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Erasmus+ experimentation needs to increasingly involve citizens 
actively and as co-creators in projects addressing 21st competences 

such as social innovation, entrepreneurship – and to bring about 
various forms of societal change. 

 

Some of the most important citizens to involve are seniors. 
 

This small comment points to some of the challenges that future 
Erasmus+ projects need to take into consideration when involving 

seniors in the projects. 
 

The small comment is based on considerable project experience 
from projects involving seniors as well as on direct evaluations with 

partners and seniors. 
 

The content of this comment might also serve as recommendations 
for future Erasmus+ design and for implementing new initiatives 

involving seniors. 
 
 
 
 
 

Photos by WWEU from the Erasmus+ Senior Social Entrepreneuring project 2016-18 
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INTRO 
 
This comment focuses on the obstacles and challenges, not on the very many 
positive aspects of involving seniors as participants in and co-drivers of Erasmus+ 
experimentation. 
 
There are very many positive aspects of involving seniors in Erasmus+ projects: 
seniors can bring and do bring incredibly important values and resources to such 
projects and many seniors really enjoy the European scene as a playground for 
professional and personal interest-driven growth. 
However, all this must be described in other contexts. 
Here we are only concerned with making aware of possible obstacles and 
challenges. 
 
Importantly, this comment does not address seniors’ involvement in social 
innovation or any other form of activity in general, only in Erasmus+ projects. 
 
 

 
 
SENIORS ARE PERSONS 
 
When involving young students in a school project, the students are already there 
and the school is a partner. This is quite easy. 
 
When involving seniors everything is different and much more complicated: 
seniors are not linked to the partner organisation or the project and are free as 
birds to fly in and out of projects. 
In general there is no legal or financial link between volunteer seniors and 
partner organisations, and even if there is, such links do not count much anyway. 
 
The point is that seniors are individuals, not a group in some system. They are 
even special individuals having formed their personalities throughout a long life, 
including interests, preferences and attitudes. 
 
Even more: these individual seniors are often also individualistic, and yet they 
have to work in a project team in Erasmus+, hopefully in a mutual direction. 
 
This is to say that when involving seniors in Erasmus+ experimentation, the 
project is not involving a target group, but concrete and very different 
personalities. 
 
This is much more precarious, sensitive and, to be honest: complicated. 
 
 
 



3 
 

 
 
TIME 
 
Seniors are expected to have all the time in the world – and are therefore 
considered a great resource for the projects. 
However, it is not like that in real life. 
 
There are very many things that might seriously limit the senior’s involvement in 
a (demanding) Erasmus+ project, such as: 
 
- The seniors might still have an active working life 
- The seniors might be involved in very many activities at the same time 
- The seniors might have serious family obligations 
- The seniors might have some kind of health problems limiting their resources 
- Seniors might face economic problems important to attend and to solve before 
volunteering 
- Seniors simply might not wish to work 40 hours a week 
 
And much more. 
 
Any combination of the above “obstacles” might considerably reduce the 
resources the project was expecting from the seniors. 
 
It is therefore of great importance to discuss available senior real-life resources 
even as early as in the application process. 
 
 

 
 
PERSONAL INTERESTS 
 
Seniors are not like young students, more or less tabula rasas, open to all sorts of 
things. 
Seniors have formed specific interests and preferences through a long working 
and family life, and most of them know what they want to do with their senior 
life and their senior resources. 
 
It is true that most seniors have developed many important skills, such as 
entrepreneurship for example, and that these general skills can be invested in a 
diversity of societal contexts. 
At least in theory but not always in practice, as seniors might not wish to invest 
their skills in all sorts of things. They often have clear ideas about what they like 
to engage in and what not. 
 
This is not a problem in itself, but it can be a problem if the local project partner 
is not able to match the project’s objectives with the senior’s personal interests. 
Whereas the personal interest of a young student in Erasmus+ might not be 
important, the personal interest of a senior in Erasmus+ is everything. 
 
Once again this should be taken into consideration already in the application 
process and very early in the project implementation. 
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ERASMUS+ NOT AN OPEN PLATFORM 
 
It goes both ways: local project partners are responsible for a positive match 
between the project objectives and the senior’s skills and personal interests, but 
on the other hand the senior is responsible for a certain level of project 
dedication once such a match has been established. 
 
One of the problematic results of the more individualistic seniors’ participation is 
that some of them consider an Erasmus+ project an open platform from which 
they can develop and continue personal interests. 
 
However, Erasmus+ projects are far from open platforms. They have very specific 
objectives, methodologies and work programmes and participants are expected 
to follow and support this. 
 
Having established a positive match of project objectives and personal interests, 
it is still incredibly important to make the seniors aware that they are working in 
and for a project, and that the project has certain missions and should produce 
certain results. 
 
All this should be dealt with in the application process and very early in the 
project, not in the middle of the project. 
 
Seniors that do not accept this should not participate. 
 
 

 
 
GREAT RESPONSIBILITIES FOR PRACTICE PARTNERS 
 
Practice partners involving seniors as key players in Erasmus+ projects have 
perhaps greater responsibilities than in other types of Erasmus+ projects. 
 
This also means that practice partners must be selected for the project very 
carefully and based on evidence that the partner is able to live up to these 
responsibilities. 
 
Let us list the most important partner responsibilities when involving seniors as 
key players. 
 
