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Abstract:
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, communities have come together
with a new sense of shared purpose. Social action and volunteering have
and will continue to play a vital role in helping the nation ‘build back
better’. At NCS we know the value social action and volunteering bring; not
just to communities, but to the young individuals we support as well. They
support key skills development, build confidence and improve wellbeing.
Through our core programme activities, our growing nationwide network
of Changemakers and new services planned from 2021, we are working to
ensure young people become not the lost generation, but the next great
generation; a generation who found their voice and used their voice to
rebuild our nation.
A misunderstood generation, hit
the hardest by COVID-19
As a society, we know we face an
unprecedented set of challenges from
COVID-19. But, the pandemic has had
a particularly huge impact on young
people. The majority (71%) feel that
their voices are not being heard in
relation to the pandemic.1 They feel
misrepresented by the media.2 They
also feel concerned for their futures with unemployment disproportionately
affecting young people.3 This bleakness
and uncertainty is causing a modern day
mental health crisis. 18-29 year olds have
reported significantly higher instances
of depression, anxiety, loneliness and
thoughts about self-harm compared
to older generations.4 For those with
existing conditions, 80% have experienced
worsening mental health during
the pandemic.5
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Young people want to play their
part in helping the nation build
back better
There is no doubt that the pandemic has
had a devastating impact, the world over.
Research suggests that the common
media portrayal of young people as
being self-interested and dismissive of
lockdown restrictions is perhaps unfair Beatfreeks6 found that Gen Z have in fact
been worried most about the impact of
COVID-19 on wider society (vulnerable
people, the NHS, economic crisis). This
sense of social responsibility has also
manifested into real action, with 51%
saying they have been making more
effort to help those in need, and others
expressing regret that they have been
unable to offer greater levels of support.7
Our own research at the start of the first
lockdown, found that 73% of 16-24 year
olds were either already volunteering
or wanting to volunteer to support the
nation’s recovery.8 And our latest survey,

conducted just last month, found seven
in ten 16-19 year olds want to support their
local community through volunteering
and social action to help with the recovery.9
Young people hold a strong belief in
their collective power. Even before the
pandemic, the Government’s own Youth
Social Action Survey found the majority
of young people said they cared about
making the world a better place (88%).10
By September, Facebook IQ found that
72% of GenZers were showing more
interest in activism and social causes
since the COVID-19 outbreak.11 Most
recently, research from The Prince’s Trust
found 74% of 16-25 year olds believe their
generation can change their future for the
better, and 58% are more motivated than
ever to work for a positive future.12

Empowering young people to ‘do
good’ through social action and
volunteering
Government has continued to advocate
for youth involvement at this critical
time, with MPs calling for a “structured
programme for young people to serve
their local areas in meaningful roles that
build their skills and their sense of public
duty”.13 As the Government’s flagship
youth programme, NCS has harnessed
the altruism of our nation’s young people.
This activity has the double benefit
of also providing important skills and
developmental opportunities at a time
when young people need them more
than ever.
At our core has always been a drive to
enable young people to connect, make
a difference, and feel part of something
bigger. Our typical summer programme
places social action at the forefront, with
30-60 hours being dedicated to doing
good via local community projects (30
hours during our autumn half-term and
term-time programmes). This is about
providing a platform for young people
to engage with their community by
completing passion projects, raising
awareness and providing solutions to the
issues they care about.
2.

We believe social action shouldn’t just
happen in a moment on programme.
Our national Changemakers network
now runs in 121 local authority areas and
counting. They include monthly meetings
where NCS graduates meet to plan and
deliver ongoing social action projects.
Since September 2020, NCS has hosted
1,217 events across the country, engaging
over 5,500 individuals in over 17,500 hours
of social action activity.14 This is all part
of the ambitions of NCS Trust to create a
year-round open access Changemakers
for young people.

The power of youth social action
and volunteering
There is strong evidence to support the
benefits of social action and volunteering.
Arguably these benefits feel even more
relevant as we consider the impact of
the pandemic.
They help young people understand
local issues, feel more engaged and more
driven to play their part in supporting
their communities in the long-term.
Opportunities for engaging with
others to address civic concerns during
adolescence make it more likely that
in the long run people will identify and
contribute to the common good.15
Social action and volunteering are also
seen to boost educational attainment,
and support participants to develop key
employability skills.

