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This report explores lessons from the first national 
COVID-19 lockdown across the United Kingdom 
with a focus on the surge in community spirit 
across the country. The report includes evidence 
from multiple constituency profiles, ranging from 
coastal  to  city, and from shire  to  suburb. The 
report draws upon a range of evidence from local 
constituency surveys, national trends, and case 
studies to provide a set of five recommendations 
that the Government could implement to 
strengthen community ties.
 
The first full national lockdown of the United Kingdom 
between March and July 2020 was unprecedented 
in British peacetime in the extent to which the public 
was asked to accept curtailments to their liberties. 

These restrictions were met with the full financial 
fire-power of the Treasury, which rapidly provided 
extensive financial packages to protect jobs and 
support livelihoods. Since March, the government has 
protected 9.6 million jobs through the Coronavirus 
Jobs Retention Scheme (CJRS), and 2.6 million self-
employed people through the Self-Employment 
Income Support Scheme (SEISS). As of August 30, 
897,590 small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) 
received grants, and 1.4 million have been issued with 
Bounce Bank Loans.

The government also played a part in supporting 
individuals by injecting £7 billion into the welfare 
system and providing an additional £500 million for a 
financial hardship fund for local authorities, and £750 
million for charities to continue to carry out their work 
during Covid-19.

As part of this, the Department for the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) also opened up the 
£3.5 million Food Charities Grant Fund for front-line 
food aid charities, offering grants up to £100,000 
to support charities to continue to provide food to 
vulnerable people. 

The government coordinated approximately 3.5 
million free food parcels in total, around 250,000 
each week, to people in England who were shielding 
and needed support getting essential food supplies.

However, a vast amount of relational welfare and 
support provided was carried out by a network of 
community volunteers across the country. As part of 
the research for this report, each of the contributing 

authors hosted a short survey asking their constituents 
for feedback on their experiences during lockdown. 
The survey results provided regional snapshots into 
how different communities supported each other 
during the lockdown. 
 
KEY SUMMARY OF SURVEY FINDINGS
  
• Volunteering had a positive impact on respondents 

and helped them feel more connected to their 
community.

• The vast majority of first-time volunteers would 
volunteer again.

• Regional differences were minimal overall, but 
there were common trends between rural and 
urban areas.

• Positive lockdown experiences often referenced 
a sense of belonging, being proud of the 
neighbourhood, and feeling more connected to 
family and the wider community.

• Respondents noted that having more time to 
think and the peace and quiet of less traffic were 
positive benefits of lockdown, often coupled with 
not commuting and the improved environment 
were mentioned regularly.

KEY SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

NHS CADETS

Unlike the Armed Forces, which have reserve and 
cadet forces, the NHS has no official volunteering arm 
beyond third party organisations such as HelpForce 
and St John’s Ambulance. We therefore recommend 
that an NHS Cadets service is created by NHS 
England.

MINISTER FOR VOLUNTEERING

Our recommendation is to upgrade the Minister for 
Civil Society to a Minister for Volunteering, whose 
work would include capturing and enhancing the 
mutual aid phenomenon. This position would sit with 
joint responsibility across the Department of Work 
and Pensions (DWP) and the Department of Health 
and Social Care (DHSC) to best enable the breaking 
down of barriers within public services that prevent 
community and individual initiatives. 

INTRODUCTION
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NATURE RESERVISTS NETWORK

A Nature Reservists Network would be focused 
on the young and unemployed in rural and coastal 
settings which may have less access to job support 
than urban settings. Building upon environmentalist 
Ben Goldsmith’s push for a National Nature Service, 
volunteers could be marshalled to establish new 
woodland, restore coastal salt-marshes, peat bogs 
and wetlands, creating corridors of nature through the 
landscape, building local green spaces, supporting 
local farming and improving our national parks. This, 
in turn, could act as a pathway to traineeships in the 
Green Economy from green construction to flood 
protection.   

VOLUNTEERING PATHWAYS

The survey and wider research indicates that when an 
individual volunteers once, they are overwhelmingly 
likely to volunteer again. We therefore recommend 
that the Minister for Volunteering encourage first time 
volunteering through schools, workplaces and job 
centres.

COMMUNITY CALLERS

The findings indicate a role for street level volunteer 
support to check-in on vulnerable and isolated 
neighbours wellbeing and mental health. Community 
callers would provide tools and an online calling 
platform to encourage outreach in person and via 
phone whilst maintaining safeguarding.

BACKGROUND

The threat of the pandemic led to a national campaign 
to ‘Stay Home, Protect the NHS, Save Lives’. At the 
height of lockdown, streets fell silent as individuals 
were limited to just one hour exercise a day and 
offices remained empty as workers were furloughed 
or adjusted to working from home. The Office for 
National Statistics recorded that nearly half of people 
in employment performed at least some of their work 
from home in April 2020.
 
Covid-19 community groups appeared, street 
champions were offered to organise food and 
prescription deliveries, charities were bombarded 
with offers of help, and hospitals received food 
deliveries from local businesses. 

A shining example of this community spirit was the 
£32 million raised for the NHS by Sir Colonel Tom 
Moore walking around his garden. 

The number of stories of good deeds from individuals 
to businesses alike indicated that two particularly 
remarkable things were happening:
 
Mutual aid phenomenon. Neighbours spontaneously 
self-organised, with a large volume of Facebook 
Covid-19 groups appearing. By March, Facebook 
stated that it had facilitated the formation of an 
estimated 300 local Covid-19 support groups, whose 
combined membership totalled more than a million 
people.

These groups ensured that people who were shielding 
and self-isolating were looked 
after. The community activity 
happened without the state 
directing individuals how to 
help, with local authorities 
falling in behind initiatives to 
provide pockets of funding 
and infrastructure. Often they 
were self-funded through 
local fundraising. 

Public services cut through 
red tape. The pandemic 
required public services, including the NHS, to react 
to rapid change. And while safeguarding continued 
to be paramount, there was a shift to speed up 
traditionally slow processes, for example rapid DBS 
checks for volunteers via the GoodSam App and 
increased adoption of collaborative processes such 
as St John Ambulance personnel who were allowed 
to work on hospital wards for the first time.

Lockdown led to an overall community response 
unseen in recent generations. This report will explore 
how communities, public bodies and government 
responded with practical recommendations for 
consideration.

COMMON LOCKDOWN CHALLENGES

Beyond the widely acknowledged impact of 
lockdown upon the economy, the following 
challenges were identified at a community level. 
These are outlined below:

MENTAL HEALTH 

The first lockdown had a notable impact on mental 
health. 

According to a coalition of 51 charities in July, ‘almost 

24% of adults said 
they felt lonely at 
some point during 
the last two weeks. 
Before lockdown, it 
was 10% of adults.

Source: Mental Health 
Foundation
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80% of people living with mental illness had reported 
their mental health has got worse as a result of the 
crisis.’ 

