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Introduction
Council on the Ageing (COTA) Victoria acknowledges the traditional custodians of the land on which we 
all work and live. COTA Victoria pays respect to elders past and present and those who continue the 
journey. COTA Victoria recognises the rich indigenous heritage and culture of this country.

COTA Victoria is the leading not-for-profit organisation representing the interests and rights of people 
aged 50+ in Victoria. For nearly 70 years, COTA Victoria has led government, corporate and community 
thinking about the positive aspects of ageing, and on promoting opportunities for, and protecting the 
rights of older Victorians. As a member-based organisation, COTA Victoria is run by, for and with older 
Victorians.

In 2020 the Coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has dramatically affected the lives of older people and in 
fact all people. COTA Victoria and the City of Whittlesea conducted a survey with older people to inform 
future work around COVID-19. The purpose of the survey was to:

• describe what older Victorians are saying they need to support them over the coming 
months as the pandemic continues to challenge us

• help�the�Victorian�Government�and�City�of�Whittlesea�plan�for�future�emergencies

• share what older people are experiencing and strive for this to be heard

The City of Whittlesea is located on Melbourne’s northern metropolitan fringe. About 70 per cent of the 
municipality is classified ‘rural’, with the remaining ‘urban’ space comprising established, developing 
and future growth areas.  The population of residents aged 50+ years is 62,000 (27% of its residents).  
As a rapidly growing municipality, the proportion of residents 50+ years is not predicted to alter. Yet, 
the number of people in this age group will increase significantly to approximately 112,691 residents 
50+ years by 2041.

Methodology
COTA Victoria designed the survey and published it using Survey Monkey in July 2020. City of 
Whittlesea approached COTA Victoria to see if they could use municipal data to find out more about 
Whittlesea’s older residents.

Whittlesea provided a paper version of the survey to delivered food consumers (Meals on Wheels) 
between 20 – 31 July. A telephone survey with Social Support Group consumers as part of their weekly 
wellbeing call was conducted between 20 – 31 July. The survey was also promoted electronically 
through e-newsletters and sent to the Seniors Clubs (not meeting at the time).

COTA Australia, the Federation body of COTA Victoria, also conducted a telephone survey with Victorian 
COTA members not digitally connected from July to early August. All data was entered into Survey 
Monkey and analysis took place using Excel.

City of Whittlesea kindly collaborated with COTA Victoria, with COTA Victoria providing the raw data 
to Whittlesea for analysis from both their municipality and the broader state-wide perspectives. COTA 
Victoria has included the Whittlesea findings in this report because it provides an interesting snapshot 
from a proactive council seeking the experiences of its older residents. 

COTA Victoria also supported the City of Whittlesea’s public forum on 6 October, to share the survey 
findings with about 70 service providers and interested people, and begin to workshop emerging 
themes, potential solutions and collaboration opportunities as part of the recovery planning process.
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Gender of Victorian participants

Female

Male

Prefer not to say

Demographics�of�survey�participants
A total of 1146 Victorians completed the survey. The survey did ask people to record their postcode, 
with just over 20% (231 people) coming from the City of Whittlesea, reflecting their proactive approach 
requesting older people to participate in the survey. Not all people answered all questions and some 
questions allowed for multiple responses.

There was substantial participation by an older cohort of people. Eighty-seven per cent (87%) of 
respondents were aged over 65 years, while in Whittlesea, this was 88%. 

Age Group
Whittlesea Victoria

Number of people Per cent Number of people Per cent

18 to 34 0 0 7 1%

35 to 54 2 1% 37 3%

55 to 64 24 10% 112 10%

65 to 74 83 36% 502 44%

75 to 84 84 36% 375 33%

85 or older 37 16% 112 10%

Relationship�Status Number of people Victoria %

Single 216 18.8%

Married 547 47.7%

Live with a partner 52 4.5%

Have a partner but we don’t live together 28 2.4%

Widowed 265 23.1%

I prefer not to say 23 2.0%

Other (please specify) 15 1.3%

In relation to gender, 760 women 
and 372 males completed the 
survey, with 14 people preferring 
not to state a gender.  

The survey found that a person’s relationship status in older age can be complex. COTA Victoria wanted 
survey participants to be able to express their relationships in various ways, including whether their 
partner has died or no longer lives with them. Two major status categories state-wide were married 
(47.7%) or widowed (23.1%). In the comments section many participants went on to define their 
status, for example, divorced or married but the partner was living in residential care. In future surveys, 
it would be more relevant to know their current living situation, living alone or with others, and have a 
separate relationship question. 

