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INntroduction

Welcome to Helpforce’s Annual Report for 2025-26 - a
year in which we delivered 74 transformative programmes
of work and saw growing appreciation of the vital role that
volunteering plays in strengthening health systems. At a
time when the NHS continues to face significant pressures,
we have been encouraged to see volunteering increasingly
recognised as a strategic asset in delivering more
sustainable, responsive and compassionate care.

One of the most significant
developments was the formal
acknowledgement of volunteering
within the NHS 10-Year Health

Plan. For many years, Helpforce
has championed the idea that
volunteering should not be viewed
simply as an additional resource,
but as a vital component of modern
healthcare. Seeing this principle
reflected in national policy marks an
important milestone and reinforces
the growing consensus that
volunteers can play 8 meaningful
role in supporting patients, staff
and communities.

The charity’s progress during
2025-26 also drew external
recognition. We were honoured
to receive both a prestigious
GSK Impact Award and an HSJ
Partnership Award, acknowledging
the strength of our evidence-
based approach and the tangible
difference that well-designed
volunteering programmes can make
across services.

Alongside these achievements,
we launched an ambitious new
three-year campaign: Giving
Back, Transforming Care. It sets
out our vision to further embed
volunteering within healthcare
systems, strengthen the evidence
base for its impact, and unlock new
partnerships that enable volunteers
to contribute more widely to

improving patient experience and
system resilience.

In February, we were delighted
to host an event at the House
of Commons, bringing together
healthcare leaders, policymakers
and funders from across the UK.
The occasion marked the launch of
our landmark report, Reimagining
Healthcare Volunteering, which
sets out a strategic blueprint
for how volunteering can help
address some of the most pressing
challenges facing health services
today. The report clearly outlines
how volunteers - when properly
integrated and supported - can
contribute significantly to NHS
recovery, productivity and delivery
of more community-focused care.

Reflecting the direction of
national health policy, our work
has also expanded to place greater
emphasis on Neighbourhood
Health. We are proud to have
announced a new collaborative
alliance with leading social
enterprise consultancy PPL
that aims to catalyse the role
of volunteering in supporting
community-level health initiatives.
By connecting volunteers with local
services and places, we believe
there is tremendous potential to
strengthen prevention, reduce
inequalities, and bring care closer to
where people live.

Jayne Blacklay
Chair

Amerijit Chohan
Chief Executive
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Internally, we have continued
to evolve as an organisation
to ensure our work remains
focused on achieving the greatest
possible impact. This has included
refinements to the Helpforce
Network, ensuring that its aims
and delivery model fully align with
our mission to drive high-impact,
system-level outcomes that
improve patient care.

As we look ahead, Helpforce is
honoured to have the endorsement
and support of leading voices within
the health sector. Among them is
NHS England Chief Executive Sir Jim
Mackey, who recently described
Helpforce as
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“the unrivalled guardian
of what volunteering
excellence looks like

in modern healthcare,

ensuring services are

safe, sustainable, and
high impact.”

With this encouragement, and
with the continued support of
partners, funders and volunteers,
we remain determined to
advance our vision for a nation
where volunteering is integral to
healthcare at its very best.




About Helpforce

Helpforce is the UK’s only charity dedicated to advancing high-impact
volunteering across healthcare

At a time of sustained demand and workforce pressure, tens of thousands
of volunteers already play a vital role in supporting patients and staff - yet
significant potential remains to expand and strengthen their contribution.

Through our work with NHS trusts, hospices and partners in neighbourhood
settings, we have developed a clear understanding of where and how
volunteering can most effectively enhance care delivery. We have built a
formidable evidence base that demonstrates the difference volunteering makes
for services and communities. As care increasingly shifts beyond hospital
environments, we are placing greater focus on assisting people closer to home.

We bring specialist expertise, practical tools and proven methods to alliances
throughout the sector. Having worked with more than 100 healthcare
organisations, we are experts in helping to design, implement and evaluate
volunteering initiatives that respond directly to pressures faced.

A multi-award-winning charity, Helpforce also plays a central role in
strengthening how volunteering is understood, supported and delivered. Through
our work, volunteers are becoming increasingly embedded within systems —
significantly’ enhancing the lives of those who receive and deliver care.