They reported that the Samaritans were receiving 
more than 7,000 calls a day from people struggling 
to cope, and almost half of the UK population were 
experiencing high levels of anxiety.

Mind, a mental health charity, also reported that their 
survey of more than 16,000 people during lockdown 
suggested two out of three adults (65%) over the age 
of 25 and three-quarters of young people (75%) aged 
13-24 with an existing mental health problem had 
reported worse mental health during lockdown.

Young people were impacted in many ways during 
the COVID lockdown. Notably, for children who did 
not have key worker parents, they were unable to 
attend school. 

This created isolation from normal routines, 
classmates and teachers. This also made engaging in 
extracurricular community activities more challenging 
too. 

- UK Youth, a leading national charity committed to 
improving young lives released a report based on a 
survey undertaken in March 2020. The report ‘The 
impact of COVID-19 on young people & the youth 
sector’ highlighted that many youth organisations 
quickly switched to online services at the start of 
lockdown, findings from youth organisations included:

- Most respondents (86%) indicated that they were 
engaging young people virtually or were in the 
planning stages to do so, where possible. For example, 
respondents described taking steps to move service 
provision such as activities online, engage with young 
people using social media platforms, and/or engage 
with young people by phone.

- Of those who answered, almost half of respondents 
(48%) said that between 75% and 100% of their young 
people would be able to engage in youth services 
digitally, based on current knowledge.

Connected to issues around mental health a significant 
fallout of lockdown was that domestic abuse rose 
significantly. 

National Charity Refuge reported that the National 
Domestic Abuse Helpline website - where women 
experiencing domestic abuse can access support if 
they are unable to call - saw an increase of more than 
8-fold compared with pre-lockdown statistics.

ANXIETY 

As a result of lockdown, health concerns and 
uncertainty of the future, anxiety rose notably during 
the first lockdown. 

People in marriages or civil partnerships noted high 
levels of anxiety during lockdown, 19 percentage 
points (to 39% ). Before lockdown (in the last quarter 
of 2019), it was couples in marriages and civil 
partnerships who had reported the lowest levels of 
anxiety.
 
Concerns in the early weeks of the pandemic were 
focussed on capacity to cope with patients, and the 
availability of the equipment needed, for example 
ventilators, however these were mostly overcome. 
For example, British manufacturers helped to produce 
14,000 ventilators and, perhaps most notably, the 
Nightingale hospitals were built at unprecedented 
speed. 

Even so, the media drumbeat of negative headlines, 
combined with an unprecedented level of isolation, 
was no doubt a permanent reminder for many across 
the UK and will have exacerbated anxiety levels for 
themselves, their family and the most vulnerable 
across society.

The Office for National Statistics reported that 
between 3rd April and 10th May 2020 the number 
of people reporting high levels of anxiety sharply 
elevated. Age was a factor with the report highlighting 
that ‘those aged 75 years and over were almost twice 
as likely as those aged 16 to 24 years to report high 
anxiety during lockdown.

LONELINESS

Loneliness was commonly cited as a major concern 
across many communities. For example, the Mental 
Health Foundation identified that: 24% of adults said 
they felt lonely at some point during the last two 
weeks of March 2020. Before lockdown, it was 10% 
of adults. 

Young people aged 18-24 were the most likely to 
experience loneliness during lockdown. Before the 
first lockdown, one in six (16%) said they felt lonely. 
Since the start of the first lockdown, young people are 
almost three times more likely to have experienced 
loneliness, with almost half (44%) feeling this way. 

Research by the Red Cross in their report ‘Life after 
Lockdown: Tackling Loneliness‘ found that ‘before 
the Covid-19 crisis one in five people reported being 
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often or always lonely. Now, 41 per cent of UK adults 
report feeling lonelier since lockdown’. The report 
also highlighted that ‘a third of UK adults haven’t had 
a meaningful conversation in the last week’ during 
the height of the first lockdown.

Of those asked, 31% (equivalent to 7.4 million adults) 
reported their well-being had been affected through 
their feeling lonely in the past seven days. 

VOLUNTEER UTILISATION 

The government’s GoodSam volunteer app which 
was designed to provide a national volunteer base 
recieved an unprecedented 750,000 sign-ups. 

Volunteers were fast tracked for DBS checks and 
then primarily funnelled into the national Shielding 
programme to support local government organisations 
with food parcel deliveries to individuals and families 
in the extremely vulnerable category. 

Whilst the recruitment drive was an overriding 
success, with hundreds of thousands of voluntary 
actions recorded, there were some individuals that 
were not required but may still want to volunteer.

Additionally, whilst local government organised 
to activate the new army of volunteers in the early 
weeks of lockdown, the localised mutual aid groups 
exemplified speed and agility with successful self-
organisation. 

Across social media, Covid-19 Facebook and 
WhatsApp communities appeared in their droves. 
Over 4,000 mutual aid groups were created, which 
were welcomed and often provided hyper-local 
support, with some groups focusing solely on a single 
street. 

These had many benefits, as it resulted in neighbour 
supporting neighbour, but it also created some 
concerns for local government and police with 
regards to the lack of safeguarding and DBS checks. 

FRAUD

The rise in community support was welcome, but 
police and governmental organisations had to share 
guidance to the public on common scams which were 
leading to fraud and cyber-crime activities. Action 
Fraud set up a section dedicated to Covid-19 related 
scams. 

Whilst fraud did take place more significantly through 
Government furlough schemes and other financial 

provisions, concerns that community activity could 
become vehicles for criminal activity were not 
unfounded.

In June 2020, Action Fraud reported 2,378 had been 
victim to coronavirus-related scams.  However, that 
accounted for less than 2% of the total fraud that was 
reported to the organisation. 

DATA SHARING

General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) are in 
place precisely to help safeguard individuals from 
unsolicited contact. In theory, these rules are relaxed 
in extreme situations, but throughout the COVID crisis 
the ability for organisations and groups to access and 
use data to reach out to vulnerable groups or simply 
share important local information was strained. In 
many cases this was likely due to perceptions rather 
than reality of the rules, with concerns around misuse 
of data and the potential ramifications of this  placed 
barriers in the way of sharing.

Concerns were not limited to the UK. Across the EU, 
confusion led to a response from the European Data 
Protection Board (EDPB) clarifying how personal data 
could be processed by companies during the ongoing 
global emergency.
 
The lack of confidence for community groups and 
local authorities to develop a consistent approach 
for data-sharing consequently led to confusion and 
possible delays in what information could be used to 
identify and support vulnerable people.

The above challenges were balanced with community 
initiatives, government and local government support 
and funding which are explored in the following 
section.
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EXPLORING COMMUNITY CONNECTION
 
The most common theme in the findings for 
this report has been the sense of community 
connection, which has been received as a major 
positive. In this section, the report explores 
how community connection manifested itself 
throughout the UK.

A report on community activity could not ignore the 
role in funding. 

