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It has been amazing to see the appreciation and positive feedback we’ve received from  
    members of the public of all ages who previously felt lonely and isolated, and who have  
             told us that we’ve made such a difference to their lives, and literally kept them going.  ~Librarian

“
”

Read, Talk, Share Evaluation
FOCUS ON: REACH AND IMPACT
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The Loneliness Challenge
As a result of the lockdowns and social distancing required as part of the Covid-19 pandemic, 
feelings of loneliness – and corresponding impacts on mental health and wellbeing – have 
increased for many people, but especially for those already most at risk such as older adults, 
young people and those living alone.1 

Nine months into the pandemic, one in four adults in the UK said they had experienced feelings 
of loneliness in the previous two weeks, and more than half of adults (60%) and over two-thirds 
of young people (68%) have said their mental health got worse during the lockdown.2

In December 2020, the U.K. government announced a £7.5 million funding package to help 
tackle loneliness over the winter period. The funding package was designed to help provide 
immediate relief to those most at risk, targeted at sectors known for their power and ability 
to bring people and communities together. Of the £5 million awarded to Arts Council England 
for arts and library services, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) 
awarded The Reading Agency £3.5m to work with public libraries across England to engage with 
and address the loneliness challenge.

Tackling life’s big challenges through  
the proven power of reading
The Reading Agency is a national charity that tackles life’s big challenges  – including 
loneliness and poor mental health and wellbeing – through the proven power of reading.  
In 2020-21, The Reading Agency reached over 1.9 million people across the UK, including  
more than 950,000 children and over 900,000 adults and young people. It works closely  
with partners to develop and deliver programmes for people of all ages and backgrounds. 

1 What Works Centre for Wellbeing (2020), How has Covid-19 and associated lockdown measures affected loneliness in the UK?;  
British Red Cross (2020), Lonely and Left Behind: Tackling Loneliness at a Time of Crisis;  
Mental Health Foundation (2020), Wave 8: Late November 2020

2 Mental Health Foundation (2020), Loneliness during Coronavirus; Mind (2020), 
 https://www.mind.org.uk/media-a/5929/the-mental-health-emergency_a4_final.pdf

3 Campaign to End Loneliness (2020), Risk to Health 
4	 Data	to	support	the	findings	was	collected	primarily	through	participation	and	engagement	monitoring;	 

user and partner surveys; and qualitative interviews with stakeholders, participants and volunteers.  
Additional details on methodology can be found in the full Read, Talk, Share evaluation report.

Through this commitment to its mission and vision, The Reading Agency is well placed  
to respond to public health concerns about the impact of loneliness on the mental and  
physical health of people across the UK.3 

The DCMS funding represented an unprecedented level of investment in library services  
to tackle loneliness and support mental health. This DCMS support expanded and enhanced  
two of The Reading Agency’s successful programmes: Reading Well Books on Prescription  
and Reading Friends. The funds were used to mount the Read, Talk, Share campaign, which 
provided Reading Well mental health book collections for children, young people and adults  
to all public libraries in England, as well as significantly expanding the delivery of Reading 
Friends – a social reading model using reading to bring people together and tackle 
loneliness –  through libraries across England. 

This report offers an overview of the evaluation of the  
Read, Talk, Share campaign, conducted in partnership  
with public libraries from December 2020 - May 2021,  
highlighting the campaign’s wide reach and impact  
on individuals, communities and the library sector.4
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Reading Friends brings people together, using reading to start conversations 
and connect people who are vulnerable, isolated and at risk of loneliness. 
It offers a space to share stories, meet new friends, and have fun, as a result 
building social capital and tackling social isolation. Reading Friends is  
delivered by volunteers in groups and one-to-one sessions and, during the 
pandemic, used socially distanced models including telephone or video  
calls to help create connections.      

Reading Friends

Reading Friends:  
National framework reaching local communities  
The DCMS funding enabled The Reading Agency to provide funding, training and 
resources for 102 library authorities in England to deliver Reading Friends to diverse 
audiences, such as new and expectant parents, young carers, and those living with 
dementia. These 102 library authorities reached over 4,600 people and created 69,485 
engagements across four months.

