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Introduction
What is Reading Friends and why is it important?
Reading Friends is a UK-wide programme from The Reading Agency, developed with funding
from The National Lottery Community Fund. It aims to connect people by starting
conversations through reading. The programme is primarily for those who are vulnerable,
isolated and at risk of loneliness, providing an opportunity to meet regularly with others to talk
about reading, share stories, make new friends and have fun. Reading Friends activities take
place in a variety of settings, including libraries, care homes, prisons, schools, community
centres and hospitals, and can involve either a one-to-one or group format.
There has been an increasing policy focus on loneliness and social isolation in the UK and
developing ways to tackle it, recognising both the prevalence and seriousness of the issue.
Loneliness can affect people of any age – just under half of adults in England experience
loneliness occasionally or more often and increasing numbers of 16-24-year-olds are also
reporting feeling lonely.
The landscape of projects, activities and interventions to address the issue is diverse, and
the evidence base of what works, and which settings and processes are most effective, is still
emerging.
The Reading Friends programme was co-produced with older people and experts from different
sectors. Its development and design reflect many of the essential principles that other research
studies have identified as being important in projects that aim to reduce loneliness and the stigma
that can be associated with it, including:




A tailored approach – recognising that loneliness is deeply personal and one size does not
fit all. Flexibility and being able to adapt to people’s needs is at the heart of Reading Friends.
Creating opportunities for meaningful connections – using reading as a hook, but
focussing on encouraging people to chat and get to know each other.
Having a shared purpose – with a variety of different reading materials and approaches to
bring people together and start conversations.

What has happened so far?
Reading Friends is now about to enter its third year (the roll out phase). The programme started
in 2017 with six test sites, scaling up to 22 pilot sites in 2018-19. The Reading Agency have also
developed a subscription model for libraries to support them to run Reading Friends activities,
and 22 have signed up so far.
The findings in this summary draw on the pilot phase in 2018-19 and ongoing learning about the
role a reading-based programme can play in helping to address loneliness and social isolation.
The evaluation has involved surveys and qualitative fieldwork in Reading Friends sites in order to:




Capture what took place during the pilot year
Document the experiences of Reading Friends for participants, volunteers, and partner
agencies and the difference the programme makes to them
Learn about expanding Reading Friends – what worked well and less well
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The pilot phase at a glance
1,518 people took part in Reading Friends, and 208 volunteered on the programme. 403
participants and 64 volunteers continued from the test year.1
There were 78 Reading Friends projects – representing approximately 651 hours of Reading
Friends activity. The majority of these (85%) were in group settings.
In the pilot phase, Reading Friends reached new areas, more diverse audiences (including
prisoners, LGBT groups, and young people), and took place in different settings, including
hospitals and more schools.

Who participates in Reading Friends?




In the pilot year….
74% of participants were 50 years and older, and of these 36% were 75 years and older
67% were female and 30% were male
34% live alone

The main reasons participants wanted to get involved were to meet new people, spend time with
others, and talk about shared interests.
“The reason I came to this group was to contribute and be with other LGBT+
people and to have some interest about our history.” (Reading Friends
participant, Islington)

Who volunteers on the Reading Friends programme?





In the pilot year….
17% were under 18 years old and 24% were 65 years or older
84% of volunteers were female; 16% were male
12% were employed full time, 33% in full-time education and 28% retired
32% had never volunteered before

The main reasons volunteers wanted to get involved were to meet and support isolated older
people and to give something back to the local area.
“It’s so important to maintain the connection with that generation … that’s why
I do this. My grandparents are dead now, so this is the way I engage with that
generation and ensure they don’t get forgotten about.” (Volunteer, Conwy)

What did people think about their Reading Friends experience?
There was a high level of satisfaction with the programme in the pilot year and the vast majority
stated they would recommend the experience to others.


96% of Reading Friends participants rated their experience as Good or Excellent and 72%
wanted to carry on taking part
97% of Reading Friends volunteers rated their volunteering experience as Good or Excellent
and 90% wanted to carry on volunteering



1

Not all sites returned complete monitoring data, so the actual number of participants and volunteers is likely to be higher.
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What difference does the Reading Friends
programme make to those involved?
Throughout the pilot phase, the evaluation has explored a set of reading, social and personal
outcomes that might arise through taking part. Looking across both the quantitative and
qualitative data collected for the evaluation, it is clear that there are many examples of the
programme helping participants and volunteers to make new connections with others and to
engage in enjoyable and meaningful activities. The headline findings are:

Reading outcomes
Reading Friends presents an opportunity to talk about reading with others regularly and this is
something that participants and volunteers highly value.


83% of Reading Friends participants indicated that they enjoyed talking about what they read
with other people, and 93% of volunteers reported that they either strongly agreed or agreed
that the programme had increased their enjoyment of talking about reading with others.
Participants reported that the programme increased their enjoyment of reading for pleasure,
sharing stories and reminiscing.
The programme can inspire people to get back into reading, as well as encouraging those
who are already keen readers to try new literature or topics.