Before joining an Erasmus+ application: 
- ensure that the partner can involve well-matched seniors with the right profiles 
- ensure that more seniors are available if needed 
- make a first interview with a team of seniors to confirm match, interest and 
opportunity 
- ensure that the seniors feel that they will benefit from participation in 
different ways 
- make sure that the contacted seniors fully understand the project and their 
roles 
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- agree on the formal links between the seniors and the partner organisation 
(legally, financially and practically) 
- agree on the basic terms and conditions for participating in a 2 year project, 
possibly with some transnational activities 
 
Before implementing: 
- confirm things agreed on in the application process 
- work in depth with the project mission, objective and methodologies 
- introduce the seniors to the detailed work programme and it progression logic 
- support early contact between participating seniors from different countries 
- clarify the distribution of local and transnational roles: the project partner, the 
local facilitators and the seniors 
- agree on ethical rules in the teamwork and on a holistic and respectful 
approach to the people involved in the team 
 
In many projects involving seniors these things happen too late in the projects, 
often resulting from some a sort of crisis. 
Most of the problems can be countered through good communication between 
the local partner and the seniors in the application process as well as early in the 
implementation. 
 

 
In general too many organisations, often but not only NGO’s, are jumping into 
projects that they have less capacity to implement. 
 
 

 
 
THE MISSING LINK BETWEEN SENIORS AND PARTNER ORGANISATIONS 
 
The Erasmus+ project format presents several problems to the involvement of 
citizens, and in particular seniors. 
Some of these problems are serious and not paying attention to them might 
damage the projects considerably. 
 
The fact is that in many such projects project partners take the money and 
seniors do the work! 
Obviously, some problems might arise from this configuration. 
 
In other cases seniors are contracted by the project partner in different ways. 
In that case they are not volunteers anymore but project professionals. 
 
In general the problem is that unlike teachers in a school or professionals from a 
chamber of commerce the senior does not (normally) belong in any way to the 
partner organisation. 
There is not legal or financial link between the partner organisation and the 
senior – in most cases. 
 
This also means that any participating senior can leave a project any time. 
 
Sometimes this form of volunteering works well, sometimes not at all. 
 
The most important thing is not to preach a certain universal solution to this, 
but to force project partners to clarify the link between the organisation and 
the senior(s) from the first moments of the project. 
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The seniors, the project partners and the project need to know the terms and 
conditions of the seniors’ participation. 
 
If these matters are not clarified and transparent from the beginning, they can 
create a terrible mess along the project. 
 
The most typical ways of linking a senior to the partner organisation are: 
 
- The senior is a volunteer, receiving no income but direct costs are being 
reimbursed; only a less formal paper has been signed, stating that the senior is a 
volunteer in the project; 
- The senior is linked to the partner organisation and to the project through a 
more project contract, stating that the senior is working for the project; in this 
case the senior can receive funding from the partners’ project management 
budget and direct costs reimbursed 
- The senior is directly contracted by the partner organisation for the project 
duration (for example 24 months); as this is a legal work contract the senior can 
receive funding from the full partner budget in the same way as the partner 
professionals, including working with Intellectual Outcomes 
 
As mentioned, the point is not to preach a certain solution, but to force partners 
to make these terms and conditions very clear and transparent from the first 
days of the project. 
 
If such clarification does not take place, the project partner might face ethical 
problems along the project if it turns out that the partner organisation is taking 
the money and the seniors are doing all the work. 
 
In case seniors are engaged in entrepreneurial Erasmus+ projects, it is not at all a 
problem that some seniors might wish to benefit economically from their 
entrepreneurial engagement. 
However, in this case it is extremely important to separate the project economy 
and the senior’s enterpreneurial economy. 
 
 

 
 
SENIORS ON THEIR OWN IN EUROPE 
 
Some seniors get very excited about their European participation and with the 
activities they are engaged in. 
So, after the termination of the Erasmus+ project, they wish to continue the 
work at European level. 
 
Perhaps they are even able to form a transnational team willing to continue and 
expand the missions at European level. 
 
Unfortunately, Erasmus+ does not allow this form of project engagement: a 
group of individuals cannot apply for or receive Erasmus+ funding – no matter 
how justified it might look from our point of view. 
 
Erasmus+ funding is only and exclusively for solid and legal organisations, such as 
schools, NGO’s, public authorities and private companies. 
 
This means that each and every senior wishing to create new European 
initiatives, based on successful project participation for example, must be linked 
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to an eligible organisation representing the senior(s) in the application and in the 
implementation. 
In particular the coordinating organisation needs to be solid and have evident 
capacity. 
 
The same is true for all groups of citizens that act as individuals or in small 
informal communities or associations. 
The European Commission wishes to increasingly involve these citizens, but: only 
through solid and capable partner organisations. 
 
The idea of creating small (senior) associations to apply for Erasmus+ funding is 
unsustainable. 
They will be outcompeted by the many big organisations applying for funding, 
even in the Adult Education sub-programme. 
 
The general solution is therefore that it should be an obligation for local public 
authorities to serve as umbrella organisation or platform for senior initiatives, 
also at European level. 
 

 
Municipalities across Europe should offer seniors open space to create and 
implement European projects within the organisational framework of public 
authorities. 
 
It is more difficult to imagine educations or chambers of commerce in such an 
umbrella or platform role, even if they definitely should do this. 
 
Unfortunately most municipalities are not offering seniors or other citizens such 
free space and such room to move, not even in the Nordic countries. 
Of course, this tells a story about the lack of serious interest in innovation in 
these municipalities, a lack of respect for its citizens – but also a lack of respect 
for European policy. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