Loneliness was a big issue for those involved in Reading Friends – 49% of participants 
said they had felt lonely ‘some of the time’ or ‘often / always’ since March 2020. 

Over three-quarters of participants (76%) and 3 in 5 befrienders (61%) agreed they  
had felt lonely more often than they did before the pandemic. 

The needs and circumstances of participants suggest that people from a variety of 
backgrounds were experiencing loneliness. 

Younger people responding to the participant survey (18-34) were the loneliest group –  
63% said they felt lonely at least some of the time compared to 48% for the over 75s.
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The group has been  
a lifesaver after a  
silent twelve months.
      ~Reading Friends participant

“
”



The Reading Agency | Read, Talk, Share Evaluation 4

Creating meaningful connections
Our evaluation findings show that the Reading Friends activities libraries provided across 
England helped people feel less lonely and more connected during an incredibly challenging 
time. Reading Friends helped fill an enormous social gap for people experiencing different 
types of social isolation and loneliness – whether that was a young person not able to meet 
up with friends, a new mother struggling to cope at home, or an elderly person lacking 
immediate support networks. 

We asked participants to reflect on the period they were involved with Reading Friends and 
the impact it had on them.1 The findings highlight that: 

• 72% of participants agreed that Reading Friends helped them feel less lonely 

• 83% of participants agreed that Reading Friends helped them to feel more  
connected to other people

• 74% of participants agreed that Reading Friends added purpose to their week

Befrienders also experienced similar benefits – alongside professional outcomes such as new 
skills and increased  confidence, gained in part to seeing the impact of their work and having  
a sense of purpose through doing something meaningful:

• 77% of befrienders agreed that Reading Friends helped them to feel more  
connected to other people 

• 65% of befrienders agreed that Reading Friends added purpose to their week 

• 54% of befrienders agreed that Reading Friends had increased their confidence  
to try new things

1 Data collected from a survey administered to both participants and befrienders at the end of the funded period,  
with responses from 524 participants and 350 befrienders.

Participants who felt lonely more often reported greater 
impact than those who were lonely less often. Of those  
who were feeling lonely ‘always’ or ‘sometimes’, 85% 
strongly agreed or agreed that Reading Friends had 
helped them feel less lonely, compared to 36% for  
those feeling lonely ‘never’ or ‘hardly ever.’

74%

83%72%

“added purpose”

“more connected”“less lonely”

PARTICIPANTS

65%

77%54%

“added purpose”

“more connected”“increased confidence”

BEFRIENDERS
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Lockdown had left me very isolated and in need  
of contact with people. It was a wonderful idea  
and it helped alleviate the stress of isolation, to  
hear another human voice and have an upbeat  
intelligent conversation.

      ~Reading Friends participant

“

”
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Reading Friends total engagements and spread across target participant groups, January-May 20211

1 Engagements are the numbers involved (both participants and befrienders) in each one-to-one and group session and were  
counted for every time a Reading Friends activity took place. Data collected through participation monitor form. Demographic  
information	was	provided	by	library	authorities	with	the	exception	of	the	information	on	people’s	living	circumstances,		which	was	 
drawn from the participant survey (478 responses to questions on demographics).

Communities and individuals most in need
Reading Friends increased the range of audiences engaged during this 
period to tackle the universal experience of loneliness during the 
pandemic. Across the programme, library authorities demonstrated 
different ways to build and sustain relationships over a relatively short 
timescale, engaging new audiences alongside existing ones.

Evidence from library authorities shows the diversity of people reached 
through Reading Friends activities.

“ These books are truly amazing and will  
be a godsend in my local area, especially 
as people’s mental health is so poor at 
present due to the pandemic.