Previous literature around the topic of
volunteering identifies that it can improve
educational outcomes in four key ways:
by strengthening UCAS statements,16
increasing motivation in school,17
decreasing likelihood of dropping out
of school18, and by directly improving
cognitive skills.19 Involvement in these
activities also helps to develop important
life skills. The Behavioural Insights Team
provides compelling evidence that
young people who take part in social
action initiatives develop some of the
most critical skills for employment
and adulthood, such as empathy and
problem-solving.20 There is an increasing
body of research around the value of
these skills in helping young people to
succeed in life. Recent research by The
Skills Builder Partnership uncovers that
beyond the correlation between essential
skills and higher qualification levels,
there is evidence of a wage premium of
around 15%, or £3,400 per year, for fulltime workers aged over 19 moving from
the 1st percentile of skills score up to
the median.21
According to the Government’s National
Youth Social Action Survey, self-reported
benefits include: increased selfconfidence/self-esteem (cited by 44% of
young people doing some sort of social
action in the past 12 months), improved
communication skills (42%), improved
working as part of a team (38%), ‘help in
motivating others’ and improved social
skills (both mentioned by 31%).22
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Such benefits feel evermore important at
a time where young people today report
how getting a new job feels ‘impossible’
due to the amount of competition (60%),
with one in five feeling scared that their
skills and training are no longer useful
(21%).23 Indeed skills development is rightly
a priority for the Government, as set out
in its recent Skills for Jobs white paper,
which aims to “ensure that people can
learn the skills they need to get great
jobs, as well as provide the means to plan
a fulflling and productive life”.24
We also know social action and
volunteering can support mental health.
Data from the Understanding Society
survey shows that following the first
lockdown there was a doubling of the
proportion of young people not able
to concentrate, and a tripling of those
not able to enjoy day-to-day activities.25
Supporting people with their mental
health during the pandemic is a key
priority for the Government, with Public
Health England amplifying the issue, and
leading mental health charities being
given £5 million to expand their
support services.26
For many young people, volunteering
during these difficult times has helped
to give them a sense of purpose and a
reason to get up in the morning.27 Context
is of course important, but there is high
quality evidence of volunteering being
positively linked to enhanced wellbeing,
including improved life satisfaction,
increased happiness and decreases in
symptoms of depression.28 NCVO found
that 77% of volunteers believed that
volunteering had improved their mental
health29, with 18-24 year olds being the
age group most likely to agree that
volunteering had helped them to feel less
isolated (77%)30. Recent research from
Belong, the social integration network,
found that volunteering may support
greater psychological resilience in a time
of crisis, with those who have volunteered
during the pandemic reporting higher
levels of wellbeing (+5.3%) and greater
optimism for the future (+5.6%) compared
to non-volunteers.31 Our own research

shows how the NCS programme, with
social action at its core, delivers improved
wellbeing outcomes among participants
when compared to non-participant peers
(including life satisfaction, happiness
and anxiety).32

Social action and volunteering
during the pandemic
Despite the challenges of COVID-19, and
our disappointment in not being able
to deliver a typical programme last year,
NCS Trust - together with our incredible
partners on the ground - still managed
to facilitate and deliver a far-reaching
programme of social action
and volunteering.
We launched our flagship ‘Keep Doing
Good’ (KDG) programme on 1st June 2020,
to coincide with National Volunteering
Week, through an initial collaboration
with the Charity Retail Association.
The partnership marked an important
move to help get charity shops open
and earning again during a time where
the industry body estimated over half of
their volunteers were unable to return
to their positions due to Government
restrictions. Then, during autumn, we
launched a programme of activities
including a wrap around support and
resources programme for schools and FE
colleges (themes included post-COVID-19
socialisation, health and wellbeing, and
skills and employability), together with
our more traditional half-term and termtime autumn model which included an
optional (up to) 30 hours of social action.
In total, we managed to engage with
thousands of young people who together
delivered more than 500,000 hours of
social action and volunteering to support
their local communities during the
pandemic.33
Feedback from young people tells us
that their social action and volunteering
experiences have helped them during the
worst of years. 90% said they felt able to
develop and practice skills that would be
useful to them in the future after taking
part in last summer’s activities. This
included teamwork (91%), communication
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(82%), and staying positive (63%).34 It has
also given them confidence, providing
them with the tools to help others, and to
feel more connected to their community.35
The groups of young people we have been
able to engage with is also important.
The National Youth Social Action Survey
suggests a significant participation gap
between children and young people
from low-income backgrounds (29%
C2DE) and their more affluent peers (41%
ABC1) taking part in meaningful social
action.36 NCS typically over-indexes when
it comes to participation among more
economically disadvantaged young
people (as well as SEND and young
people who are BAME).37 Positively, during
2020 we were able to maintain similar
proportions of engagement among these
groups, despite some of the barriers to
participation that were heightened by the
pandemic, and with some evidence of
enhanced benefits.38
Moreover, there’s been a wider
community benefit: three in four young
people who got involved with Keep
Doing Good encouraged someone else to
volunteer as a result. And almost two in
three said they are now likely to continue
volunteering locally.39 71% of participants
who were involved in NCS autumn
activities felt that their NCS experience
had increased their motivation to help
others in their community.40