66.3%

33%

1.3%
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Personal wellbeing 

Impact of COVID-19 personally
About 45% of people overall were somewhat worried about the impact of COVID-19, compared to 
32% of Whittlesea residents. But a greater proportion of Whittlesea’s older people were very worried/
extremely worried, at 49%, than their wider cohort (31%). For Whittlesea, the survey was conducted 
from July to August. At this point in time, the number of active COVID-19 cases was increasing and 
Whittlesea municipality was a hot-spot for community spread.

Comments from participants demonstrate the concerns:

“I lost my husband in January to cancer. I live alone and depend on others to drive me around because 
I don’t drive myself. I am worried about going shopping plus I don’t tolerate masks as to go with one 
to the shops or a walk in the park”.

“Not having conversation with others. I have also notice I’m finding it difficult to get the word  
instantly to say it. I’m most of the time in my own thoughts. Also, I’m worried not using the muscles  
in my mouth”.

How worried are you about the impact of Coronavirus on you personally?

Extremely 
worried Very worried Somewhat 

worried Not so worried Not at all 
worried

Other  
(please specify)

■ City�of�Whittlesea 23% 26% 32% 13% 5% 1%

■ Victoria 12% 18% 45% 18% 6% 1%

0
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20%

30%

40%
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Impact of COVID-19 on family
Concern for family members was equally reflected, with most Victorians choosing the somewhat 
worried option at 36.5% compared to Whittlesea 22.1%. Whittlesea residents instead had a higher 
proportion of extremely worried/ very worried about the impact of COVID-19 on your family, 
Whittlesea 60%, compared to state-wide at 42.3%.

Example of comments from participants:

 “The impact of coronavirus on my families is when the restrictions caused lockdown. Not allowed to 
see them and even if they are sick could not visit them.”

“I’m worried for my family and my grandchildren, even if they are doing the right thing, other  
people are not”.

How worried are you about the impact of Coronavirus on your family?

Extremely 
worried Very worried Somewhat 

worried Not so worried Not at all 
worried

Other  
(please specify)

■ City�of�Whittlesea 32.0% 28.6% 22.1% 12.6% 2.2% 2.6%

■ Victoria 16.3% 26.0% 36.5% 15.4% 4.1% 1.7%
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Impact on mental wellbeing
There was a mixed result on older people’s self-assessment of their mental health. Many Victorian older 
people felt that COVID-19 had neither a positive or negative impact (41.1%) but many people stated it 
had a somewhat negative/very negative (44.4%) impact on their mental health.

Example of comments from participants:

Somewhat positive on their mental health:

“It’s a bit hard to tell because I had decided to retire right at the time the first lockdown occurred so 
there were two major variables happening at the same time. This second time is a little more difficult 
to cope with but I feel very lucky in my situation.”

“More or less house bound anyway, keep in touch with family.”

Somewhat negative on their mental health:

“I am feeling anxious about my own health and the well-being and that of my family, the increasing 
levels of virus in the community and its impact, feeling anxious about the future - how will we move 
on safely to a new normal without a vaccine to protect us and what will our lives be like?”

“I feel I have lost a sense of purpose. Also losing touch with friends and family is difficult. I wonder if 
this is what the rest of my life will be? We have not been to a shopping centre since early March. I 
have organised prescriptions to be delivered once a month and shop online for food. Social distancing 
on our local walking tracks is difficult at times. I feel safe but useless and isolated.”

Has the Coronavirus pandemic had a positive or negative impact 
on your mental health?

Very positive Somewhat 
positive

Neither positive 
or negative

Somewhat 
negative Very negative No response

■ City�of�Whittlesea 7.4% 9.5% 35.1% 36.8% 11.3% -

■ Victoria 3.1% 9.8% 41.1% 37.3% 7.1% 1%
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How did older people rate their general health?
The participants were asked to rate their own health. State-wide, fifty percent (50%) felt that they are a 
healthy person and 34% live with a long-term health issue. A total of 14% felt that they were healthier 
before COVID-19 lockdown restrictions.

There was a marked difference in the top category for Whittlesea, with just 38.5% responding as a 
healthy person, and almost as many (36.8%) stating they live with a long-term health issue. 

There were many comments added from participants, such as:

“As I am almost 80 years and my sisters are 80 and 90 years we are much in the same boat although I 
walk (with walker) around the block most days they are only able to walk to their letter boxes.”

Describe your health
Victorian 

participants

I am a healthy person 50.3%

I feel I was healthier before Coronavirus lockdown restrictions 14.1%

I experienced a non-Coronavirus illness during lockdown restrictions 6.5%

I live with a long-term health issue 34.1%

I live with disability 8.5%

Prefer not to say 2.7%

Following health advice
Most older people find it very easy to follow the COVID-19 health advice (48%), with 9% of participants 
finding it somewhat/very difficult to follow health advice.