Our vision
is for a nation where volunteering
is integral to healthcare at its very best.

Our mission
is to transform volunteering across healthcare,
delivering measurable benefits for patients,
professionals and communities.
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' Faw Our
Helpforce
year in
numbers

Thanks to our supporters
and alliances we:

Partnered with NHS trusts, hospices
and community organisations on
74 transformative volunteering
initiatives that supported around

74,000 patients and

involved 1,260 volunteers

Attracted over £ 1 .3m of income
to support this work.

Helped partner organisation leverage

£715,000 of additional

investment in healthcare volunteering




of healthcare staff believe that

volunteers improve care quality

of NHS patients feel volunteers

reduce anxiety, aiding recovery

Our Volunteer to Career programme

has potential to fill

frontline healthcare posts over four

years if scaled across all NHS trusts in

England - helping address the NHS’s
workforce vacancies

which currently cost c.

annually in temporary staffing

of young adults and
of people across all age groups would
consider gifting their time to help
bolster the NHS

Trailblazing neighbourhood health

centres in Cornwall resulted in
avoided NHS costs,

with potential to save the NHS over
if similar models were

adopted nationwide

Won 2 major healthcare industry

awards

Published our 500th evidenced
outcome, illustrating healthcare

volunteering’s impact

Shone a light on healthcare
volunteering through over 800
items of national, regional and

international media coverage

Attracted endorsements for our work
from 1 5 healthcare leaders and

celebrities
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Delivering impact:

Improving
patient f

Improving patient flow has become one of the
most urgent challenges facing NHS hospitals.
Capacity constraints, workforce shortages
and rising demand mean that delays at any
point - admission, transfer or discharge -
have far reaching consequences. When flow
breaks down, beds are blocked, emergency
departments become overcrowded, elective
care is cancelled and the pressure on frontline
teams intensifies. For patients, this can

mean longer waits, poorer experiences and
avoidable risk. Ensuring people move safely
and efficiently through hospital services is
therefore fundamental to care quality, safety
and sustainability.

In this context, well-designed healthcare
volunteering offers a proven solution. Across
the UK, trained volunteers are increasingly
embedded within operational pathways,

OW

supporting discharge processes, ward activity
and patient navigation. By safely undertaking
essential nonclinical tasks - from collecting
prescribed medication and transporting
samples, to restocking equipment and
supporting timely discharges - volunteers help
reduce avoidable delays within the system.

This contribution goes far beyond goodwill
alone. When volunteer roles are purposefully
designed and integrated into teams, they free
up clinical staff to focus on their specialist
expertise, reduce delays for patients and
deliver measurable efficiency gains for NHS
trusts. Helpforce’s evidence shows that scaling
these ‘response’ models could unlock millions
of hours of productivity across the health
service, while supporting staff wellbeing and
improving experiences at some of the system’s
most pressured points.
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CASE STUDY

Powering patient flow in
Worcestershire

Helpforce partnered with Worcestershire Acute
Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust to develop an
impactful approach to volunteer-supported patient
flow across two hospital sites.

Discharge Response:
Volunteers collaborate with clinical teams to support

the pace of patient discharge and patient experience.

Pharmacy:

Volunteers courier discharge medicine, existing
prescriptions and ward supplies from pharmacies

to hospital wards - freeing up staff time to focus on
clinical duties and enabling timely patient discharge.

Ward Navigation:
Volunteers help patients and families navigate

complex hospital environments, reducing anxiety and

improving the hospital experience from admission to
discharge.

Proactive:

Volunteers work across hospital wards offering
additional support, including: collecting empty
medication bags; support with home preparation;
sitting with anxious patients awaiting transport;

accompanying patients to the Discharge Lounge; and

collecting wheelchairs.

Volunteers are also trained to support with nutrition
and hydration, as well as gathering patient feedback.

A range of additional roles wrap around these core
duties depending on Trust priorities and need.
Helpforce’s evaluation of the programme revealed
that:

B Across a 10-month period, 3,647 priority tasks
were undertaken by volunteers, generating 427
hours of productivity gains and supporting over
4,000 patients

B 95% of staff said volunteers improved their
working lives

B 77% of staff said volunteers freed-up their time

KIMARA'S STORY

On Monday mornings at the Alexandra Hospital
in Redditch, Kimara Sharpe clips on a bleeper
and begins her shift as a discharge response
volunteer. Her role is straightforward but critical:
transporting medication from the hospital
pharmacy to wards.

