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Care-a-Van





Average daily time 
spent alone

% spending all
their time alone
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Other arrangement
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7:46 hr

14%

37%

3%
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Pew Research Center



What does Social Infrastructure for 
elders mean?

“The underlying structures that sustain 
social life, including spaces of sociability 
and care.”



Intergenerational programming creates 
reciprocal exchange rather than just making older 
adults into burdens / care recipients. It starts to 
weave older adults back into the fabric of everyday 
societal life







We are interested in understanding the importance of 
activities like cooking, food-sharing, story-telling, 
and self-care in the daily lives of our senior citizens.
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Social infrastructure 
for older adults

Older adults as 
social infrastructure



Elders Policy Makers
Program AdminsVolunteers

Engage Stakeholders



What is the existing social infrastructure for 
elders in Cambridge?



City of Cambridge
Council on Aging

Somerville Cambridge 
Elder Services (SCES)

Cambridge City Hall

Senior Centers

MA Executive Office 
of Elder Affairs
state & federal funding

Case Management
Caregiver Support

Nutrition and Meals

Arts Center

Church CBOs

Library

Other Older Adult 
Community Orgs

Intergenerational 
Community Orgs



Citywide & North Cambridge Senior Centers

We serve about 10% of the 
total population of seniors in 
Cambridge

Interviewee: 
Arline McGrady, 
Cambridge Senior 

Center, Events 
Coordinator

Weekly Schedule

“
”



Somerville Cambridge Elder Services (SCES)

People don’t want to admit 
that they need help.

“
”

Interviewees: 
Colleen Morrissey,  SCES, 
Director of Volunteer & 
Special Projects 

Micheline Federman, 
SCES, Volunteer for 
Money Management 
Program

Subgrants to 
ethnicity-focused groups

Housing 
assistance

Home Care Services &
Health Support

Volunteer 
Programs

Phone-operated hotline

Congregate Meal Site
& Food Delivery

People don’t know about the 
services that exist.

“
”



Outreach: people don’t 
know about programs 
that exist

Representation: 
people don’t identify 
themselves as 
someone who needs 
the service

Access: people can’t 
access programs due to 
various barriers

Challenges



Care-a-van
● Mobile dining hall & community hub that circulates in different neighborhoods
● Create intergenerational programming rather than elder-exclusive programming
● Create food-related programming that encourages story-sharing as a way to 

pass down cultural heritage



Care-a-van



How does Care-a-van work?

Uplift existing infrastructure Build new social infrastructure



What does Care-a-van provide?

Cooking Recipe Sharing Personal Care

Exchange stories 
& life advice

Volunteer small 
acts of care

Knitting/Crocheting



Activation Mode

Standalone

E.g. Parked in open public spaces, 
using existing park seating

E.g. Parked by someone’s home / the 
senior center as an extension of the 
private indoor space

Hybrid



Day 1. Small group cooking & Meal Sharing

📍Location: 
Neighborhood park
Community center
Senior center
School
Church

💡Activation Mode: 
Hybrid

🥘 Food: 
~A small group of participants 
develop menu & cook
~10-15 participants share food & 
life stories over food



Day 2. Potluck & Recipe Share

📍Location: 
Neighborhood park
Community center
Senior center
School
Church

💡Activation Mode:
Standalone

🥘 Food: 
~Participants each bring a 
homemade dish / snack from their 
culture
~Share recipes & stories related to 
recipes



Day 3. Collaboration w/ Congregate Meal Sites 

📍Location: 
Local food bank
Congregate meal sites
Collaborating restaurant

💡Activation Mode: 
Standalone

🥘 Food: 
~ Ready-to-eat food prepared by 
the food bank/ meal site / 
restaurant
~Share stories & life experiences 
over food