Throughout the first lockdown the Government 
provided unprecedented funding schemes for 
charities including the £750 million package of 
support for charities to ensure they could continue 
their vital work during the coronavirus outbreak.

This required rapid engagement with on-the-ground 
organisations to ensure funding reached the frontline. 
£370 million was earmarked for smaller charities 
through a grant to the National Lottery Community 
Fund. At the time Sir John Low, Chief Executire of CAF 
stated: 

“Charities at the front line and all those working 
to support our society need help to perform their 
vital function bringing people together at this time 
of enormous challenge. They will need this type of 
support now and into the future as we come out of 
this crisis.”

Despite the important role of funding, research 
indicates the connection to local communities is 
not only reliant on funding but on embracing and 
mobilising community spirit. 

It  was  a  ‘can  do’  community  attitude, heightened 
during lockdown and supported by unprecedented 
government intervention and the removal of red tape, 
which empowered communities to respond to Covid. 

Components of the community response to the 
COVID-19 crisis and lockdown are outlined here:

ORGANISATIONS AND GOVERNMENT

The concept of community spirit was most apparent 
in the rapid removal of red tape to ensure vulnerable 
people could be supported by local community 
groups. The bureaucracy which had built up over 
decades and created sometimes unnecessary 
barriers and delays for those on the front line to help 
was bypassed without putting safeguarding at risk.
 

A notable example was St John Ambulance service, 
who were active in hospital wards throughout the 
pandemic. This support was essential for frontline 
services – it enabled trained St John volunteers to 
offer a hands-on role, which had been impossible 
previously due to the bureaucratic challenges 
hospitals would have faced to approve their 
involvement.
 
There was a deepening connection between 
businesses and the wider community too. Enterprises, 
large and small, offered support in  numerous ways. 

The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) found 
that a third of small business owners prioritised and 
supported vulnerable customers - with around one in 
five offering free home deliveries. As an illustration, 
the FSB shared that one local farm shop took phone 
orders from older people and pre-packed orders for 
collection. 

This was common across the UK with traditional 
businesses changing their model to provide deliveries 
in addition to restaurants and food outlets which were 
able to take advantage of new government rules 
which granted permission for pubs and restaurants 
to operate as takeaways as part of coronavirus 
response.

LOCAL INSTITUTIONS AND RESIDENTS 

The FSB’s Covid-19 Small Business Impact Survey 
(2020) found that nearly a quarter of small firms 
donated to local food banks during the crisis, 
supplying them with essential resources.
 
Similarly, they also found that 57% of small businesses 
have been carrying out key community roles during 
the crisis with 23% of small businesses innovating 
their business to provide PPE for frontline workers, as 
well as volunteer for the NHS.
 
Prominent community hubs such as football clubs 
offered support across the country. At the start of the 
pandemic the Premier League quickly committed £20 
million to support the NHS, communities, families and 
vulnerable groups. 
 
The funding included direct financial contributions to 
the NHS and funds to enable clubs to refocus efforts 
and develop significant outreach programmes to help 
communities, including those most in need. 
 
The support went further than this in many cases. 
Watford FC is a local example of the support provided 
on the ground. 
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The football club is 
positioned next to Watford 
General Hospital, they 
created ‘The Sanctuary’ 
with facilities for 
mental health and well-
being support through 
converting their corporate 
hospitality boxes to spaces 
for doctors to sleep. Such 
acts of goodwill helped 
build upon existing 
community engagement 
and enabled swift action 
on an unprecedented 
scale.
 
Similarly, supermarkets 
which were under siege 

from toilet roll buying hordes in the initial days, had 
to quickly react. Operational challenges included 
filling shelves, but also the community necessity to 
ensure vulnerable people received food and the front 
line NHS and social care workers could avoid hours 
queuing. 

At  the  time  of  publication,  for  example,  the  Co-
op alone have provided over 5 million meals to food 
banks across the country. 

A connection also existed in the form of ‘trust’. In 
any other period of time, if hundreds of volunteering 
organisations had suddenly appeared via social 
media groups, offering to pick up shopping and 
prescriptions for neighbours, it is likely there would 
have been concerns of widespread scams, fraud or 
endangerment. 

During the COVID lockdown, this was understood and 
accepted, empowering people to help. In essence, 
there was a necessity to trust the inherent ‘goodness‘ 
of the British people, whilst still ensuring safeguarding 
was put into place. 
 
In this instance, these ‘connected communities’ 
helped police themselves by sharing concerns with 
relevant local organisations including the police and 
local authorities when they appeared. 

Experiences were shared from the lockdown via case 
studies from 34 Police and Crime Commissioners 
were highlighted in the ‘Protecting the Vulnerable 
During COVID-19’ crisis report. 
 

LOCAL NEIGHBOURHOODS

A report shared on the Public Health Matters blog, 
looking at the community response to coronavirus, 
noted that ‘Neighbours are connecting with each 
other more than usual, informal support groups in 
local areas have organised to support people in need, 
and now there are over 2000 groups listed on the 
mutual aid website established during the pandemic.’

The same article shared the following time-based 
facts and figures:
 
- ONS weekly research into social impacts of COVID-19 
(April edition) has seen a steady increase in community 
spirit over recent weeks

- Nearly two-thirds of adults (64.1%) saying other 
local community members would support them if 
they needed help during the pandemic (up from 57% 
previous week)

- Three in four adults (77.9%) saying they thought 
people are doing more to help others since the 
pandemic (up from 67.9% previous week)

- Nearly two in three adults (62.6) had checked in on 
neighbours who might need help at least once in the 
last seven days (up from 53.8% previous week)

- Over one in three adults (37.5%) had gone shopping 
or done other tasks for neighbours (up from 27.7% the 
previous week)

Before this report was published, the Guardian 
estimated that informal mutual aid “good neighbour” 
organisations had already reached 4,300 groups 
connecting an estimated 3 million people. But the 
palpable size of the shift in goodwill should not mask 
the parallel issues in communities.

The following section explores the above findings 
with results from the community surveys which were 
carried out across multiple constituencies.
  

“As a charity, with 
around 8,500 available 
health volunteers, and 
England’s auxiliary 
ambulance service, St 
John stands ready to 
offer extra, immediate 
support to the NHS and 
the public, as required” 

St John Ambulance’s 
Ambulance and Community 
Response Director, Craig 
Harman.
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The recommendations in this report are based 
upon the contributions from three Members of 
Parliament through engagement with their local 
constituents and a fourth rural region to ensure 
balance with the survey findings. The qualitative 
and quantitative survey was used to investigate 
local constituents views of their community 
during lockdown. 

The survey was carried out in the following diverse 
regional types:

1.  Coastal 
2. City
3. Suburban
4. Rural 
 
Due to the diversity of the constituency profiles and 
the limited reach of the surveys, the report includes 
snapshots of local profiles, findings and case studies.