“The impact is instant,” says Kimara. “You
can see the benefit straight away.” Each
delivery saves nurses and doctors valuable
time, reducing delays and allowing them to
concentrate on patient care. Known affectionally
as “drug runners”, volunteers like Kimara play a
quiet but vital role in supporting patient flow at
some of the hospital’s most pressured points.

A former nurse who later worked in senior
hospital administration, Kimara stepped away
from paid employment in 2020 before returning
as a volunteer. “ didn’t want to come straight
back,” she explains. “You need a bit of distance
So you can see things differently.”

Today, she doesn’t describe herself as retired.

“My job is volunteering.
T wouldn’t feel comfortable if I wasn’t
giving something back.”
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“Volunteers are essential to our hospitals,
and they strengthen the way our organisation
works every day. We are incredibly grateful for all
the support that we have received from Helpforce
to successfully deliver this impactful programme.”

Anna Sterckx, Head of Patient, Carer and Public Engagement at
Worcestershire Acute Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust.




CASE STUDY

Driving change in Shropshire

The Shrewsbury and Telford Hospital NHS Trust
(SaTH) worked with Helpforce on the design of
its innovative Volunteer Discharge Drivers Service
- aiming to enhance the experience of patients
returning home following treatment and safely
improve patient flow. The service provides support
for patients who qualify for non-emergency
hospital transport and those unable to get home
independently. Volunteers also deliver medications,
equipment, and discharge letters, as well as
providing a ‘settling in’ service to ensure individuals’
basic needs are met at home.

Over six months, 666 journeys were completed

across at Royal Shrewsbury Hospital and Princess
Royal Hospital, with Helpforce’s evaluation finding
that:

B 98% of patients were collected within 30 minutes
or less post-discharge

B 40% of journeys served patients from the most
deprived areas, supporting health equity goals

B 99% of patients were either satisfied or very
satisfied

B The service could have cost the Trust more
than £86,000 over a six-month period if hospital
transport and taxis had been used instead of
volunteers
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“Thanks to the partnership with Helpforce, our
Volunteer Discharge Drivers are doing incredible
work to support patients, improve their hospital
experience, and support timely discharge so that
they can get back to their homes sooner.”

Julia Clarke, Director of Public Participation at SaTH

Three times a week, Niccola Bardi
travels 20 miles from her house
to receive life-preserving kidney
dialysis. The mum-of-three,

relies on volunteer drivers to get
her back home safely following
treatment at Royal Shrewsbury
Hospital - support she describes
as “incredibly important”.

Living with polycystic kidney
disease since her late teens,
Niccola’s health deteriorated
significantly in 2020, leaving
dialysis as a permanent part of
her life. Each session lasts around
four hours and is physically
gruelling. Unable to continue

NICCOLA’S STORY

working, her weeks now revolve
around treatment and recovery.
Initially, 51-year-old Niccola
travelled home by ambulance,
often facing long waits at
the hospital. “You’re already
exhausted,” she explains. “Any
delay just adds to the anxiety.”
The volunteer driver service
has transformed that experience.
“It's such a relief to see a friendly
face waiting for me at exactly
the right time. It stops me
stressing about my treatment.
Knowing I'll get home safely,
surrounded by care and kindness,
is life-changing.”
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Delivering impact:

Neighbourhood

ealth

Neighbourhood Health is a central pillar of
the NHS’s 10-Year Health Plan. At its heart is
a fundamental rebalancing of care delivery
— moving away from a system that primarily
responds to illness in hospitals, towards one
that supports people to stay well in their
communities.

Neighbourhood Health brings together NHS
services, local authorities, and voluntary and
community organisations to deliver more
joined-up, preventative support close to
where people live. By addressing the wider
determinants of health — such as social

isolation, housing, employment and community
connection - it aims to improve wellbeing,
reduce health inequalities and ease pressure
on overstretched clinical services.