Examples of the mixed comments from participants in regards to following health advice:

“Everyday is the same message, Stay Home, Wear a Mask.”

“We are rarely leaving our home. We isolate our groceries for three days before bringing them into the 
house and disinfect/sanitize the fridge things. So we regard our home as a safe zone.”

“I am unable to go to my Physio. I have chronic pain. I am waiting for a hip replacement.”

How easy or difficult is it for you to follow the Coronavirus health advice?
(Victorian participants)

Neither easy nor difficult

Somewhat difficult

Very difficult48.4%

30.4%

0.6%
1.1%

11.3%

7.7%

Somewhat easy

Very easy

No response
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Challenges faced due to COVID-19

Top challenges being experienced by older people
From a list of 19 events, participants were asked to select up to five responses to the question “What 
are the top 5 challenges you currently face in a world experiencing the Coronavirus pandemic?”

The local government snapshot for Whittlesea provides some interesting differences when compared to 
the state. Most of these differences were minimal, except for the desire to return to volunteering:

• Greater proportion of Whittlesea residents (58%) have a concern about social isolation 
compared to state-wide (50%).

• Greater proportion of Whittlesea residents (32%) have a concern about general anxiety about 
COVID-19 on their life compared to state-wide (27%).

• Greater proportion of Whittlesea residents (69%) are missing not being with their family 
compared to state-wide (61%).

• Just below the top 5 choices, Victorians (24%) are missing their volunteering work more than 
Whittlesea residents (13%).

The differences between living-alone households and living with others were:

• Greater proportion of people living alone (9%) have concerns about computer/internet 
connectivity compared to participants living with others (1%).

• Greater proportion of people living alone (60%) have a concern about social isolation 
compared to participants living with others (55%).

• Greater proportion of people living alone (35%) have a challenge with communication with 
other people compared to participants living with others (27%).

• Greater proportion of people living alone (16%) have a challenge with access to medications 
compared to participants living with others (9%).

• Greater proportion of people living with others (77%) have a challenge in relation to “don’t 
get to be with my family” compared to participants living alone (69%).

• Greater proportion of people living with others (75%) have a challenge in relation to “Not 
being able to go to weekly activities such as social groups, churches, sport” compared to 
participants living alone (58%).

• Greater proportion of people living with others (13%) have a concern about not having 
enough money for the future compared to participants living alone (5%).

• Greater proportion of people living with others (22%) are missing their volunteering work 
compared to participants living alone (7%), suggesting that people living with others may also 
experience isolation and the need to connect with other people.

Top challenges being experienced by older Victorians in relation to COVID-19

0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Not being able to go to weekly activities
 such as social groups, church, sports

I don’t get to be with my family

Social isolation

Missing important life events, for example,
funerals/weddings/birthdays

Not being able to get out and be active
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0 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Working from home

Losing my job or reduced hours

Not being able to get out and be active

Missing important life events, for example,
 funerals/weddings/birthdays

I don’t have access to the
 information I need

Computer and/or Internet connectivity

I don't get to be with my family

Social isolation

Communication with other people is harder

I’m sick or helping others who are sick

Access to health care and medication

Keeping a regular schedule

Maintaining healthy life choices

Not being able to go to weekly activities
 such as social groups, churches, sport

General anxiety about the impact
 of coronavirus on my life

Getting enough food

Won't have enough money for the future

I can't do my volunteering

An unexpected death 
of a close relative/friend

Current challenges in a world experiencing COVID-19
(Victorian participants)
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Single greatest concern
Participants were provided an open-ended question asking: “what is the single greatest concern right 
now?” When grouping the answers in themes, the most frequently expressed concerns were: concern 
for others (family/friends/younger people (18%), when will it end/returning to normal (13%) and 
second wave of cases (12%). The other concerns expressed included: missing family, financial future/
economy, isolation/boredom, catching the virus, concern for others not following rules, health in 
general and staying safe. 

Comments from participants demonstrate the concerns of some residents:

“I’m concerned about dying before my time. I have underlying health issues, if I catch this virus, I’m 
dead.”

“(I’m concerned about) the economical, and mental health of all who have been affected. The future 
of Australia and the world. There will be winners but many will be badly affected.”

“How long it will take to get a vaccine and the hope of clearing the virus, and then how different the 
world will be, whether better or worse.”

“This will never end, and I will be stuck in my house forever.”