Chart scale 1 = negative to 10 = positive 

When survey respondents were asked how they 
rated their experience during lockdown, the findings 
were positive overall, with approximately 75% stating 
their experience was generally positive to very 
positive. And when asked if the lockdown changed 
the respondents’ view of their community, 42.59% 
stated yes. 

COMMON THEMES IN SURVEY RESPONSES
 
A common theme in the qualitative findings 
highlighted that those who had a more positive 
experience felt they had more time to spend 
with family and with nature. Topic analysis of the 
comments put the following phenomena as common 
elements:

 FEELING CLOSER

Those with positive comments reference the 
opportunity to spend time with family as a powerful 
benefit of lockdown. This extended to feeling closer 
to neighbours too, especially the opportunity to 
feel part of the community with the weekly ‘Clap for 
Carers’.

TIME TO THINK

Respondents cited the ability to save time from 
commuting and having an improved work/life 
balance as important. 

This was especially true for those who were 
furloughed and able to reconnect with old hobbies 
or volunteer.
 

COMMUNITY SURVEY 

“As we emerge from lock down, 
I truly hope that some of the 
positives will remain with us 
communities coming together, care 
for each other and nature”
Survey respondent

Before Corona [sic], I felt mostly people 
were out to please themselves, but 
Corona showed that a community can 
come together for each other.
Survey respondent
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Survey responses from across all four regions indicated that on average respondents had an overall 
‘positive’ experience during lockdown. 

On average across all survey respondents ‘being with family’ was considered the most positive aspect of 
lockdown followed by spending time outdoors. There were regional variations with ‘Healthy lifestyle’ much 
more significant for coastal respondents than elsewhere and ‘Getting involved in the community‘ prominent 
compared to other regions. 
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ENJOYING THE OUTDOORS

Despite the one-hour limit for outdoor exercise 
during the first lockdown, many respondents cited 
that being closer to nature was extremely important 
to them. Gardening was a typical pastime. Many 
respondents also referenced that they enjoyed the 
silence of little-to-no traffic and the lack of planes in 
the sky. 
 
VOLUNTEERING

Volunteering was a central aspect of how 
communities connected with each other. Research 
undertaken during the lockdown highlighted the 
range of volunteering which took place. 
In May 2020, Legal & General published a report 
called Isolation Economy which includes details of 
survey evidence regarding volunteering. They report 
that almost one in five (19%) of respondents to their 
survey stated that they had started volunteering 

once the coronavirus lockdown began, with 79% 
of those reporting that they intended to continue 
volunteering post lockdown. 

Among those who were volunteers:

- 67% had gone food shopping for others
- 37% had donated food or money
- 25% had collected medicines for people
- 25% had joined a neighbourhood chat group to 
organise support
- 20% had joined a local volunteer group. 
 
In July 2020, nfpSynergy (an organisation that 
provides research and support to the voluntary 
sector) published an analysis of volunteering trends 
in Great Britain. Their analysis compared survey data 
collected in May 2020 to evidence gathered in 2012 
and 2018. 

For those aged 55 and above, volunteering rates fell 

by around 10 percentage points between 2018 and 
2020, while among the under 30s rates rose by 10 
percentage points, from 30% in 2018 to 40% in 2020. 
This is predominantly due to older age groups self-
isolating more strictly than younger age groups.
 
FEELING CONNECTED

Findings from the survey for this report identified that 
volunteering individuals felt more connected to their 
community and in turn wanted to do more.
 
The results indicated that 20% of the volunteers 
were doing so for the first time. This survey found 
that almost all of the first time volunteers stated 
they would do so again. This indicates that the most 
challenging action for long term engagement is 
encouraging first-time volunteering.

REGIONAL DISPARITIES

The surveys did indicate some minor regional 
differences among respondents for example 
residents from rural areas proved to be the most 
active as volunteers. 

Despite these slight regional differences, the first 
time volunteering trend (with one-fifth of volunteers 
doing so for the first time) was consistent across all 
areas.
 

With regards to where volunteering took place, in 
the most part, volunteers tended to join existing 
organisations or groups rather than set-up their 
own. Just under 12% set up their own volunteering 
organisation. 

No Yes
Total 3.03% 96.97%
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Would you volunteer again (first time volunteers)?

KEY LESSON: FIRST TIME VOLUNTEERS 
OVERWHELMINGLY WANT TO VOLUNTEER AGAIN.

KEY LESSON: THE REMOVAL OF UNNECESSARY 
RED TAPE IN THE NHS ENABLED ADDITIONAL 

SUPPORT TO BE PROVIDED  

“I have been very impressed by total 
strangers helping in this time of need. 
I now know my neighbours. The street 
clapping for the NHS brought neighbours 
closer”
Survey respondent
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Of the respondents that stated they did not 
volunteer, around 10% had offered to do so but their 
offer to help was not taken up – either because 
they were not required or because they were not 
contacted at all.

The range of volunteering activities was extensive 
and mirrors the Legal and General survey findings 
with neighbours helping deliver shopping and 
picking up prescription deliveries featuring regularly.

The sense of feeling connected was a powerful finding 
from the regional surveys performed for this report 
(and outlined in more detail in the following section). 
The surveys identified that volunteering individuals 
felt more connected to their community and in turn 
wanted to do more.
 
The results indicated that 20% of the volunteers were 
doing so for the first time. This survey found that 
almost all of the first time volunteers stated they would 
do so again. This indicates that the most challenging 
action for long term engagement is encouraging first-
time volunteering.

Of the respondents that stated they did not volunteer, 
around 10% had offered to do so but their offer to 
help was not taken up – either because they were not 
required or because they were not contacted at all.

The range of volunteering activities was extensive 
and mirrors the Legal and General survey findings 
with neighbours helping deliver shopping and picking 
up prescription deliveries featuring regularly.

The following section explores three constituency 
profiles with details from their community surveys. 
The findings are based upon both quantitative and 
qualitative responses.

My opinion on community and local 
shops has been enhanced.
Survey respondent

KEY LESSON: HEALTH & SAFETY CHECKS 
NEED TO BE PRIORITISED TO AVOID DELAYS 

IN HELPING THE MOST VULNERABLE
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Constituency 
snapshot: 
Stoke-on-Trent

“Stoke has shown its big heart 
- great delivery partners from 
all sectors have acted brilliantly 
together.”
Stoke-on-Trent Resident
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In general, respondents from Stoke-on-Trent 
Central had a much more mixed experience of 
lockdown than the other constituencies surveyed 
with an average of 5.5 (compared to overall 
average of 5.9).

Of the respondents 39% stated that COVID changed 
their view of the local community. Comments on the 
role and importance of community were common in 
Stoke-on-Trent Central, for example this comment: 
“The importance of the community has grown in my 
world. Those neighbours and local businesses who 
supported me and my family have a permenant [sic] 
place in my heart.” is a good example of the gratitude 
expressed of the community support. 