Realising this vision will require strong
partnerships and practical models that
demonstrate how neighbourhood systems
can work on the ground. Helpforce is playing
a leading role in developing this agenda —
supporting, evaluating and sharing evidence
from pioneering initiatives that show how
community-led approaches can help reshape
the future of healthcare.




CASE STUDY

Shifting care in Cornwall

In Cornwall, Helpforce has
demonstrated how a trailblazing
network of more than 50
community hubs can serve as

a blueprint for neighbourhood-
based support that improves lives
while reducing the strain being
felt by stretched hospitals and

GP surgeries. Bringing together

a wide range of voluntary and
community organisations, the
hubs provide welcoming spaces
where people can access practical
help, wellbeing activities and
trusted advice close to home.
These hubs form part of a8 wider
outreach model known as the
Community Gateway and Hub
Network (CGHN). At its centre

is the Community Gateway — a
simple point of access connecting
residents to community and
voluntary sector support. Open
seven days a week from 8am

to 8pm, the Gateway offers
telephone advice and guidance

alongside outreach teams working
locally to help people access
services and opportunities in their
immediate localities.

The CGHN provides vital
community infrastructure,
enabling support to be shaped
around the realities of local life. In
doing so, it is helping to deliver a
fundamental shift in how care is
provided — moving support closer
to people’s homes and reducing
reliance on frontline NHS services.

Recognising the potential of
this model, Helpforce undertook
an extensive, first-of-its-kind
research study into an established
Neighbourhood Health system,
examining how the CGHN
operates, the outcomes it delivers,
and its potential to inform wider
healthcare transformation.
Working with partners across
Cornwall’s health, local authority
and voluntary sectors, Helpforce's
research combined policy analysis,

stakeholder interviews and
service-user insights to build a
comprehensive picture of current
impact and future opportunities.

The findings highlight the
significant contribution that
community-led infrastructure
can make to both individual
wellbeing and the wider health
system. During a 12-month period,
the network recorded nearly
340,000 attendances. Research
indicates that many individuals
would otherwise have turned to
NHS services had the hubs not
existed. Based on national cost
estimates, Helpforce was able to
demonstrate avoided NHS costs
of more than £11.6 million and
suggest that if similar models
were adopted across the UK,
total savings for the health
service could top £500m.

Moreover, we were able to
quantify powerful human impact.
Among people accessing hub
services, 88% reported feeling
less lonely, 93% experienced
improved mood, and 78% said
the support they received
was tailored to their needs.
Confidence in managing personal
health also increased significantly,
rising from 59% to 76%, while 99%
of users said their expectations
were met or exceeded.

As a result of our findings,
senior health leaders and
policymaker are looking closely
at Cornwall’s model — assessing
scope for it to be adapted and
adopted within other systems.



MALCOLM’S STORY

When Malcolm Moffat
moved to Cornwall
with his wife Julie for a
quieter life, they didn’t
expect the isolation
that rural living could
bring. Aged 69,
Malcolm is living with
Parkinson’s disease,
! prostate cancer and

§ s early-stage dementia.

As his health challenges have grown, everyday
life has become increasingly difficult. “/d
worked all my life and didn’t really want to ask
for anything,” he says. “But things kept getting
harder.”

Everything changed when Malcolm discovered
the Millbrook Community Hub. After spotting
a signin his local town, he decided to drop in.

“It was easy to just turn up. People made it very
welcoming straight away,” he recalls.

Hub staff helped Malcolm access financial
support he was entitled to but had struggled to
claim, guiding him through complex forms. The
hub also offers informal health checks, helping
him manage his health without needing frequent
GP appointments.

Just as important has been the sense of
connection the hub provides. “It’s the friendship.
You've always got someone there to talk to. The
hub is a lifesaver. It makes a huge difference.”
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“Helpforce’s evaluation stands out for its
collaborative, mixed-methods approach,
deep sector knowledge, and focus on generating
practical, actionable insights for integrating
voluntary sector solutions into mainstream
health and care pathways.”

Emma Rowse, Chief Executive Officer,
Cornwall Voluntary Sector Forum

CASE STUDY

Norfolk and Waveney

Helpforce is working with Norfolk and Waveney
University Hospitals Group (NWUHG) which is
developing capital plans to build two new hospitals to
replace the current James Paget University Hospital
in Gorleston-on-Sea and Queen Elizabeth Hospital
(QEH) in King’s Lynn.

