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✓ Volunteering in Scotland – the impact of COVID-19

✓ Befriending in Scotland – the baseline 2018

– during lockdown

✓ Longer-term perspective – the challenges and opportunities

Scope…



Befriending in Scotland

- the evidence –

During Covid-19

Volunteering in Scotland

The impact of COVID-19 during 

lockdown (March – June 2020)  



Scottish Household Survey 

2018 Baseline
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• ‘Volunteering participation rate’ is the 

proportion of adults who have 

volunteered at least once in the last year

• Formal volunteering rate = 26%

• Informal volunteering rate = 36%

• Total volunteering rate = 48%

14%         22%12%

Formal 

volunteering

Informal 

volunteering

n = 9,700  

Adult volunteering participation rate (age 16+)

Source: SHS 2018



Trend in total volunteering participation
(formal, mutual aid and informal)
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Sources: Volunteer Scotland survey - June 2020 and SHS 2018 n = 1,014



Volunteering participation during COVID-19
(formal, mutual aid and informal – March to June 2020)
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Befriending in Scotland

- the evidence –

During Covid-19

Befriending in Scotland

- The baseline 2018 -



Formal Volunteering 

9%
‘Visiting, buddying or 

befriending people’

107,000 Scottish adults 

Informal Volunteering 

18%
‘Keeping in touch with someone 

who is at risk of being lonely’

290,000 Scottish adults

Source: Scottish Household Survey (SHS) 2018 and Volunteer Scotland’s analysis of no. of adults and hours 

n = 3,380n = 2,487

Befriending in Scotland – the Baseline 2018



Source: Scottish Household Survey (SHS) 2018

n = 2,487

Males
36%
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Females
64%

68,000

% and number of adult volunteers 
by gender
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Sources: Scottish Household Survey (SHS) 2018 and Volunteer Scotland’s cross-sectional analysis of SHS 2018

n = 2,487
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32%

68%

26%

74%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Long term Health Condition No Long term Health
Condition

%
 o

f 
vo

lu
n

te
e

rs

Long term Health Condition
Visiting, buddying or befriending people.

Average of all other volunteer activities

Visiting, buddying or befriending
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Befriending in Scotland

- the evidence –

During Covid-19

Befriending in Scotland

- During lockdown: March – June 2020 -



Volunteering activities during COVID-19
(formal, mutual aid and informal)
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n = 742Source: Volunteer Scotland survey - June 2020
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Doing something else

Helping to staff telephone or online support services

Making personal protective equipment such as face masks or hospital gowns

Collecting pensions/ benefits or organising bill payments on someone's behalf

Providing transport to medical appointments or hospital

Providing tutoring for children or adults

Walking dogs or providing other help with pets

Helping at organisations which support people's physical and mental health

Providing administrative or IT support to organisations, charities or individuals

Helping at organisations which support people who face challenges

Providing food support (other than shopping)

Collecting and delivering prescriptions

Helping with household tasks, such as cleaning and gardening

Doing food shopping

Befriending or keeping in touch with someone who is at risk of being lonely

% of volunteers

2.2 million 

adults



Befriending during COVID-19
(formal, mutual aid and informal)
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Source: Volunteer Scotland survey - June 2020

n = 742
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The human touch - virtual and ‘on the ground’

Source: Volunteer Scotland: Mapping of press and social media coverage

Chest, Heart and 

Stroke Scotland 

• 8,000 volunteers

• Supporting vulnerable 

people 

• Volunteers check in 

with people by phone 

and video calls, collect 

shopping/ medication, 

walk dogs and help 

people stay connected 

to the outside world.

Ray Howe, 62, from Leslie 

in Scotland

• A pensioner hailed a 

‘souperhero’

• Delivered 700 bowls of 

soup in his village 

• Human contact –

“….they love just seeing 

our faces, seeing 

another person and 

knowing they are not 

alone.”

Becs Barker and the 200 

villagers of Minard 

• Local Facebook group

• Online quizzes and a 

village ‘swap shop’ 

• And there is a daily walk 

round the village which 

goes past the houses of 

everyone who is 

shielding to give them all 

a friendly wave. 

Formal volunteering Informal volunteering Mutual aid



Befriending in Scotland

- the evidence –

During Covid-19

Befriending in Scotland

- Longer term challenges and 

opportunities from Covid-19 -



The effects organisations are most 

concerned about for their communities
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Housing

Increased use of drugs/alcohol

Family relationships

Challenges accessing employment

Safety, abuse or neglect

Access to food

Access to digital

Missing out on opportunities

Physical health

Increased poverty

Loss of income

Loneliness

Mental health

% of third sector organisations
Source: TSI Scotland Network Survey – June 2020

n = 918



Challenges & opportunities for befriending
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1. Deteriorating health and wellbeing

• Exacerbation of long-term H&W issues 

– especially mental health, domestic 

abuse, etc.

• Constraints on formal volunteering

• Wider role for befriending services

• Identification of H&W issues and 

signposting to specialist services
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1. Deteriorating health and wellbeing

• Exacerbation of long-term H&W issues 

– especially mental health, domestic 

abuse, etc.

• Constraints on formal volunteering

• Wider role for befriending services

• Identification of H&W issues and 

signposting to specialist services

2. Social isolation and loneliness

• Pre-COVID-19: 20% of adults felt lonely 

in the last week (SHS 2019)

• Wide-ranging evidence on the adverse 

impacts from shielding and self-isolation

• Longer term consequences

• How to scale up befriending services

• And…..build on community engagement
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3. Lessons from mutual aid

• Enhanced use of social media /technology

• Hyper-local knowledge, F2F and very fast 

response
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mutual aid orgs

• Upskilling mutual aid organisations
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1. Deteriorating health and wellbeing

• Exacerbation of long-term H&W issues 

– especially mental health, domestic 

abuse, etc.

• Constraints on formal volunteering

• Wider role for befriending services

• Identification of H&W issues and 

signposting to specialist services

3. Lessons from mutual aid

• Enhanced use of social media /technology

• Hyper-local knowledge, F2F and very fast 

response

• Lack of bureaucracy and informal volunteer 

recruitment, but risk issue

• Foster joint-working between befriending and 

mutual aid orgs

• Upskilling mutual aid organisations

2. Social isolation and loneliness

• Pre-COVID-19: 20% of adults felt lonely 

in the last week (SHS 2019)

• Wide-ranging evidence on the adverse 

impacts from shielding and self-isolation

• Longer term consequences

• How to scale up befriending services

• And…..build on community engagement

4. Societal changes – long term?

• Better connected communities

• Mutual aid phenomenon

• Volunteering – total participation rate projected 

to increase from 48% to 59%

Conclusion: there are ‘once in a lifetime’ 

opportunities, but they need to be seized
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