Whilst less volunteers responded to the survey than 
in other constituencies, there were 20% of non-
volunteers that did want to volunteer but were unable 
to find an organisation or group to join. This was 

reflective of comments about the community overall. 
This comment is a fair summary across various 
responses: 

“I am so proud of our communities in Stoke-on-Trent 
Central, the Covid response makes me proud we 
have warm big hearts in the city and need investment 
and support as we don’t have the resources of bigger 
citys [sic], develop a partnership with Govt and 
connect communities.” 

Similarly, this following response indicated the hope 
for permanent change: 

No
61%

Yes
39%

Did COVID change your view of your 
local community?
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Sometimes we have to cut out the middle man. A new 
delivery model can be designed and implemented. 
Don’t go back to what was.”

Given the urban nature of Stoke-on-Trent Central, 
respondents commented on their experience when 
able to go to greener areas. For example, this 
comment provides a consistent comment about the 
benefits on their own mental health when able to go 
out:

“The Greenspace of Berryhill Fields is within walking 
distance of surrounding communities. Undoubtedly 
this beautiful area contributed to physical & mental 
wellbeing during lockdown whilst enabling proper 
social distancing.” 

The social aspects of communal green space was 
also commented on by another constituent: “We are 
very lucky that we have a lovely open space in The 
Croft that people use to exercise and meet others . 
The people here are mostly very friendly.” 

When reflecting upon the community impact of 
the COVID lockdown several respondents shared 
their belief that empowering communities plays an 
important role as highlighted in this comment: 

“I think it [lockdown] highlights the untapped - 
undervalued - potential of people and neighbourhoods 
across the Country.” similarly this following response 
indicates concerns that the potential may be lost if the 
community spirit is not sustained: “Local community 
is essential in times like COVID. At first people were 
much more helpful and considerate but sadly the 
effect of this is fading fast . I feel that good will could 
have been harnessed and directed better locally and 
nationally.” 

IN THEIR OWN WORDS:
STOKE-ON-TRENT CENTRAL CASE STUDY

The following case study is based on a submission by 
YMCA in Stoke-on-Trent Central.

“On the 23rd March the YMCA locked down, I as 
CEO also care for my wife who has MS and so my 
team kicked me out, as I walked away with some 
trepidation. After all our core is all about relationships, 
community, meeting, gathering. What on earth will we 
do. How are we going to keep people safe, will the 
young people behave? Have any got any delivery 

staff left? What will commissioners and investors say.
The previous evening we held a Finance and Risk 
Board meeting, at that meeting the finance folks said 
‘wonder what we are going to look like when we are 
through this, they were discussing finance and cash, 
obviously important’, but I said ‘we will be able to look 
at each other and say we keep each other safe and 
well and did our best to support our community’ and 
that has been the guiding principle. 

Keeping the YMCA safe 

We immediately set up a wider leadership group, 
including directors and operational managers who’s 
job was steer the association and those we serve 
safely through. That group meet daily to make sure 
we could immediately response to the changing 
and emerging crisis. It could respond to Govt and 
LA guidance. A group of trustees were gathered to 
ensure support, guidance and accountabilities were 
clear. 

This group set up a live action log that all members of 
staff, volunteers and trustees could access 24/7. 

• All our youth work, family work, went immediately 
online, all our customers were contacted and 
received support daily.  

• We made sure pastoral care and support front 
and centre, information updates where sent to 
staff every day. 

• We had established a safe architecture to carry 
us through.” 

Total
No 78.77%
Yes 21.23%

0.00%

10.00%

20.00%

30.00%

40.00%

50.00%

60.00%

70.00%

80.00%

90.00%

A
xi

s 
Ti

tle

Did you volunteer?

KEY LESSON: PERFORM A REVIEW OF THE 
LOCAL ECONOMIC BENEFIT OF VOLUNTEERING
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KEY LESSON: ENCOURAGE VOLUNTEERING AS A 
FAMILY OR SOCIAL ACTIVITY

Shaping a community response

“Partners came together to discuss what each partner 
could to support the citizens of our city, we at the 
YMCA agreed to focus on support children and young 
people, other charities did food or medicines etc) up 
to the date of this report we had delivered over 3000 
care packages, visits and support to young people 
across the city. 

We opened our Community Pantry to help young 
people living in our move on accommodation access 
reasonably priced food.”

- Supported Young People through digital connections. 
- Supported 6 community organisations with £1k gift 
each as we had received some philanthropic support. 
- Provided £10k to help children with poor digital 
access.

Getting on with life

“Interestingly my fear that our relational work might 
wither on line was proved wrong, we have actually 
increased our reach and currently have growing 
numbers of customers, and enquiries in all areas of 
our work. 

It has been interesting to compare the COVID 
experience of young People, those isolated or living 
with parents have struggled particularly the lack of 
contact and socialising has been hard. 

Compared to those living in the campus, who I have 
to say have been brilliant helping each other. I have 
noted a massive increase in creative and artistic 
activities, painting, craft, cooking cakes of those 
older neighbours shielding, setting up youth charts on 
House-party or teams, lots of innovation and ideas, I 
am so proud of them all, their first instinct is to help 
others.”

Source: North Staffordshire YMCA
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Constituency 
snapshot: 
North Devon

“Everyone willing to help each 
other even local people setting 
up food delivery to help others . 
Nothing was too much trouble.”
North Devon Resident
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Overall respondents from North Devon stated 
they have a more positive than negative 
experience in lockdown, with an average of 6.1 
(compared to overall average of 5.9).
When asked if the lockdown  changed their view of 
the local community 41% stated the experience did 
have an impact.

Tourism was a particular focus of comments from 
North Devon respondents. 

Comments indicated that whilst some residents in 
the early stages of lockdown indicated they found 
the lack of tourists meant that “We had the chance 
to get to know our neighbours.” this was balanced 
by comments highlighting the important role tourism 
plays to the local economy.  

As day trips returned there was a clear recognition of 
the importance of tourism to the areas with comments 
generally noting that North Devon ‘needs our tourist 
industry’.
 
Common to all the constituencies surveyed, spending 
more time with families was a positive outcome 
of lockdown. One parent shared how this helped 

strengthen their relationship: “I am more involved in 
my children’s lives than I have been since they started 
school. They have been home with me the entire 
time, lesson our second language in our home has 
strengthened as a result of this and also the amount 
of time spent talking about their relationships with 
friends as well as with the family.” 

Of the respondents that stated they volunteered 
during lockdown, approximately 19% were first time 
volunteers of which 100% said they would volunteer 
again. 

No
59%

Yes
41%

Did COVID change your view of your 
local community?

KEY LESSON: LOCAL PEOPLE WANT TO FEEL 
OWNERSHIP OVER THEIR AREA 
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Connecting back with nature was a common theme 
for the constituency, as noted by this comment “I 
loved the stillness and peace. Things will never be 
the same again . People need to earn a living but it 
can be in a different way.” 

One respondent commented after full lockdown had 
ended that “I preferred lockdown. The roads were 
safer. I managed to cycle to work and felt safe. 