NWUHG is eager to map out and understand
existing and future Neighbourhood Health provision
to help inform the design of the major new facilities
and services that will operate within and beyond
them. The vision is for complex and specialist care
to be concentrated within acute settings; high
volume and low complexity cases to be managed
through local treatment centres; and support for
elderly people and those managing long-term
chronic conditions to be delivered through integrated
Neighbourhood Health models.

The role of the voluntary and community sector
will be central to the success of this approach and
Helpforce - in collaboration with leading social
enterprise consultancy PPL - is using its unique
convening power to bring diverse local stakeholders
together to build a comprehensive picture of current
provision versus anticipated need, while developing a
roadmap for optimised civil society integration within
Neighbourhood Health.

NWUGH is an early adopter of this new approach
to Neighbourhood Health and it is hoped that
Helpforce’s involvement will help to scale and spread
the model across other regions.
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Delivering impact:

Jeveloping healthcare

WOrk

Healthcare continues to face a serious
workforce crisis. In the NHS, there are around
107,000 secondary care vacancies in England
and temporary staffing costs exceed £10
billion annually. Hospices are also struggling
with recruitment. While no single solution
will resolve the challenges, Helpforce is
demonstrating how volunteering can play

a meaningful role in strengthening career
pathways.

Central to this is our innovative Volunteer to
Career (VtC) programme which supports people
from all backgrounds to access healthcare
jobs, particularly those without prior
experience. By offering structured volunteering
opportunities, VtC enables participants to

build skills, confidence and insight into clinical
and non-clinical roles before progressing into
employment or further training.

ViC has steadily expanded and in the past
year alone, 30 healthcare organisations have
partnered with us. Since the launch of the
initiative in 2022, more than 440 participants

‘orce pathways

have completed the pathway - with 56%
progressing into paid healthcare roles or
relevant training, including nursing and
midwifery.

Participants include single parents,

college leavers, refugees, veterans and
individuals returning to work after long-
term unemployment — underscoring the
programme’s contribution to NHS England’s
‘Widening Access and Participation’ agenda.
Notably, 40% of volunteers come from
ethnic minority backgrounds and 63% live in
deprived areas.

The programme’s impact has been
recognised nationally, winning a prestigious
2026 Health Service Journal Partnership
Award for ‘Staffing Solution of the

Year’. This acknowledgement highlights
ViC’s effectiveness as both a workforce
intervention and a driver of opportunity -
illustrating how volunteering can unlock
potential and help build 3 more sustainable,
inclusive talent pipeline.

12
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Helpforce receiving a HSJ Partnership Award for ‘Staffing Solution of the Year'.

CASE STUDY

Addressing economic inactivity

A new Volunteer to Career partnership between Helpforce and the
North East and North Cumbria Integrated Care Board (ICB ) is opening
up fresh opportunities for people who are economically inactive to
step into healthcare jobs. Supporting the region’s Health and Growth
Accelerator Programme, the pilot initiative aims to set 60 individuals
on paths to fulfilling roles across six hospitals and one hospice.

These roles include discharge support, therapy services,
neonatal care, check and chat, and pharmacy teams - providing
participants with meaningful, hands-on experience in real healthcare
environments.

Designed with flexibility in mind, the initiative is tailored to meet
the needs of those who have been out of work, offering a supportive
and structured route back into employment. Developed in partnership
with local organisations and the Department for Work and Pensions, it
represents a strong example of effective cross-system collaboration.

Alongside helping individuals move into employment, the
programme is expected to deliver wider benefits, including improved
population health and stronger, more resilient communities.
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“Volunteer to Career is an
important part of our innovative
WorkWell programme, supporting
people to get back to work, or
to stay in work, when health
problems are making things
difficult. Volunteering adds value
to the NHS, and it’s a good way
to gain new skills and confidence,
ready to return to employment.
I hope Volunteer to Career will
inspire more people to build
rewarding careers in healthcare.”

Samantha Allen, CEO of North East and
North Cumbria Integrated Care Board
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CASE STUDY

Nicole Lambert dreamed of becoming a
paramedic as a teenager and began studying
health sciences, but financial pressures forced
her to leave college and work in retail and sales.
Years passed as she built a life, married, and had
a son - though her job brought little satisfaction.
Experiences with serious illness in her family,
and the care they received at a hospice,
reignited her desire for @ medical career.