~Reading Friends library user”
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Delivering Reading Friends todiverse audiences 
Reading Friends key audiences based on reach across library settings, January-May 20211

1  Figure represents the percentage of sites reaching different audiences, based on data collected from 99 library authorities. 
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Supporting mental health 
The impact of loneliness on people’s physical and mental health, and health and social care use 
before Covid, has been well documented as a major public health concern.1  While one in four 
people will experience a mental health problem of some kind each year in England, the onset of  

the pandemic saw a profound impact  
on public mental health. More than  
half of adults (60%) and over two-thirds  
of young people (68%) have said their 
mental health got worse during  
the lockdown.2 

1   https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/threat-to-health/ 
2  	https://www.mind.org.uk/media-a/5929/the-mental-health-emergency_a4_final.pdf? 

We distributed 311,783 books to
2,975 public and community managed

libraries across 150 authorities

Reading Well: Useful reading accessed online and 
in print to help people understand and manage 
their mental health
Reading Well is designed to support the understanding and management 
of personal health and wellbeing using helpful reading. The books are 
carefully curated and quality-assured by health experts and those with 
lived experience of the conditions covered and their relatives and carers.

The Reading Agency worked closely with every library service across England 
to provide access to the Reading Well reading lists: Reading Well for mental 
health; Reading Well for young people; and Reading Well for children. The DCMS 
funding allowed The Reading Agency to donate and distribute 311,783 books, 
including 295,200 print books and 16,583 e-books  
and audiobooks, to 2,975 public and  
community managed libraries.
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Book loans totals for Reading Well book collections, January-May 20211

1	 Physical	loan	figures	were	provided	by	Library	Management	System	(LMS)	data	collected	from	82	authorities,	
supported by library consortia and Collection HQ, and scaled up using a formula proportionate to the remaining 
authorities. E-loans data was provided by each of the e-lenders (Overdrive, BorrowBox and Cloud Library).

As a result of the successful distribution of both print and digital copies of the three 
Reading Well mental health collections to public and community libraries, over 
70,000 engagements with Reading Well books took place in the four funded months. 
In addition, 24 book titles were donated to libraries by Hachette for free digital 
simultaneous access from March through June 2021, with a further extension agreed 
until mid-September 2021. Library e-lenders estimate the average value of the  
donated Hachette titles for this period as around £250 per authority, or a saved  
value to libraries of £40,000 across all authorities. 

This was the first time Hachette titles had been available for e-lending in public 
libraries. The digital loans figure is a particular success, as it marks a 517% increase 
compared to the same period in 2020. This significant increase in digital engagement 
would not have been made possible without the engagement and commitment to 
Reading Well by Hachette UK.
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The Reading Agency and public libraries worked together to share book collections with 
partner organisations in local communities across the UK. As a result, 768 partnerships  
with the library sector were harnessed to deliver Reading Well in local communities.  
The universal rollout of Reading Well demonstrates the value of a consistent public library 
health offer to support public signposting and partnership working with the health sector. 
Feedback from the library sector illustrates the importance of an expert-endorsed mental  
health reading offer for local individuals, communities and health partners. The expansion 
also demonstrated that, by engaging with settings such as schools, Primary Care Networks 
and social prescribing sites, the public library can be an effective provider and broker of 
mental health support. 

Other national partners delivering the scheme locally included the National Academy of 
Social Prescribing and the Thriving Communities Network. The Reading Agency also 
created a social prescribing toolkit to facilitate partnerships between the library sector 
and Link Workers. Feedback from Link Workers about the collections has been positive,  
and by signposting to Reading Well collections they have been able to add value to their offer.

Community partnerships delivered by public libraries  
for Reading Well book collections, January-May 2021

Schools emerged as the largest partnership network libraries worked with to share their 
Reading Well collections. This was a natural fit, as many libraries already work closely with 
local schools and education reopened before many others settings. Facilitating partnerships 
in this way and promoting the children and young people’s collections enabled public libraries 
to meet the high demand for mental health support in schools, which was high as a result of 
Covid restrictions.1 

Other audiences included people living with mental health conditions; women disproportionately 
affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, for example, women who may have experienced domestic 
violence or other inequalities during this time; and people with social anxiety/confidence issues.

