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Unequal Impacts – COVID-19 and older people 

The pandemic presented unprecedented challenges for local organisations that 

support older people in our communities. We asked them about its impact….. 

Douglas Hunter, Equal Arts 

“92% of COVID-related deaths are people over 65 years old with over 20,000 of the 45,000 

deaths have been older people living in care homes.”   

What has happened in the care homes that Equal Arts work with on a weekly basis? 

“41 out of 44 residents in one of the care homes we work in had the virus, another saw 25% 

of residents die over a 10-week period and a member of care staff died with the virus in 

another.  This tragic loss of life has been traumatic for care staff and relatives.  Care staff 

normally experience losing one or two of their residents each month but nothing on this 

scale. And relatives have had limited visits despite the end of life of their loved ones, with the 

trauma compounded by funerals with no one attending.  Care home managers and their staff 

feel angry at being ‘thrown to the wolves’, having implemented a raft of procedures whilst the 

impact of the hospital discharge policy was not fully considered.” 

“By the end of March the Equal Arts programmes of creative activities in care homes came 

abruptly to an end and we struggled to find ways to support vulnerable older people with 

care staff increasingly meeting ‘essential’ care needs which in a time of crisis had little space 

for creative and quality of life activity.  NHS England also reported increased use of 

antipsychotic medication being used to sedate residents during lockdown conditions.” 

“We hoped digital delivery via zoom could be able to help but there was little capacity or 

ability for this work.  We tried singing and music in gardens and car parks alongside ‘food 

deliveries’ and following one visit the service manager said: “In 20 years managing this 

service I’ve never seen any activity have such a positive impact on staff morale and sheer 

pleasure on the faces of residents.”  Music and singing was a huge morale boost for staff, 

accessible and a positive distraction for residents. The number of performances increased to 

10 or more visits each week and as a project The Singing Hinnies came to fruition.”   

“In July live video streamed sessions became possible alongside safe social-distanced 

delivery in gardens with arts and crafts, pottery, gardening and hen-keeping all contributing 

to resident wellbeing. Activity Coordinator Angela who had contracted the virus and had 

been very poorly said: “I can’t wait to start working with Equal Arts again, the artists are 

lovely and ideas are amazing, it’ll be such a relief.”  

“We saw care staff under immense pressure and trauma and in need of additional help.  

With support from Gateshead NHS and care home managers, this summer we’re offering 

Bereavement and Trauma management courses providing a safe place to share, feel 

supported, gain practical guidance.  Staff work with artists and residents to develop transition 



and celebratory artworks to find meaning from the last four months and remember the 

friends we’ve lost.” 

What has happened amongst older people who live independently in their own 

homes? 

“Equal Arts worked with independent living older people in all different types of settings and 

as with all things, these activities came to an abrupt end.  Many older people manage 

complex health conditions which isolation would compound and have significant implications.   

93-year-old Tommy normally enjoyed three art groups each week whilst being partially 

sighted, having hearing loss, living with a cancer diagnosis and also having a carer role. 

Using a computer and even speaking on the phone is problematic due to hearing and sight 

impairment.  Equal Arts staff and volunteers delivered food and read The Biography of 

Norman Cornish as Tommy was a big fan had recently visited an exhibition of Cornish 

drawings and could picture ‘the workmen in flatcaps walking to work with a baitbox under 

their arm.’ Tommy has since been admitted to a hospice and members (friends) of groups 

have penned a poem, ‘My friend Tommy’ with support of a writer.”   

“Older people we previously didn’t know include Arthur and Joan.  Their daughter got in 

touch saying she was very concerned, “dad has bi-polar and mum has Alzheimer’s.” She’d 

heard about The Singing Hinnies and could we make a visit?  “My mam and dad love it, my 

dad’s full of chat and mam sings the songs down the phone.  It is such as relief to know they 

have some happiness in their week, I really can’t say how important and helpful it’s been for 

them and me.”   

“Alongside the Singing Hinnies we deliver over 100 Create @ Home packs in the post each 

month.  Over 80% of older people we work with do not have internet access.  With age-

friendly activities designed by artists, recipients have enjoyed creative writing, poetry, arts 

and crafts, collage and photography.  Tony said: “The packs are a lifeline, it keeps me going 

and thinking of new ideas.” However, Margaret said she still felt bereft and so lonely that she 

couldn’t find the motivation to start the activities.  So, we set up the Art-2-Art telephone 

befriending to chat about the weather or your pantoum poem.” 

“As culture and community venues are beginning to open up, we’re talking to older people 

who want to get back involved but also want to feel safe.  As we hear of ‘spikes’ we’re still 

cautious but also optimistic that older people who make up 22% of the population across 

Newcastle and Gateshead will be considered, part of the conversation and their voice heard.  

They have been and continue to be impacted more than any other group by the virus.  Their 

wellbeing needs to be considered and lessons learnt to prevent further unnecessary pain 

and trauma.” 

What has that meant for your organisation?  

“Equal Arts has had to adapt, we’ve experienced a significant reduction in income and are 

again reliant on grants and donations after a decade of building up earned income strands 

which disappeared overnight.  We’re optimistic that we can continue contributing to the 

quality of life of older people through delivering high quality creative experiences.  However 

we are concerned that older people shielding at home, living in care homes or those 

experiencing stress and anxiety will be left behind and forgotten as society moves on and 

focusses upon the needs of other diverse groups with louder voices.” 
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