We need more cycle infrastructure and a better public 
transport network. We need to realise it’s not all about 
me , respect the wildlife too. I saw so much more in 
the lockdown. Now I just see dead animals killed on 
the road.”

These types of comments also linked into mental 
health and the phrases such as ‘time to think‘ were 
used when reflecting on the experience, for example: 
“Every one stopped in their busy lives. A time to 
reflect on what is important in life. Family love [sic] 
ones, church faith in God. Look at Nature, walk in 
Nature, appreciate Nature. The material things of this 
life seemed irrelevant.”

Some respondents raised deeply personal challenges 
they faced with mental health and anxiety, for example 
this statement from a parent about the unexpected 
impact about homeschooling: “Homeschooling nearly 
destroyed my relationship with my children. my 8 
year old actually told me she can’t love me anymore 
because she has nightmares about maths.” 

Concerns for local businesses were raised multiple 
times in the responses, both for North Devon and the 

other constituencies. 

In particular, there were worries about the survival 
of the high street as expressed in this comment:  “It 
would be nice to see small local businesses given 
assistance to set up in the town centre. Even before 
this crisis, the town centre was struggling, but it feels 
particularly run down at present.”

Local shops also took on a greater prominence in 
the lives of residents, especially in North Devon with 
these comments reflecting many views:

- “Local shops (for example the new ‘Milk’s Up’ in 
Croyde) suddenly became more important!”

- “I already valued my local community but I think for 
a lot of people it has created an awareness of how 
much we need our local shops and services.”

- “I had not realized [sic] how many small local 
producers were easily accessible.  I am thrilled to be 
able to support them with my business.”

Whilst not as prominent in comments, some found 
lockdown measures frustrating given North Devon had 
some of the fewest cases in the country: “Lockdown 
measures have been quite extreme given the little 
impact it [COVID] has had on our area.” 

This is a glimpse of the feeling of disconnect between 
rural areas and urban that some rural communities 
have and the perception of how policies can seem 
“extreme” when the lived experience of communities 
differs.

When asked if COVID and lockdown changed the 
views of their local community, it was the older 
generations that found their views changed the most 
with over-ridingly positive comments which, at times, 

25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65-74 Over 75 Under 25
No 7.14% 14.29% 20.24% 26.19% 22.62% 8.33% 1.19%
Yes 1.69% 13.56% 28.81% 30.51% 22.03% 3.39% 0.00%
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Did COVID /Lockdown change your view of your community?

KEY LESSON: GOVERNMENT CANNOT 
UNDERESTIMATE THE LONG TERM IMPACT 

ON THE NATIONS MENTAL HEALTH FROM 
LOCKDOWN
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read with a sense of surprise how much the community 
pulled together: “People are far more engaged which 
other . The fear of the virus was palpable in the local 
community especially for the oldest generation . All 
ages had a strong community spirit.”

The change also came in the form of behaviour too, 
with comments relating to plans to act differently in 
the future: “It has changed mine [opinion], to buy 
local and look after one another, look after your 
neighbours.”  

There was a lot of gratitude via responses for those 
helping throughout the crisis, especially the NHS as 
outlined in this comment: “Only to thank everyone 
who has worked so hard through this time , especially 
NHS, care workers, supermarket staff, delivery 
people, etc. And also all those working in local and 
national government, who have had to make the 
difficult decisions, especially when facing conflicting 
priorities.”

On a more positive note, the lockdown did help 
residents see their local community differently: “I had 
not realized [sic] how many small local producers 
were easily accessible . I am thrilled to be able to 
support them with my business . I like the idea of the 
food I am eating coming from just ‘around the corner’, 
good for me, good for the planet and on the whole 
good for my wallet too.” 

Interestingly, this sentiment was also combined with 
a thought towards the future and technology as 
reflected in this comment: “It’s been positive to see 
how local small businesses such as butcher, veg shop 
and fishermen have thrived by delivering to your door. 
And those who’ve mastered the art of selling via an 
App.”

The most notable aspect of the North Devon 
responses was the existing strong sense of feeling 
about the community.

NORTH DEVON CASE STUDY:
DELIVERING SUPPORT IN AN ISOLATED 
COMMUNITY

FreeHelp Combe Martin was a community initiative 
set up by the people of Combe Martin, North Devon, 
in response to the needs of the village’s many 
vulnerable and isolated residents during the Covid-19 
outbreak.

This small rural coastal village of 2000 people in a 
steep valley on the edge of Exmoor, is itself isolated 
and getting into the main town of Barnstaple can be 

difficult at the best of times, with an hour bus ride and 
only one every hour between 9am and 5pm and the 
closest supermarket being 35 minutes away.

Founder, Clair Martin, initially established a community 
Facebook page prior to the Covid-19 outbreak but it 
really came in to its own during the pandemic with 
requests for assistance coming in from around the 
village, not only for those writing in, but for neighbours 
who are elderly or shielding who could not get out.

This led to a group of volunteers forming and the 
establishment of a food bank in the village for the first 
time, for those who may have been struggling to get 
shopping. The group worked with the Combe Martin 
Football Club to use their club house as a base for 
the food bank and for the volunteering efforts. All the 
shops in this small village also got on board, hosting 
collection points for the food bank.

Volunteers would be available at all times of day and 
would give up their time for a variety of reasons. The 
group, now well established and known throughout 
the village, plans to continue as it has introduced 
neighbours to one another, strengthened community 
ties and with the food bank, provided a safety net for 
those in the village who may be struggling. 

Residents of the village were able to get help and the 
support they needed, with one saying of Clair and the 
group: 

“Clair has been an outstanding figure. She helps run 
the Free Help group here. When this crisis started, she 
was instrumental in setting up a group of volunteers to 
do shopping and collect prescriptions for vulnerable 
people who were shielding. 

She also helped set up a food bank scheme in the 
village for families and individuals in need. She has 
been a constant source of good advice and common 
sense. Many people in Combe Martin have been 
absolutely brilliant and helpful in our community but 
FreeHelp Combe Martin and Clair really stand out.”
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Consituency
snapshot: 
Watford

“Everyone is willing to help each 
other. Even local people setting 
up food delivery to help others . 
Nothing was too much trouble.”
Watford Resident
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Survey respondents from Watford had a broad 
and mixed experience in lockdown, similar to the 
city constituency in Stoke-on-Trent Central with 
an average lockdown experience rating at 5.7 
(compared to overall average of 5.9).

When asked if the lockdown changed their view of 
the local community 33% stated the experience did 
have an impact.

Comments around the local community often centred 
around neighbours connecting for the first time. This 
is reflected by the statements below:

“...I have spoken with neighbours that I did not know 
existed” and “...Realised how much community 
support exists in Watford.” 

Whilst there was a mixed response to the lockdown, 
when asked what positive experiences survey 
respondents did have the top three comments were 
‘Being with family’, ‘Spending more time outdoors’ 
and ‘No commute’. This following quote highlights the 
opposing elements of the lockdown on families: “It’s 
been tough at times , highly emotional but also lovely 
spending more time together.”

