. They are dissatisfied with the 
municipality, the neighbourhood and themselves. It may seem that they have lost their trust and 
resilience once and for all.

This study was conducted in two metropolitan districts, both characterised by an accumulation of 
living conditions that render people vulnerable, such as poverty, health problems, limited support from 
informal carers and poor housing. Both districts are home to older adults with a low socioeconomic 
status and many older adults with a migration background.

In both districts, older adults came together to form a research group composed of older adults of the 
district, who worked as co-researchers with supervisors from the Leyden Academy on Vitality & Aging 
(Leyden Academy) and Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) research team. Together with 
academically trained researchers, these older adults designed and conducted the study as they went.

Objective

The study’s objective was to gain insight into how trust and resilience can contribute to the well-
being and meaningful participation of older adults in situations that render them vulnerable. This 
was studied in stages based on the following questions: What does meaningful participation mean to 
this group of older adults in situations that render them vulnerable? What role do resilience and trust 
play in meaningful participation? What perspectives for action does this create for older adults and 
policymakers?

Theory and method

No study into the meaningful participation of older adults and how this comes about can be fully 
impartial. Researchers’ perspectives are coloured by their knowledge and experiences from previous 
research, their affinity with the group being studied and their ideas about the desirability of that group’s 
participation. This study combines the diverse perspectives of researchers and older adults in their role 
as co-researchers in order to gain insight into what trust, resilience and participation mean for the older 
adults living in the two urban districts.

This insight builds on previous SCP research. In accordance with Van Campen (2020), Van Campen et al. 
(2024) and Vermeij et al. (2024), participation has been interpreted as taking part in society. It involves all 
activities that citizens carry out in connection with others. These activities can be highly diverse, varying 
in nature, scope and other ways. Meaningful participation goes one step further. According to research 
(cf. Van Campen and Olsthoorn 2022), this concerns participation that the individuals themselves 
consider meaningful and/or valuable to society as a whole. Why is it that some people participate and 
others do not? To a large extent, this depends on the resources people have access to. Resources do 
not just say something about a person, but also about their relationship to others. What resources in 
their surroundings do older adults in the two urban districts make use of to allow them to participate 
meaningfully and attain well-being?
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Resilience is an umbrella term that covers multiple aspects (cf. Van Oudenhoven 2024). Broadly speaking, 
it is the capacity of people to bounce back from situations that render them vulnerable by dealing 
with setbacks in their lives. In doing so, these people not only absorb these setbacks and bounce back 
(exceeding expectations), but also develop and grow as individuals. When people aim to improve their 
living situation together with others, they take action or put up resistance to bring about social change 
(Grenier et al. 2020).

Taking action requires self-confidence. Successful action creates a sense of belonging, gives people 
a voice and reinforces trust in the group. It can make people feel that they are participating and that 
they matter. It also generates emotional energy, which provides people with an identity and a valuable 
symbol. Successful contact with the government allows trust in institutions to grow. Taken together, this 
ensures that people feel meaningfully involved.

For this study, the participatory action research (PAR) method was chosen. The first reason for this is that 
the intended group would not be reached using regular policy research methods, such as questionnaires 
and discussions with focus groups (Sterckx 2022). The second reason is that PAR aims to set social change 
in motion (Abma et al. 2019). PAR does not limit itself to describing or trying to explain the situation. 
The objective is to increase mutual and personal understanding among the participants involved and 
put their ‘personal problems’ on the agenda of policymakers and professionals. Social change comprises 
changed perceptions and a personal understanding of the way in which people view their world, as well 
as mutual understanding between people, so they can understand the perspectives of others. This can 
be seen as a process of relational empowerment: participants gain a better grip on and more control 
over their situation as a result of the learning process that has been initiated. Moreover, this involves a 
growing critical awareness of existing power dynamics, marginalisation and contextual factors that get in 
the way of participation (cf. Abma et al., to be published).

PAR deploys working methods that make participation possible and contribute to the mutual learning 
process. It is from that perspective that we decided to use the photovoice method. This requires the 
participants acting as co-researchers to take photos, in this case of their neighbourhood and their 
experiential world, so that the issues that they encounter in their neighbourhood are brought to light. 
The participants are empowered to use a photo camera to showcase their neighbourhood, as well as 
their own and other’s wishes and sentiments. Once they have done this, they discuss the photos among 
themselves and with others. By exhibiting the photos, it becomes possible to view the themes these 
people find important as if actually through their eyes. What makes Photovoice an attractive method is 
that it is less verbally oriented than traditional research methods. As such, photovoice also offers citizens 
with poorer linguistic skills the opportunity to express their perspective and participate in the research. 
This method is potentially powerful and empowering because participants are themselves the ones who 
wield the camera and determine what is seen, as opposed to being the object of the research.

Findings

The researchers worked together with the older adults for more than a year, resulting in the following 
insights.