“If you read a book on your own, your immediate reaction is to want to share
your opinion of it. To pass the book on and share it with someone else and ask
what do they think of it … Yeah that is one of the things that I miss with my wife
dying … she was a great reader and we would sit and talk about it. And now, at
least you’ve got somewhere to come and if a book really ignites you, you can
actually turn around and say: ‘hey, this is a great read’.” (Reading Friends
participant, Greater Manchester).
“I had independently decided I wanted to start reading more so it is helping me
to focus a bit more. I am pleased about that because I had kind of got out of
the habit of reading books … so it has been helpful to me like that with
suggestions.” (Reading Friends participant, Greater Manchester)
“I was a voracious reader … then, I developed schizophrenia and never read
again; all the words got jiggled up and couldn’t hold onto what had come
before, in my head. Being read to is different because I can interact, and there
is something to hold onto.” (Reading Friends participant, Edinburgh)

Social outcomes
The social connections that Reading Friends helps to facilitate and foster were an important part
of the programme for many participants and volunteers. Many described how they felt they were
quite isolated – for example, because their partner had died or because they had caring
responsibilities. Meeting new people was important to them – having the space for these
connections to build over time in a meaningful way over a shared interest or experience.


At the start of their involvement, 67% of Reading Friends participants strongly agreed or
agreed that they ‘feel connected to other people’. This increased to 83% at the end.
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For volunteers, this rose from 77% at the start to 95% at the end. All of the volunteer survey
respondents said that the experience had provided them with enjoyable social contact with
other people.
Participants frequently talked about making new friends through the programme, being more
aware of people in the local area, and gaining perspective beyond their immediate
circumstances.
Those who had taken part in intergenerational projects also valued the chance for different
age groups to mix.
“Of course, the discussion of the book, but the fact that we [go] off topic and
talk about other things; it’s the early stages of a friendship and to begin to get
to know him. That’s my favourite thing.” (Reading Friends participant, Stirling)
“I’ve got to know people I didn’t before – now if I met them out on the street I
would chat to them. It’s someone to say hello to, and we have something to
talk about. Brings people in the village together.” (Reading Friends participant,
West Sussex)
“I have a husband with Alzheimer’s [disease] and I only get out for two
respites a week. I use one of those to come to this. I have a carer that comes
for these times.” (Reading Friends participant, Horsham)

Case study – Reading Friends projects in hospitals
In the pilot year, Reading Friends operated in three hospitals (and was trialled in one other), and delivery
most often involved volunteers reading one-to-one with patients. It was reported that patients benefited
from the sense of normality and connection to the outside world that volunteers provided, as well as from
companionship during a difficult time in their lives.
“By reading to them in hospital I am actually filling a gap in their lives. Sharing
stories and poems with people who have missed out on these in their lives is a
truly wonderful thing for me to be able to do: I find it very rewarding.” (Volunteer,
Edinburgh)
For those living with dementia, Reading Friends often gave them something to focus on, soothing
agitation.
“Many of the dementia ward patients might be restless…Reading Friends helps
them settle.” (Delivery lead, new site)
Hospitals generally worked well as a setting for Reading Friends activities. Volunteers and delivery staff
rarely struggled to recruit participants as the nature of the setting means there is a captive audience. The
rapid turnover of hospital patients also makes the setting particularly suitable for volunteers with
fluctuating availability (such as students or parents with young children); as they are likely to meet new
participants every time, participants will not be let down if a volunteer does not attend. Volunteers and
staff also highly recommended Pictures to Share books (which are part of the Reading Well for dementia
booklist collection) as being appropriate for this setting, particularly in dementia wards.

Personal outcomes
Reading Friends provides a worthwhile and rewarding experience for many of those involved.
Participants talked about how the activities could make them feel more relaxed and less stressed.
Volunteers also talked about new skills and knowledge (for example, presentation and facilitation)
that they had developed through taking part in the programme.
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76% of Reading Friends participants indicated that the programme had added
purpose to their week.
63% of Reading Friends participants said they strongly agreed or agreed that they felt
confident trying new things at the beginning of the programme – this had risen to 78% at the
end.
92% of Reading Friends volunteers strongly agreed or agreed that being a volunteer had
given them a sense of purpose
78% of Reading Friends volunteers strongly agreed or agreed that they
felt confident trying new things at the beginning of the programme – this
had risen to 93% at the end.
“I’m more confident I think … I’m very quiet, very shy, I don’t really speak but I
have noticed over time that I have come every month I do speak out more and
more … It is because we have known each other those few months now.”
(Reading Friends participant, Greater Manchester)
“Coming here is just meeting people you don’t know, and they all have such
interesting stories to share. I am a people person, so just talking to people and
learning about them is interesting. I think it’s rewarding.” (Volunteer,
Edinburgh)
“I am living with dementia. I sometimes read out a poem to the group – one
that [the volunteer] knows I will be able to read out. I enjoy the group, and love
taking part when I am able to do so.” (Reading Friends participant, Horsham)