This comment also brings together several points 
indicated in the chart: “I have actually enjoyed the 

Getting
stuff done
at home

Time to
reflect

Getting
involved in

the
communit

y

Gardening Less traffic Healthy
lifestyle

No
commute

Spending
more time
outdoors

Being with
family

Total 1.39% 1.39% 2.08% 2.08% 3.47% 12.50% 19.44% 28.47% 29.17%
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past few months . Being at home , tending my garden 
and allotment and having more time to be creative.” 

Volunteering was a common theme in the responses 
with 36% respondents stating they volunteered during 
lockdown. Survey comments from volunteers were 
generall positive, with the following representative of 
many “I think the local community has pulled together 
rather well.” and “I have been very impressed by 
total strangers helping in this time of need I now 
know my neighbours.”  The active role being played 
by volunteers during lockdown across Watford was 
often referenced as a reason for feeling closer to 
the community. For example “Before corona [sic], 
I felt mostly, people were out to please themselves 
but corona[sic] showed that a community can come 
together for each other.” 

The impact of being active was explored by asking 
if volunteers felt if it had an impact on their feelings 
about being empowered to make a difference’. 

The positive role of local organisations were praised 
by respondents. 

For example, Watford Football Club was praised 
highly, this quote reflects the sentiment that the 
lockdown reflected a bygone era : “I feel the Football 
Club has really demonstrated the community values 
that go back to the time of Graham Taylor.”

Similarly, West Watford Community Centre came in 
for praise for their role connecting the community: 
“I have always had a very positive relationship with 
West Watford Community Centre since I moved here 
in 2012 but the centre has responded exceptionally 
well to the current situation.”

Personal outreach was acknowledged too, with one 
commenting positively that the local England and 
Watford Football legend took the effort to reach 
out personally to check in on the local community 
“[received a] call from Luther Blissett when I was very 
poorly.”

For individuals who were unable to volunteer, 
there was still a recognition of the importance of 
the community coming together: “I admit I am not 
personally very active in my community ... I think I 
would be prepared to help fund community projects 
knowing that one day, when I retire or have children, 
those projects will be hugely important to me and my 
family.”

Similar to other constituency surveys, the common 
issues raised related to individuals or groups not 
observing lockdown rules. 

For example this comment highlighted concerns 
about “Littering, no social distancing , people not 
wearing masks inside” and “I have been concerned 
by some people’s lack of social distancing, which has 
reduced any sense of community I might have had.”

IN THEIR OWN WORDS: 
WATFORD CASE STUDY

One Vision are a local community organisation which 
operates out of the Stanborough Church in Watford. 
Founder, Enoch Kanagaraj shares his experience:

“At the start of the lockdown, I knew we needed to 
do something to help the local community. Whilst 
we were not a registered charity at the time, we 
were fortunate to have the support of the church for 
facilities to act as a hub.

I also have a full time role as a regional manager at 
the Coop so I was able to lean on them for additional 
support.

Thanks to the kindness of local people even in the first 
week we had hot food from the local Gurdwara and 
restuarants we found ourselves needing to deliver 
around 40 hot meals and some shopping bags with 
essentials to vulnerable people we knew locally. 

1. Not at all 2. Very little 3. No
different

4.
Somewhat 5. Very

How did being a volunteer
impact how you felt during

lockdown. I felt:: Empowered to
make a difference
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How did being a volunteer impact how you felt during 
lockdown. I felt:: Empowered to make a difference

KEY LESSON: RECOGNITION ISN’T EXPECTED 
BUT CAN BE HIGHLY MOTIVATIONAL
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I recall on the first Saturday four of us volunteers 
(including our local MP) writing notes with words of 
support to go into the bags before we headed out to 
do deliveries. 

We had challenges recieving the level of funding we 
saw others recieve because we were not a registered 
charity, which caused some frustration, but despite 
this, we found more and more businesses, shops 
and volunteers appearing to help including local 
politicians, faith leaders and young people. We also 
lost a few weeks as we had to go through the process 
of being vetted to use our on-site kitchens for food 
preparation. We got through the challenges and 
continued to grow.

To keep people motivated we organised certificates 
signed by the Mayor and Watford Member of 
Parliament for volunteers.

As the weeks progressed we found more and more 
local organisations keen to support us, and more 
identified further people in need of support. Our 
regular volunteers continued to turn up and bring 
others too. I strongly believe this was because we 
created a family atmosphere and let people focus on 
what they loved doing most..

We were fortunate to have a volunteer from the 
Hertfordshire County Council join us and connect us 
with all the local schools. We began to provide bags 
of shopping for vulnerable families as identified by 
them. 

We have diversified our support, including organising 
water bottles for schools as we knew pupils would 
no longer be able to drink directly from water 
fountains, and also ensure we cater for the diverse 
needs of local people, for example we made sure 
we had lactose free baby’s milk. We provided PPE 
to vulnerable residents over the early stages of the 
pandemic as well as regular phonecalls to vulnerable 
people across the Town so they knew they were not 
alone.

One of our core team, works closely with veterans and 
has been ensuring they are supported, and where 
families have had bereavements we have offered 
calls, with between 5-10 calls a week.

To date, we have served the community with over 
4000 meals to 528 families. We have regularly served 
22 schools delivering both hot meals and grocery 
parcels.

One Vision now has 78 active volunteers and have 
created 14 community ambassadors who connect 
us with local community groups. To date we have 51 
members of One Vision all working towards the same 
one vision to help the community.  

The efforts of young people has also led to the 
creation of a new Youth Council which is empowering 
youth across Watford to have a greater voice in the 
community.

Overall, I would say our success lay in three areas. 

Firstly, despite some of the early challenges we built 
a hub where other small organisations could operate 
from and work together. 

Secondly, we have been meticulous in our coordination 
and process, meaning that deliveries could be taken 
and distributed efficiently and to those who needed it. 

And thirdly, our namesake of One Vision, was true 
throughout meaning everyone was aligned to make 
a difference and deliver for our community.”

KEY LESSON: COMPASSION MUST BE MATCHED 
WITH PROCESS AND MEASUREMENT
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The following recommendations build upon the 
findings from the constituency surveys and wider 
research outlined in this report. They are built upon 
the practical lessons from the community connection 
build during the national lockdown to create a 
permanent and positive framework for engaging 
communities in the future.
 
NHS CADETS

The public appetite to support the NHS through 
volunteering was seen at its height through the 
750,000 people who signed up to the GoodSam app. 

There is already existing volunteering in hospital 
settings with roles including manning hospital shops 
and tea rooms, providing clerical support and trolley 
services. 

However, as the example of the St John Ambulance 
and GoodSam shows, in ‘normal times’ red tape 
can too often shut the door on volunteers seeking 
to provide help to supplement the work of public 
services. 