In 2023, Nicole secured an administrative
role at Saint Michael's Hospice in Harrogate
and quickly felt at home. Encouraged to join
the Volunteer to Career programme, she
gained hands-on experience across hospice
services, from home visits to inpatient care. The
programme built her confidence and clarified
her goals. Nicole successfully applied for a
healthcare assistant role and now splits her time
between clinical and administrative work. At 49,
she feels fulfilled, describing hospice care as
“deeply rewarding”.
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Delivering Impact:

supportir
volunteeri
INNovatior

Innovation in healthcare volunteering is no
longer about scaling up traditional models or
simply increasing numbers. As the NHS faces
growing demand, widening health inequalities
and workforce pressures, there is a clear
need to rethink how volunteering can add
value. Supporting volunteering innovation
means developing new, scalable approaches
that move beyond established roles and

J
ale

settings, while integrating volunteers more
effectively into systems of care. This includes
designing flexible, inclusive opportunities that
respond to specific needs. By doing things
differently, Helpforce is helping to unlock the
full potential of volunteering - strengthening
services, supporting staff, and delivering more
responsive, person-centred care across the
health landscape.

15
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CASE STUDY
JULIE’S STORY
Aiding mental health recovery
Julie Bignell, 55, from Blackwoaod in South Wales,
In Wales, Aneurin Bevan University Health Board’s has transformed her life through volunteering
mental health volunteering project demonstrates after experiencing severe depression, anxiety, and
the transformative impact of lived experience in a stroke at 47. Once unable to leave her home,
supporting recovery. Developed in partnership with her recovery was supported over eight years
Helpforce, the initiative brings trained volunteers who by a mental health charity. After rebuilding her
have lived experience with mental health challenges confidence, she began volunteering. Inspired
into hospital and community settings to connect with to give back, Julie now gifts her time weekly at

patients through shared understanding and empathy. Ysbyty Ystrad Fawr Hospital, leading creative

Across a six-month period, 17 volunteers sessions for patients. Drawing on her lived
collectively contributed over 1,200 hours across experience, she helps others feel understood and
multiple sites, engaging patients in conversation, regain self-belief.

creative activities, and peer support. Evaluation
findings highlight striking outcomes: 100% of patients
surveyed reported improvements in their emotional
wellbeing and overall hospital experience, while 81%
of staff observed a positive impact on care delivery.

In addition, 86% of frontline staff said volunteer
involvement improved their working lives.

Beyond patient benefits, the programme creates g
meaningful opportunities for volunteers themselves, [_D
many of whom are motivated to “give back” following
their recovery journeys. It also opens pathways into “Seeing the faces on the patients,
healthcare careers, illustrating how volunteering how they are happy... and watching them
can support both service delivery and long-term

grow more confident in talking — it makes
workforce development.

all the difference.”

'J Sle rv'
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CASE STUDY

Staff giving the gift of time

In Greater Manchester, Helpforce
evaluated the Northern Care
Alliance’s ‘24 Hours to Make

a Difference’ programme - a
compelling example of how
structured staff volunteering can
deliver both organisational and
personal benefits.

Developed as part of the Trust’s
Social Value Strategy, the initiative
enables colleagues to dedicate
up to 24 hours over a 12-month
period to volunteering roles within
the organisation. By proactively
supporting participation within
normal working hours, the

programme broadens access to
volunteering while strengthening
the internal volunteering
workforce.

Volunteering roles offered
include ‘dining companions’,
who provide help with eating
and drinking to frail or vulnerable
patients, and ‘activity trolley’
volunteers, who help alleviate
stress for patients by handing out
books, activity packs and playing
games.

Helpforce’s detailed analysis
of the programme revealed
positive outcomes, with 93% of

participating staff agreeing that
the experience helped them build
new skills, try new activities, and
gain a sense of fulfilment. There
were also notable improvements
in workplace experience, with
90% of staff indicating increased
motivation and 87% reporting
enhanced morale.

This novel model demonstrates
how embedding volunteering
into staff experience can
simultaneously support workforce
wellbeing and service capacity.