What is your single greatest concern right now?
(Top 10 themed responses, Victorian participants)

0 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 20%

Concern for others

When will it end/returning to normal

2nd wave/no. of cases

Missing family

Financial future

Isolation/loneliness/boredom

Catching virus

Others not following rules

Health

Staying safe
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Endurance during a pandemic

Support networks
The majority (58%) of older Victorians feel very confident/extremely confident that they have the right 
support networks to help them through this experience. People feeling confident considered that they 
had access to adequate information, communicate regularly with family, access to other types of home 
support services, access to mobile phone and computer.

However, in Whittlesea, 15% of older people are not confident that they have the support networks to 
help them through this experience compared to 10% state-wide. 

Common themes from people feeling not confident included:

“I do not use much internet”.

“I normally support others and find now I don’t have such a good support network for myself. 
Everyone hassles for support but few are willing to give back”.

“Telehealth is rubbish - how can a doctor on a 10 minute call know what is wrong with you”.

“I have been unable to get the mental health support I need even though I had a referral from my GP”.

“Most of my activities I do in a class environment. Nothing currently available”.

“Everyone is too busy”.

“I’m not allowed to visit the one person I want to have support with and I can’t support her with her 
newborn baby. A phone call and/or Skyping doesn’t actually cut it! Even though everyone out there 
(who often is still working or live with others) tell you that it is the same thing and just as effective. 
Also a bunch of strangers aren’t that helpful either. If I had a lover living in a different house I’d be 
able to visit - go figure!”

How�confident�are�you�that�you�have�the�right�support�
network to help you through this period?

Victorian 
participants

Extremely confident 16.7%

Very confident 41.3%

Somewhat confident 28.5%

I wasn't confident to begin with but I am now 2.0%

Not so confident 7.5%

Not confident at all 2.7%

No response 1.3%
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Maintaining home arrangements
A total of 65.4% of older Victorians feel that they can maintain their current home arrangements for 
three or more months. This group of older people demonstrated a level of understanding about what 
they could control, many of them stating their ability to take charge of their home environment.

But some older Victorians (3.6%) believe that their current home arrangement is not sustainable now 
and this is double for older Whittlesea residents (7.4%). Older people feeling that their current home 
arrangement is not sustainable expressed the following:

“I was to put the house on the market in order to move to a nursing home cannot do either yet”.

“This time round, I’m more emotional, with my husband in care and being unable to visit him in 
person. I do Skype with him once a week”.

“I have to find somewhere to live soon so I’m very concerned how I can do this under the restrictions. 
It has made the situation much worse”.

“Two adult immediate family members have been working from home since lockdown one. It is way 
overdue they have to get back to their offices and again socialise with their staff members as most 
likely would have occurred had it not been the regularly aforementioned Victorian government 
lockdown one mismanagements.”

Able to maintain current 
home arrangements

Whittlesea Victoria

It’s not sustainable now 7.4% 3.6%

One week 2.2% 1.1%

A few weeks 9.5% 7.8%

About a month 7.8% 6.5%

Two months 6.9% 9.2%

Three or more months 52.8% 65.4%

No Response 13.4% 6.5%
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Communications�and�the�role�of�government

Older people want to be kept informed
Participants were asked how often they would like the government to inform them about how they will 
handle complications due to COVID-19, with half of Victorians stating they would like communications 
every day (50%), and a quarter preferring a few times a week (25.7%). COTA Victoria deliberately didn’t 
distinguish between the levels of government providing response and support to Victorians, due to the 
united government approach at the time of writing the survey.

Comments from participants included:

“Knowledge is a good thing if handled correctly. We do not need to be threatened with fines etc”

“This is serious business and we need to know what’s really happening so that we can prepare 
ourselves for the future. I only wish the media especially the commercial T.V. stations would use more 
appropriate language in their reporting and show a balanced report not just the worst parts. Now I 
tend to listen and watch Channel 2 and 24 for more accurate information.”

“Because I can’t cope not knowing, I need to believe there’s a light coming.”

“COVID-19 is all that you hear about on the TV and radio. It becomes depressing.”