Unlike the Armed Forces which have reserve and 
cadet forces, the NHS has no official volunteering arm 
beyond third party organisations such as HelpForce 
and St John Ambulance.

We therefore recommend that an NHS Cadets service 
is created by NHS England. 

The NHS Cadets would be accredited to carry out 
the services such as the original ones set out by 
GoodSam: delivering prescriptions, driving patients 
to appointments, bringing them home from hospital, 
regular phone calls to those who are isolating. 

Wider ambitions could include tackling loneliness 
identified by GPs or support in creating opportunities 
for the emerging social and green prescription program 
such as nature walks or socializing opportunities.

The service could further act as a pathway for 
individuals that want to work in the Health and Social 
Care sector.

MINISTER FOR VOLUNTEERING

The current Ministerial role which primarily covers civil 
society, loneliness and youth and social action sits 
with the Minister for Civil Society (DCMS). 

A variety of other Ministers will also engage with 
the charity sector on specific issues such as rough 
sleeping, domestic abuse, veterans. 

Our recommendation is to expand the Minister for Civil 
Society position to a wider Minister for Volunteering 
portfolio. This Minister’s work  would  include  capturing  
and  enhancing  the mutual aid phenomenon. 

This position would sit with joint responsibility across 
the Department for Work and Pensions and the 
Department for Health and Social Care to best enable 
the breaking down of barriers within public services 
that prevent community and individual initiatives. 

The role would create renewed focus on volunteer 
engagement and leadership at a time when the 
government should be embedding a refreshed 
enthusiasm for social action. Its primary function 
should be to enable community groups rather than to 
set government targets and priorities  for them.

NATURE RESERVISTS NETWORK

A key finding across our constituencies was the 
positive experience felt by those in lockdown who 
spent more time with nature. The environmentalist 
Ben Goldsmith has argued for a National Nature 
Service. 

Inspired by this concept the Nature Reservists 
Network would be focussed on connecting with the 
young and unemployed in rural and coastal settings 
who may have less access to job support than urban 
settings. 

Volunteers could be marshalled to ‘establish new 
woodland, restore coastal salt marshes peat bogs 
and wetlands, creating corridors of nature through the 
landscape, building local green spaces, supporting 
local farming and improving our national parks.’ 

This in turn could act as a pathway to traineeships and 
apprenticeships in the Green Economy from green 
construction to flood protection.   

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS
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We recommend that the proposed  Minister for 
Volunteering engage with relevant departments and 
external groups to explore a new suite of volunteering 
opportunities to preserve and enhance nature.

VOLUNTEERING PATHWAYS
The survey and wider research indicates that when an 
individual volunteers once, they are overwhelmingly 
likely to volunteer again. 

In the rural region for example, around a third of those 
who volunteered said that they would be more likely 
to do so again as a result of the positive experience 
they gained during lockdown.

We therefore recommend that the Minister for 
Volunteering encourage first time volunteering 
through schools, workplaces and job centres. The 
volunteering pathways would enable individuals to 
build experiences around their skills. 

The volunteering pathways would be accredited 
schemes which could be included on a volunteer’s 
curriculum vitae through to  having a points system 
similar to CPD Accreditations. 

Given the expected rise in unemployment in 2021, 
the volunteering pathways would also encourage 
individuals who are job-seeking to use the scheme to 
maintain their soft skills, confidence and engagement 
within the community.

COMMUNITY CALLERS
The findings indicate a role for street level volunteer 
support to check-in on vulnerable and isolated 
neighbours wellbeing and mental health. 

The recommendation would provide tools and a 
platform to encourage outreach whilst maintaining 
safeguarding.

During the pandemic vulnerable individuals and 
families were identified and supported through 
collaboration between councils, local communities, 
NHS and social care. 

The recruitment of volunteers via the GoodSam App 
was instrumental in enabling outreach and support. 
This activity was unprecedented and developed to 
encourage support during lockdown.

To encourage a long term sustainable approach to 
tackling isolation, loneliness and promote support 
for the vulnerable, a ‘Connect Callers‘ programme is  
recommended. 

The Connect Callers concept would be akin to a street 
level neighbourhood watch for community support. 
The  Community Callers would provide engagement 
on a neighbourhood level to reach out to isolated 
individuals within their immediate community.  

They would be provided with materials including 
leaflets and calling cards with relevant support 
contact details for the key services around mental 
health and loneliness. They would not be expected to 
provide any support beyond signposting or flagging 
concerns to relevant organisations, however they 
would provide an invaluable guide to helping isolated 
individuals.

Initially it is recommended that the Community Callers 
would be recruited from the existing registered 
GoodSam App volunteers. After registration a training 
video and simple quiz would be provided with basic 
guidances around safeguarding and dealing with 
vulnerable individuals.

At the centre of the programme would be an online 
platform. The Community Caller platform would enable 
approved volunteers to phone known vulnerable 
individuals or those matching a loneliness profile (e.g. 
over 80, living on their own etc) to check-in on them 
and ensure they are getting the support they need.

The online platform would follow strict data protection 
rules and include approved scripts for surveys to 
be used to help Community Callers track who they 
called and verify if they need additional assistance or 
support. 

All phone conversations would be recorded and 
flagged at a relevant local government level if 
additional support were required.

The Community Caller scheme would provide 
consistent and safe tools for street level support whilst 
also helping identify potentially vulnerable individuals 
to relevant approved organisations to ensure support 
reaches those in need.
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CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, the first COVID-19 lockdown was a 
difficult time for many people across Britain, but 
for every challenge that arose, local communities 
worked to find solutions – and in many cases did 
so with high levels of success.

While there were some regional variations on specific 
topics the overall the trends consistently show that 
the local community played a critical role during 
the lockdown. On average people shared that they 
felt more positive about their community and this 
impacted their first lockdown experience despite the 
challenges. Given the importance of community, this 
report sets out a series of ambitious and achievable 
recommendations to empower communities and 
support connectivity.

The qualitative findings from the survey highlighted the 
need for local understanding around demographics 
and community attitudes. For example, in  more 
affluent and healthier area when compared to other 
constituencies in this report, and residents there had 
a greater level of positivity towards their community 
than residents Stoke-on-Trent Central, which has 
fewer affluent areas and a poorer health profile.

When we eventually emerge from COVID-19 
restrictions, scars will inevitably emerge from the 
sheer scale of the challenges which we faced as a 
country. There is a risk that the goodwill may be 
lost and the structures which delivered so much for 
communities eroded as communities revert back to 
their pre-COVID-19 form. 

By implementing the recommendations in this report, 
communities will be empowered, inspired and 
encouraged to actively support those around them. 

From small acts of kindness, to the sophisticated 
mobilisation of hundreds of thousands of volunteers, 
the lockdown has created a new era of revitalised 
communities which could form the basis of a stronger 
more connected society.

Longer term, the recommendations in this report 
would build on the ‘can do’ spirit of communities 
across the UK to deliver long term benefits to the 
whole of society.
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