1   Anna Freud (2020), Coronavirus:	Supporting	pupils’	mental	health	and	well-being

Strong community partnerships

This successful engagement with partners and individuals across the local community places 
the public library on the frontline of community mental health support. In doing so, it has also 
delivered a clear legacy for libraries, working to embed them as a vital part of community 
public health provision. It further reinforces that health support in public libraries,  
amplified through partners, can create systems change in public health and wellbeing.
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Libraries on the frontline of Covid recovery
The Read, Talk, Share campaign helped library authorities reach new audiences,  
raise their profile and influence their practices. 

Reading Friends provided an opportunity for library authorities to support people in 
different ways and keep people engaged with the library service during a lockdown.  
Some staff were connected to council-led hubs that were supporting vulnerable people. 
Alongside this, the sites were seeking to grow their audience and engage new customers,  
often working with external organisations who could help libraries reach specific 
groups such as young carers, people with disabilities or people accessing ESOL classes – 
highlighting the benefits of working with multiple partners to reach those most in need.

Reading Friends also provided library authorities with the opportunity to elevate their role.  
Sites that had been working closely in partnership with others recognised that Reading 
Friends had helped to strengthen these connections by offering a tangible project to 
collaborate on. There was also recognition of the role of Reading Friends in supporting 
local authorities’ health and wellbeing and Covid support recovery strategies, positioning 
the programme against these important priorities and giving the library service greater 
confidence to be part of these discussions. 

Libraries have reported using their Reading Well collections to encourage and welcome 
the public back to the library space. In addition, the books distributed to libraries will  
remain in place as an enduring legacy, providing vital access to communities and 
allowing individuals to borrow these titles for years to come.

The Reading Well scheme is also now linked to national campaigns, including the NHS/
Public Health England Better Health: Every Mind Matters promotional campaign which 
signposts to the booklists. This means Reading Well and public libraries are embedded 
in the health sector and government priorities. 

The universal nature of the offer has been a key factor in encouraging health sector 
involvement, demonstrating the role of libraries as an essential part of Covid recovery.

“ There was a lot of interest across the borough, and 
we were invited to give presentations to mental 
health teams, carers, the local co-production 
network and carers’ partnership. The project has 
been a catalyst for new partnerships and reaching 
new audiences and has sown the seeds for a further 
strand of library activities.” 

– Reading Friends project coordinator
“ I took some of the inclusion work that I do a little bit 

further and use Reading Friends to focus on particular 
groups of isolated areas of the community that we 
wanted to engage with. And this gave us a good  
platform to do that.” 

– Reading Friends befriender, staff
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If we take this idea forward,  
it can help especially with curbing  
the isolation in non-pandemic times as well. 
And at the same time, it can play a bigger role 
in the integration of communities in society.

“

”

CASE STUDY:  
Reading Friends in Sandwell
Sandwell ran a phone Reading Friends group for Punjabi-speaking 
members of the local community. The library authority was already 
focusing on tackling social isolation amongst their existing customers, 
and a member of staff identified that many Punjabi-speaking residents 
in Sandwell were housebound or clinically vulnerable. She saw Reading 
Friends as an opportunity to engage a new audience.

“ Why can’t we start a community group as well? You 
know, target a community audience? Because I speak 
Punjabi and Hindi and I was given this opportunity,  
so I started this Punjabi Reading Friends group.”

The befriender initially delivered one-to-one telephone chats in Punjabi 
with participants before setting up group meetings using telephone 
conferencing software. During these calls, participants would read, 
share stories, and reminisce, providing a safe space to talk openly.

Everyone in the group was a keen reader and the befriender kept  
that connection to books in the sessions. She was also able to encourage 
participants to visit and use the library after lockdown, breaking down 
perceptions that it was inaccessible to them.

“ My participants told me that some of them didn’t know  
 they could borrow Punjabi books from the libraries.”