Case study – Preparing volunteers for their careers
In the Yorkshire Dales, some younger volunteers described how the skills they developed through
volunteering, including time management, confidence and the ability to interact with people of different
ages would hopefully help them in their careers. One volunteer had already secured a job alongside their
schoolwork, and felt that the process of interviewing in the care home to become a volunteer had made
the idea of job interviews less daunting:
“When I first came to interview here we had to sit down and join a session, and I
was scared to say the wrong thing. At interview for this charity job I have now, I
was quite confident so I could give full answers.” (Volunteer, Yorkshire Dales)
A delivery staff member we spoke to echoed these sentiments, stating that volunteering with Reading
Friends is “good for CVs and school.” For another volunteer, being part of Reading Friends had
clarified their career ambitions, giving them a concrete goal:
”Before starting Reading Friends, I was not sure what my career would be, but
now…after being around the residents at their centre…I think the medical
profession is rewarding and helping people is something I want to do”. (Volunteer,
Yorkshire Dales)
Although many Reading Friends volunteers are retired or near the end of their careers, it is clear that
for those that are engaged at a younger age, the programme can play an important role in shaping
their future plans. Facilitating this kind of personal development should be considered when it comes
to coordinating volunteer support and promoting the programme.
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Lessons from delivering Reading Friends projects
Delivery leads, volunteers and participants provided feedback in the evaluation visits on how
Reading Friends was working in practice – including those sites who had been involved in the test
year and had experienced scaling up their activities.

What worked well?
The main strengths from the pilot phase included:
 Communication – using a wide variety of channels to help spread the word about Reading
Friends and making sure messages and materials are welcoming – recognising that ‘reading’
might be off putting for some.
 Co-production – providing some structure at the start, but then encouraging participants to
take ownership of their projects through ongoing feedback, shaping the content and making
adaptations.
 Partnerships – particularly where libraries could partner with other organisations, providing
access to resources and expertise. Strong partnerships could also help to reach new
audiences.
 Volunteer recruitment and management – with practical sessions to develop skills and
using partners to deliver training on specific subjects being highly valued. Volunteers also
appreciated being in regular contact with delivery leads.
 Improved central programme management – with better communication from The Reading
Agency and a range of resources available for delivery leads.

What was more challenging?






Resource intensive – setting up a project involves a lot of input and time to advertise, recruit,
design and prepare activities, as well as find, train and support volunteers.
Clarity – some felt that it was not always clear what the core purpose of Reading Friends is
which could make it hard to communicate to others.
Time and staff capacity – staff in partner organisations are often co-ordinating Reading
Friends on top of their core roles which places limits on how much time they could devote to
the programme.
More support for volunteers – this was highlighted as a need for those working in more
unusual settings such as prisons and hospitals. Volunteers would also have liked
opportunities to meet other volunteers from across the programme.
Creating a network of projects - the pilot year involved experimenting with a cross-area
approach in Greater Manchester, with central co-ordination and satellite sites. The
experiences of this varied, and the benefits of creating a network of Reading Friends projects
were not fully realised.
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What are the essential ingredients of Reading
Friends?
Looking across all the feedback from the pilot phase evaluation, there are a number of key
ingredients that are essential to the programme’s ethos. These include:






The flexible nature of the model – with potential to experiment and adapt approaches to
different styles and groups
Informal – being distinct from a more structured book group with less pressure or expectation
on participants
Being accessible to people with different health conditions whilst still using reading as the
main stimulus
Volunteer-led – with groups and one-to-ones shaped by their experiences and approach,
often using creative techniques and different mechanisms to ensure that people can benefit
from the activity
Diverse – being able to draw on local resources to help bring sessions to life

How could Reading Friends improve in the roll out
phase?
There were a number of recommendations for The Reading Agency to further develop the
Reading Friends programme. These included:









Clearly communicate the overall aims and vision of Reading Friends to help projects know
that what they are delivering is within the overall expectations of the programme. Using
examples from existing sites and case studies can help to illustrate this in a practical way.
Recognise the extra time and resource required for those projects that are more difficult to get
off the ground – for example, due to working with people with additional needs, or who are
harder to reach and engage.
Make the recently developed toolkit more widely available so that volunteers are also able to
access this alongside delivery leads.
All projects should be encouraged to use a variety of advertising routes including leaflets and
posters, word of mouth, online and advertising through local partners to attract a wide
audience.
Greater emphasis on involving participants and volunteers in the design and delivery of
activities – a simple ‘tips and tricks’ for successfully co-produced activities could be developed
and shared across sites explaining the different ways that this can play out in practice.
Although there have been successes in attracting a wider range of volunteers, the role could
be developed further to ensure that they have confidence taking the lead. The Reading
Agency could also consider developing regional hubs for volunteers to get together for
sharing and learning.
Develop accreditation routes for younger volunteers, or make the link with other initiatives
such as The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award more explicit.
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