Day 4. Salon

📍Location: 
Neighborhood park
Community center
Senior center
School
Church

💡Activation Mode: 
Hybrid / Standalone

💅  Activity: 
~ Nail care
~ Hair brush
~ Light massage
~ Chatting



Unactivated: Grocery Delivery 



Sample Schedule

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

10:00 - 
12:00 am

Meal Site Delivery 
+ Advice Session

Danehy Park

Salon

Harvard Sq 
Homeless 
Shelter

Meal Site 
Delivery + 
Advice Session

Danehy Park

Knitting / 
crocheting

Riverside

Salon

Harvard Sq 
Homeless Shelter

1:00 - 
3:00 pm

Potluck

Riverside

Potluck

Library

Small group 
cooking & 
Story-sharing

Local Church

Haircut / 
Hairbrushing

Local 
Neighborhood

Meal Site Delivery + 
Advice Session

Danehy Park

5:00 - 
7:00 pm

Community 
Cookup & Dinner

Local Church

Sunset 
Photography & 
Evening Tea

Riverside

Meal Site 
Delivery + 
Advice Session

Danehy Park

Evening Tea

Kendall 
Square

Dance Class

Citywide 
Senior Center

Karaoke / 
Sing-off

Local 
neighborhood

Small group cooking 
& story-sharing

Citywide Senior 
Center Parking Lot



A chance to meet younger neighbors

Seniors mingle with Care-a-Van



Cooking Together: 
A Pamphlet of Senior 
Stories, Recipes, and 

Elder Care

Biographies, stories, 
anecdotes from 

seniors

Recipes from seniors, 
and illustrations 

Publication: Periodical Zine



Leadership & Teams 

Proposal to FriendshipWorks (Nonprofit)

● Mission: Reduce social isolation, enhance quality of life, and preserve 
the dignity of older adults in Greater Boston

● Embedded in existing network like SCES



Leadership & Teams 

Dedicated team of 4-5 to manage and run the programs

● Full-time Program Manager/Treasurer
● Full-time Community Organizer
● Part-time Volunteer Coordinator
● Part-time Program Planner

Assets & Personnel

● 1 dedicated van
● 2 part-time drivers, switching shifts



Volunteers & Collaborators

Intergenerational volunteers
● Ethnically representative + multilingual
● Recruit near fixed parking spots

Stable, dependable

● 5-10 volunteers
● Min 6 months commitment
● Familiar faces by neighborhood and/or schedule

Become part of the network
● Existing pool of volunteers
● Other resources: volunteers.com, non-profits, YMCA, community 

centers, churches and houses of worship, words of mouth, etc.





Thank you!

Miaow



Cambridge Citywide Senior Centers

Cambridge Citywide Senior Centers serve 
11% of the elder population.

 

Mount Auburn Hospital:
Nutrition Education
Healthy Cooking Classes

Haitian Community Group:
Cooking Social Event

Chinese Community Group:
Singing, Folk Dancing,
Chinese New Year

Senior Center Lunch Club:
Monthly Restaurant Outings 

Senior Center Theme Party:
Monthly Ballroom Meal + 
Entertainment 

Lunch and Learns:
Invited speakers + meal

Interviewee: 
Arline McGrady, 
Cambridge Senior 

Center, Events 
Coordinator



Cambridge Citywide Senior Centers

Elder-exclusive Infrastructures Intergenerational Infrastructures

North Cambridge Senior Centers

Cambridge City Library

Multicultural Arts Center

Local churches

Cambridge Center for 
Adult Education

Council on Aging



Parking Criteria

● Provide services to older adults who face difficulties accessing them elsewhere
○ Park near older adults with lower incomes, with disabilities, who live in isolation, who 

does not qualify for state-funded or non-profit services

● Circulate between neighborhoods with immigrant communities
○ Ethnic enclaves
○ Multicultural & multilingual activities 

● Create intergenerational connections
○ Situate near commons, schools, libraries, parks, commercial districts, or where 

convenient for both older and younger folks
 

● Support older adults with mental health difficulties
○ What are the places where they congregate?
○ What social programming are helpful for improving their mental health?









Intergenerational engagement 

For older adults For younger 
generations



Why we care about aging

De-stigmatize aging

* Golden age
* support 
immigration 
communities

Share life 
experiences 