As well as the benefits to the library authority of growing its audience, 
potential wider societal benefits were arising from the group calls. Some 
participants were already comparatively isolated before the pandemic 
due to the language barrier, and the befriender saw the potential of 
Reading Friends activities in helping these participants better integrate 
into wider society and feel a form of connection.
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We are seeking to work in greater  
partnership with our public library  
service in future. This may involve signposting 
University of Bolton students to their services 
and resources, providing opportunities  
for the general public to engage with the 
University library, and potentially through 
new collaborative projects.

“

”

CASE STUDY:  
Reading Well in Bolton
By working with community sites in Bolton, the libraries team were able to expand  
Reading Well’s reach via 10 key partners with an additional estimated 24,848 people,  
where partner sites could approximate reach. This allowed the library staff to deliver  
community mental health support at a time when their normal ways of community  
engagement and partnership working had been disrupted. 

“ I feel our partner services benefit greatly from the Reading Well collections. Reading Well  
books are able to reach a far wider audience [and] we have also made invaluable  
contacts. […] The display has become a big talking point and very welcome by the  
visitors and some of the staff. People have talked about their mental health and  
how they have coped. We have also reached out to a local primary school that are  
using the books with their children who are struggling with different issues brought  
about because of the pandemic and being in lockdown. It has been quite an uplifting,  
emotional experience especially knowing how many people this has affected on already.”  
– Reading Well lead, Bolton Libraries

Partners engaged in Bolton emphasised the value of the collections, and of working  
collaboratively with the library service to provide local community mental health support. 

“ We use [the books] to support carers as training and development research and gaining  
greater understanding, where relevant they can be used with young people and children.  
This is to help carers better understand the needs and conditions of the young people they  
care for and help the young people to be empowered to understand their situation and be able  
to relate to others. It is a helpful way of engaging with young people and children as they see  
the books as a treat and encourage positive engagement and communication, so practitioners can 
better understand the voice of the child. It positively promotes reading and learning. All our carers 
and children have been delighted to use the books and have handled them with care. The library has 
already supported us in virtual groups such as carers’ catch up and children’s groups, this has been 
wonderful. We aim to continue to link with the library and get more involved in real-time activities 
in future” – Bolton Children’s Services

“ With the current pandemic and the effect this has had on people’s mental health, these books  
are a great resource. The books provide additional mental health support.”  
– Bolton Dementia Support
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The Legacy of Read, Talk, Share
Driven by the successes of this intervention, The Reading Agency’s work with DCMS  
to support wellbeing and tackle loneliness in partnership with public libraries does 
not end here. It is needed more than ever before as the UK continues to recover from 
the pandemic. The Read, Talk, Share campaign legacy and the Reading Well and 
Reading Friends programmes are essential to this recovery, and we will share  
the evaluation findings and learnings across the sector to help guide best practice, 
build partnerships and contribute to the body of knowledge around successful and 
impactful interventions. 

The overall message of the benefits of reading for tackling issues relating to  
mental health and loneliness and the central role of libraries within communities 
continues through The Reading Agency’s ongoing work. The Reading Well collections 
will remain in place in communities, continuing to provide access to quality-assured 
advice and support and leaving an enduring legacy for libraries. The Reading Agency 
is also working to expand and embed Reading Friends into public library services 
across the UK, offering a lifeline of social connections and support to those who  
need it most. 

The Reading Agency will continue to work with vulnerable and hard to reach 
communities, tackling loneliness and supporting mental health through the  
proven power of reading, and welcomes the opportunity to work together  
with libraries and others to deliver this important work.
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70,248
digital and physical  

book loans

517% increase on digital 
lending against 2020

An enduring legacy
for libraries

311,783
Reading Well

books donated to

2,975
public and community

managed libraries

768
Reading Well

community partnerships

69,485
Reading Friends

engagements 

Reaching diverse
communities most in

need of support

27% from BAME groups
6% identified as LGBTQ+
59% had disabilites or

support needs
45% lived alone

The benefits of taking  
part in Reading Friends
participants feel less  

lonely (72%) and more 
connected to others (83%)

Reading Friends library authorities 

Reading Well library authorities 
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