Confidence in the government 
Participants were also asked about how confident they were in the government’s leadership and 
resources to help them manage through the pandemic. Most older people stated they were somewhat 
confident/very confident (66%) when answering this question. Fewer people answered the alternatives 
on the scale, of extremely confident (12.7%), not so confident (12.7%) or not confident at all (6.4%), 
with few people choosing not to respond (2.3%).
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Most�looking�forward�to�as�Coronavirus�restrictions�ease Whittlesea Victoria

Catching up in person with friends and/or relatives 82.3% 82.4%

Returning to a normal way of life 74.5% 66.8%

Returning to my weekly activities 62.3% 59.4%

Going to a cafe or restaurant 54.1% 57.2%

Going out shopping 50.6% 35.3%

Going away on a holiday 38.50% 50.90%

Accessing medical/health care that meets my needs 30.30% 22.50%

Returning to my gym or regular sporting activity 18.60% 28.60%

Returning to my volunteering role 13.90% 26.60%

Other (please specify) 11.30% 13.60%

Moving house 1.30% 2.00%

Returning to work at the workplace 1.30% 4.00%

Recovery�after�restrictions

Looking forward as COVID-19 restrictions ease
Participants were asked what they are most looking forward to as COVID-19 restrictions ease. 
Participants could select more than one response. The most popular response state-wide and 
for Whittlesea was to “catch up in person with friends and/or relatives”. Other highly anticipated 
activities once restrictions ease include: return to weekly activities, returning to a normal way of life, 
going to a café/restaurant and going away on a holiday. For Whittlesea, going out shopping made the 
top 5 answers. Volunteering was also considered more important to people in wider Victoria (26.6%).

*Other – comments regularly include living without fear, seeing family in residential 
care, sense of freedom.
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Advice for others – themes of comments
Percentage of 

comments (Victoria)

Follow health advice/rules 20.6%

Stay connected 19.3%

Be patient/it's not forever 15.5%

Seek assistance/support 12.7%

Stay positive 8.1.%

Relax/don’t panic 8.0%

Keep mind active/find a hobby 5.3%

Exercise/stay active 4.7%

Focus on today/what you can control 2.9%

Watch less news/social media 2.8%

Advice for others
The final survey question asked was "what advice would you give to someone feeling anxious about the 
Coronavirus pandemic?" Of the 1146 participants in the survey, 958 people responded to this open-
ended question. The top 10 themes are as below; however it was evident from comments that advice 
was to stay connected to others, be patient and that it will pass and to follow advice from governing 
bodies on how to stay safe.

Overall the responses were positive and demonstrated the resilience of older people.

Examples of comments from participants included:

“Limit your access to news reports and current affairs programs regarding other’s opinions of the 
pandemic. Fresh air is vital - if only to sit in the sun. Rest. Eat well. Maintain a good support network. 
Enjoy creative learning. Garden if you can!”

“Nothing is forever. This will end and life as we know it will be back. Not necessarily the same as we 
have learnt and experienced better ways of doing things during lockdown. Hopefully we remember 
the wins and take them forward.”

“Take a deep breath, follow the rules. Importantly speak to someone.”

“Find something to do now - not be thinking too far ahead and being overwhelmed by what you can’t 
do. Think of what you can do at this moment.”

“It is normal to feel anxious in an uncertain world. It is important to talk about it. It is important to 
reach out to others and to maintain contact with loved ones.”
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Conclusion
COTA Victoria and the City of Whittlesea have checked in on the experiences of older Victorians 
during the pandemic by asking them how they are through this survey, and participants have eagerly 
responded because they were asked.

Many older Victorians answered they have a substantial level of concern on the impact of COVID-19 on 
both themselves and their families. This is also the case with mental health, with a high proportion of 
people expressing the pandemic has had a somewhat negative/very negative impact on themselves. 
Thankfully most older people feel it is easy to follow the ongoing health advice.

However, older people’s greatest concerns were for other people, such as family/friends, and the future 
for younger people. They were also concerned with when the pandemic will end and what life will look 
like when we return to normal.

Overall, the top challenges are about not being able to go to weekly activities, not being with family 
members, social isolation, missing important life events such as funerals/weddings/birthdays and not 
being able to get out and be active.

From Whittlesea’s municipality snapshot, people living alone have a higher level of concern about their 
computer/internet connectivity and face greater challenges to communicate with other people. Access 
to medication is also a higher concern for people living alone.

People living with others have a higher level of need to connect with family, return to social activities 
and volunteer work. They also have a higher level of concern about not having enough money for the 
future.

Most older Victorians felt confident that they have the right support networks and can maintain 
current home arrangements for three or more months. It must be noted that this survey was taken at 
a time when restrictions looked like they would be eased within three months, which did not occur 
as a second wave of COVID-19 emerged. Importantly, there is a proportion of vulnerable older people 
feeling that their home arrangements are not sustainable now. This was more than double in the 
Whittlesea snapshot, indicating the potential for greater safety concerns for some geographical areas. 
More data needs to be accessed when considering these concerns and responses. 

As Victoria begins to recover and restrictions ease, older people are most looking forward to catching 
up in person with friends/family, returning to normal activities and going to cafés, and going on a 
holiday. Older people are also looking forward to accessing medical/health care that meets their needs.
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