For these older adults, meaningful participation turned out to be more than just providing informal 
care and doing volunteer work. These were things they were already doing. However, this was about, 
in their own words, ‘living on and surviving’. The study introduced them to participation that is 
meaningful to them and that they enjoy (as opposed to participation that is merely useful). They also 
considered it important to have a sense of belonging (Abma 2023). This sense includes feeling you can 
be yourself, feeling like you are part of a group and receiving recognition and respect from others in your 
surroundings and from representatives of institutions.

To be seen and heard, the older adults first needed to find a voice with which to tell their story. This may 
seem obvious, but that was definitely not the case for the older adults in the study. They found their 
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voice in dialogue with other older adults during the joint creative photovoice activities. The photos were 
used as the input for conversations with the participants among themselves and later for discussions 
with a broader group of older adults, professionals and policymakers involved. Since people were able 
to identify with the photos and the stories, trust in themselves, each other and the community grew. 
Based on the conversations and selections of meaningful photos, the groups organised exhibitions 
in the neighbourhood. During the photo exhibitions in the two districts, the older adults entered into 
conversations with neighbourhood residents, researchers, policymakers and professionals involved 
about what could be seen in the photos and the reasons for taking them.

The entire process empowered the participants and helped them bounce back. The resilience to do so 
came from within themselves, but it could neither have grown nor been expressed without the others. 
Personal resilience, resilience as a group and – based on that – the desire to strengthen resilience in 
the neighbourhood: these three levels continually influenced each other and could hardly be viewed in 
separation.

One step at a time, the older adults regained their trust: first their trust in themselves, then their social 
trust in other neighbourhood residents and the researchers and finally, in conversations with community 
workers and municipal employees, they took the first strides towards greater trust in institutions.

Trust and resilience were inextricably linked to each other in these three steps: trust in themselves 
(1) as a basis for personal resilience and social trust (2) as a basis for group identity, finding their own 
voice and readiness to take action. A subsequent step of trust in institutions (3) could be the basis for 
demonstrating social resilience by participating in policy processes.

Perspectives for action

Lessons can be learned from the study for future research and policy. Studies are often about citizens. This 
study was conducted with and by citizens, resulting in different insights for researchers, as well as for the 
older adults from the two urban districts. Furthermore, citizens are often expected to participate in policy 
and research. Whether this takes the form of a policy round table or survey, citizens who participate do 
so within the frameworks determined for them by professionals. This study took the opposite approach: 
professionals and policymakers participated in the experiential world of the citizens. This offers an 
example of a different way to approach citizens and involve them in local policy. It also requires different 
methodologies.

A conscious decision was made to work with creative methods, like photovoice. This method puts 
residents in control (they hold the camera and decide what they want to take photos of). The fact that 
it allows less linguistically skilled residents to participate is another advantage. Moreover, this method 
creates space for the emotions of citizens and things that are difficult to express in words. Photovoice 
is a method for sharing lived experiences and emotions and starting up meaningful conversations. This 
results in knowledge and information to inform policy that would not be gained from regular policy 
research methods.

Additionally, this study offers examples of ways to start conversations with older adults who have 
little affinity with research and policy. By giving people control, they regain their trust and resilience 
to participate in society again. Based on the findings of this study, we recommend starting in the 
neighbourhoods where these people live and in their experiential world. Go there to help build mutual 
trust. The study shows how citizens ‘get a feeling for meaningful participation’. This meaningfulness does 
not necessarily lie in practical participation (work, informal care), but rather in what gives them pleasure 
and sparks joy. It is striking that non-practical participation emerged as a strong theme and is considered 
useful and meaningful.

Older adults benefit from being able to share their story with people who are willing to listen. Emotional 
recognition of life experiences also entails acknowledgement of who they are. This may appear simple, 
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but it is actually rare. It takes time and an adjusted, slower pace, as well as personal attention, a safe 
environment, flexibility and a tailored approach, for example through long-term regular contact 
and interaction with the people in their homes and in their environment to reinforce trust and self-
confidence. Professional community workers can help by establishing and reinforcing contact. 

Equality between government and citizens requires a government that responds to and recognises issues 
in society and takes people seriously. The foundation for this is empathy with the daily lives of citizens. 
We have seen that this process requires a slower pace, patience and an open approach in order to build 
sustainable relations and win people’s trust. As soon as the priority shifts to the end result, such as an 
exhibition, these relations will come under pressure and the limits of that trust will be tested. If the focus 
on the result becomes too strong, this can be at the expense of the quality of the process.

While the groups have taken a step from distrust to a sense of participation, it does not mean that 
confidence in the government has been restored. This requires follow-up. It can be assumed that, with 
the strength and energy they have gained from feeling part of the neighbourhood, older adults will be 
more able, willing and confident to seek out interaction with policymakers to change their precarious 
living situation. This can be used to initiate a follow-up process. We expect that trust in the government 
will only return once people feel that this process has been successful.
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