We have some great case studies
to share...
In response to the pandemic affecting
job security and financial stability, a team
of inspiring Gateshead teens, supported
by Groundwork North East, spent the
summer running a school uniform
donation service. They collected any
outgrown or unused items and made sure
they got into the hands of those most in
need. After receiving over 500 donations
within the first week, with 200 families
collecting items while the hub was in
place, the team continued to partner with
community centres and schools to set
up donation hubs and donated surplus
non-branded items to the Great North
Air Ambulance charity shops. The project
was awarded by local MP, Liz Twist, for its
work in making a difference during the
pandemic, and the team hope to inspire
others to create similar projects
this summer.
In Bradford, a group of teens worked hard
to spread positivity amidst the pandemic
in an area hit particularly hard with local
lockdowns. Alongside Bradford City FC
Community Foundation, they teamed up
with train operator Northern, to design
a mural to brighten up public areas of
the city, in addition to celebrating the
key workers who have gone above and
beyond during the pandemic.
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Reflecting on the valuable role played
by young people in supporting the
charity retail sector, Robin Osterley,
Chief Executive of the Charity Retail
Association stated:
“For our members who were reopening
their retail chain after a long period of
closure, having young people volunteer
alongside their staff and existing
volunteers enabled them to process
donations, sort stock and sell items more
quickly – bringing much needed funds
back into their parent charity. As one of
our hospice members said: ‘during the
fve weeks we had our young volunteer,
we saw a 25% increase in listings on our
eBay shop and a 33% increase in sales. We
also gained a lot of useful knowledge and
new ideas from them, especially around
brands.’
The sector also received some really
positive press from the partnership, at
what was a very challenging time for
charity retail, and showcased the benefts
of volunteering in our amazing sector.”
In short, we have witnessed real tangible
benefits from the time and efforts
young people have given to their local
communities; turning 2020 from what
could have been a year of ‘No You Can’t’
into ‘No We Can’.

What’s next?

We are also looking forward to launching
a range of exciting new services that seek
We are still in the midst of the pandemic,
to enhance the Government’s Kickstart
focusing on recovery and on coming
employability scheme. From March 2021,
out the other side a stronger and more
these packages will use volunteering and
connected nation. NCS Trust, together
community action as a critical ingredient
with our network of partners, continues to
in helping young people find and keep
work hard to broaden the support we offer
work, as well as improve their own mental
to young people during these uncertain
health and wellbeing.
times. We are ambitious in evolving our
programme from one ‘moment’ to a
In conclusion...
youth ‘movement’; offering more year
Youth social action and volunteering are
round activities and wrap around support vitally important in helping to rebuild our
for our country’s young people.
communities, focusing our attention on
During 2021, we will build on the
early success of our Changemakers
programme. Our aim is to run the
programme in all 150 local authority areas,
and open it up to non-NCS graduates. We
are ambitious to increase opportunities
for engagement among those young
people who may not have followed
the traditional summer or autumn
programme route. We will be focusing on
providing year-round projects to support
localised volunteering, including skillsbased social action, to support young
people in making career choices further
down the line. Changemakers will get to
develop stronger links to local charities,
organisations and individuals, especially
their peers, through a mutually beneficial
mentoring scheme.
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creating a more positive future for the
nation’s young people. Together with our
partners, we will continue our mission to
create a country of connected, confident
and caring citizens where everyone feels
at home. Social action and volunteering
will play a critical component of this.

NCS is committed to supporting young
people to become not the lost generation,
but the next great generation, and who
found their voice and used their voice to
rebuild our nation.
For more information about this article
email research@ncstrust.org.uk
March 2021
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All photos show real NCS social action and
volunteering projects delivered between
2019 and 2020.

