
UNLEASHING
the Experience Dividend

Advancing the community’s ability to engage people in their 
50’s and beyond to build a better world.
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Consider…

• Between  and , the number of workers age

 and older will grow at nearly four times the rate 

of the overall work force.

• These “leading edge” baby boomers are healthier,

more educated, and better off financially than any

previous generation.

• They are inclined to work in the so-called

“retirement years.”

• Large numbers of them want to transition into 

work that is personally satisfying to them and helps

improve the quality of life in their communities.

In recent years, the Grand Rapids Community
Foundation has been spearheading local efforts to
prepare our community for both the challenges and 
the opportunities presented by the aging of the biggest
generation of Americans ever. Hundreds of people in
Kent County have contributed to the development of
a Creating Community for a Lifetime vision and
comprehensive roadmap with recommendations to 
guide our work.

This brochure focuses on the Grand Rapids Community
Foundation’s leadership role in advancing the social and
civic engagement recommendations. Our multi-faceted
approach includes strategic grantmaking and support as
well as local and national partnerships in data-gathering,
research and learning. Our goal: to help the community
unleash the experience dividend offered by people in
their  and beyond who want to make a difference—
who are ready to use their passion and experience to
build a better world.

Getting Ready 
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Sharing a Love for Learning

Dareather Greer, a retired Grand
Rapids Community College teacher,
tutors children in the Grand Rapids
Public Schools who need help with
reading. “There’s a light that goes on
in a child when he or she understands
something for the first time,” she says.
“I’m feeling so blessed by being there.”

1990-2000 GROWTH RATE 45-64 65+
Total population +38% +10%
White +33% +22%
Black +57% +39%
Hispanic +86% +154%

A Profound Age Shift

Demographic projections for a dramatic increase in the
size of the population over sixty—the “Floridization” of
the U.S.—have received considerable media attention in
recent years. With a growing body of research focused on
the aging population, one of the most promising findings
is that this population shift will lead to a dramatic
increase in the number of experienced adults who are
available for—and strongly interested in—working to
address community problems. A  AARP study found
that nearly half of baby boomers say they expect to
devote more time to community service or volunteer
activities during retirement.

Kent County’s  population was ,. While 
adults + comprised about  percent or , people,
boomers made up nearly  percent or , people.
Between  and , the number of + residents in
Kent County is expected to double as baby boomers 
enter traditional retirement age.

Community Involvement

More than  percent of those + report involvement
in volunteer activity:

• The highest levels of
involvement are the -

year-olds and the -

year-olds.
• Religious organizations

account for by far the
largest area of volunteer
activity ( percent of those reporting volunteerism),
with other organizational sectors ranging from 
 percent (environmental organizations) to  percent
(educational organizations).

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT
60 – 69 60%
45 – 59 57%
80+ 52%
70 – 79 51%

Dareather Greer found her opportunity
through Experience Corps, a national
literacy program launched in Grand
Rapids by Gerontology
Network through a
grant from the Grand
Rapids Community
Foundation. Experience
Corps has a track record of significantly
improving children’s reading skills while
enhancing the health and wellbeing of
its participants.

Dareather Greer tutors a student



Unleashing the Experience Dividend

Demonstrating New Ways to 
Unleash the Experience Dividend

Mentoring Urban Youth

Through Operation SAGE: Seniors, Active, Giving and
Enriching, experienced adults share their time, talents
and life experience with children and youth in
neighborhood after-school and summer programs.
The program is a collaboration of the Camp Fire USA
Western Michigan Council and the Greater Grand
Rapids YMCA.

Creating a Volunteer Park Management Organization

Greeting park users, assisting with traffic, running a food
concession, planning summer concerts, and providing
educational and recreational programs for children are
among the activities handled by experienced adult
volunteers in the John Ball Zoo Society’s Ball  Project.
The project, which takes its title from the original name
of the park, uses the skills and expertise of experienced
adults to support park operations through a volunteer
park management organization. Through its activities,
the group generates revenue to sustain itself.

Supported by , in grants from the Grand Rapids Community Foundation’s Lucy E. Barnett Trust for 

the Elderly, five Grand Rapids organizations are demonstrating innovative approaches to tapping the resources of

experienced adults. Grants to the five agencies were the first to be awarded as part of the Foundation’s  million

pledge to move forward the recommendations identified in the Creating Community for a Lifetime roadmap.

The focus of the projects range from intergenerational tutoring and mentoring to advocacy training, connecting

experienced adults with employment opportunities, and facilitating park management operations.







Grand Rapids Community
Foundation Partners with
National Effort to Engage
Experienced Adults

The Atlantic Philanthropies’ Community
Experience Partnership (CEP) aims to
expand opportunities for experienced
adults to become engaged as vital civic
resources in their communities. Grand
Rapids Community Foundation is one of
only 30 community foundations in the
U.S. selected to participate in the first
phase of the CEP, focusing on developing
a knowledge base about local resources
and strategies that offer opportunities 
to tap the talents of older adults. 

“The $23,571 Atlantic Philanthropies
grant has allowed the Community
Foundation to take a closer look at how
we might overcome outdated attitudes
and capitalize on the skills and passions
of experienced adults in our community—
baby boomers and beyond,” said Diana
Sieger, Community Foundation President.
“The Community Experience Partnership
is structured as a learning community, 
so our local research has been informed
by opportunities to learn from the work
of the other community partners. For
example, we’ve learned that most
communities need to do a lot of nonprofit
capacity-building work in order to
effectively engage experienced adults 
in addressing community problems.”

The Atlantic Philanthropies, a private
foundation that supports programs
worldwide, is dedicated to bringing 
about lasting changes in the lives of
disadvantaged and vulnerable people.
Atlantic focuses on critical social
problems related to aging, disadvantaged
children and youth, population health, 
and reconciliation and human rights. 
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“Tapping the tremendous potential of older adults to improve life for

everyone in their communities is at the heart of this initiative,” said Laura

Robbins, head of the U.S. Aging Program for The Atlantic Philanthropies.

“In communities across the U.S., the energy, skills and experience of

people over 60 are ready to be unleashed. Imagine how much stronger

communities will be when they choose to benefit from the time and talents

of their most experienced citizens.”



 Ottawa Avenue NW, Suite -c, Grand Rapids, MI 

Tel: .., Fax: ..

Email: grfound@grfoundation.org, Website: www.grfoundation.org

Moving Forward

Our community’s most experienced citizens represent,
in the words of civic engagement expert Marc Freedman,
a truly remarkable “renewable resource.” Taking full
advantage of this rich resource will require the
commitment and investment of individuals and
organizations throughout the community. We have
much to build on, including the foundational work of
Creating Community for a Lifetime, the insights we’ve
gained from our Community Experience Partnership
assessment, and the lessons we’re learning from the
Community Foundation’s civic engagement
demonstration projects.

Moving forward, the Grand Rapids Community
Foundation is seeking individuals and organizations
who will take the next steps with us, exploring
possibilities for advancing the promising strategies
that have been identified. NOW is the time to act—
as the first boomers are turning . We urge you—as
an individual or through your organization—to join
us on this exciting journey.

Additional Resources

Boomers and Beyond: Is Our Community Ready 
to Tap Their Talents?, a report to The Atlantic
Philanthropies as part of the Community Experience
Partnership, www.grfoundation.org

Joining Strength to Strength: Realizing the Potential
of an Aging Community, Creating Community for a
Lifetime, Phase II Briefing, www.community4alifetime.org
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