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VCS involvement in testing and vaccination

As the Emergencies Partnership shifts focus from a response to a 
preparedness model, we’ve been looking at what the role and value of the 
voluntary and community sector (VCS) has been in the Covid-19 response, 
and how we can learn from this to support a more embedded role for the 
voluntary sector in future emergencies. 

Previous work has looked at the VCS role in schools testing and connecting 
with marginalised communities. This report looks at the VCS role in wider 
Covid-19 testing and vaccination activities. 

In March 2021, the Emergencies Partnership surveyed partners in our Local 
Infrastructure Network to better understand VCS involvement in Covid-19 
testing and vaccination support in England. We received 134 responses (a 
67% response rate). 

The results show the breadth of VCS involvement in these activities:

• 93% of respondents said the voluntary sector in their area has supported 
Covid-19 vaccination efforts between Jan-March 2021

• 70% of respondents reported VCS involvement in Covid-19 testing over 
the same period

• Only 2% of respondents said the VCS was not involved in either testing 
or vaccination activities (4% did not have enough information to answer)
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Who have VCS organisations been supporting?

A majority of respondents reported working with local 
authorities, the NHS and GP bodies on vaccinations.

For testing support, VCS organisations were reported 
to be working more with local authorities, although 
significant minorities also report working with NHS and 
GPs. 

Respondents also reported the voluntary sector 
working with other types of organisations, including:

• Police

• Fire & rescue services

• Military 

• Pharmacies

• Schools 

• Private businesses
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Where have VCS organisations provided support?

Standalone testing and vaccination were the most 
widely supported setting for Covid-19-related 
activities, reported by 87% of respondents. These 
sites included mass vaccination centres as well as 
local authority community testing sites (e.g. 
libraries, leisure centres and community centres) 
and pop-up sites in community venues

Respondents also reported the VCS providing 
support in other settings, such as:

• Pharmacies

• Door-to-door

• Community assets (e.g. leisure centres, 
theatres)

• In specialised testing and vaccination centres 
for homeless people and other at-risk groups
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What support have VCS organisations given? 

A large majority of respondents 
(85%) reported involvement in 
volunteer recruitment to support 
vaccination activities, followed by 
direct volunteer provision (68%), 
volunteer management (57%) and 
community transport (59%). VCS 
organisations were reported to be 
involved in similar types of activities 
in support of testing, although at 
slightly lower rates, reflecting the 
greater involvement in the 
vaccination drive. 

Other types of support that were 
mentioned included: 

• Community engagement and 
awareness-raising around vaccine 
hesitancy and testing

• Strategic planning and input to 
design of local testing and 
vaccination programmes

• Brokerage of venues - working 
with community organisations to 
identify trusted venues for testing 
and vaccination

• Supporting authorities with best 
practice and guidance to develop 
their volunteering engagement, 
including through role 
development and training

• Working with strategic partners on 
influencing and then informing on 
vaccinations for site volunteers 
and then VCS frontline staff

• Call centre provision
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Volunteer activities for testing and vaccination

Direct volunteer involvement in administering vaccines 
was reported by 20% of  respondents, but the survey 
results show that volunteers have been crucial in 
facilitating access to vaccination and testing: the most 
widely reported uses of volunteers were for 
marshalling, patient transport and patient welfare. 

Testing in schools was mentioned by around a quarter 
of respondents – notable given the short time-frame 
that school testing was needed compared to other 
activities. 

Other volunteer activities reported by respondents 
included:

• Testing administration support (e.g. data entry of 
results)

• Delivery and collection of pulse oximeters

• Promotion and support to hard-to-reach groups
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VCS support for vaccination uptake among groups 
disproportionally impacted by Covid-19

Voluntary sector organisations are promoting vaccine uptake in 
their communities. 

82% of respondents reported VCS support for vaccine 
communications and outreach, such as countering 
misinformation and providing materials in multiple languages.

74% said that the VCS is connecting health providers to trusted 
leaders in minority communities to support the vaccination drive. 

Almost half of respondents thought that local health providers 
are taking ‘significant action’ to prioritise vaccination uptake 
among disproportionally-affected groups, while only 2% said that 
no action was being taken. 
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Conclusions

VCS have been supporting Covid-19 testing and vaccination 
through a wide range of activities, working with their 
communities, local government and health authorities. 

Based on the responses to this survey, VCS involvement has 
strengthened Covid-19 testing and vaccination programmes 
by providing direct support through volunteer provision and 
management, community engagement and advice and 
guidance on everything from venue selection to 
communications. 

It is likely that there will be an ongoing need for VCS services 
to support the Covid-19 response, especially as health 
authorities and local government return to business as usual. 
Where ongoing volunteer support is needed, authorities 
should continue to work closely with local infrastructure 
organisations to ensure volunteers activities are planned and 
managed in accordance with best practice.

This VCS support should be appropriately funded, given how 
central it is to the success of Covid-19 testing and vaccinations 
that will protect the communities they serve. 

The survey responses also show evidence of successful joined-
up working between statutory and voluntary sector 
organisations, which has led to greater effectiveness of testing 
and vaccination activities – for example through vaccine 
promotion through trusted sources. This way of working should 
be emulated in future public health and emergency response 
activities so that communities at higher risk do not miss out. 

Recommendations

• Local infrastructure organisations should share best-practice 
guidelines for local and health authorities on how to plan 
and use volunteers effectively in future emergency scenarios

• Local authorities should develop ties with infrastructure 
organisations in advance of any specific volunteer request, to 
ensure best practices can be followed in an emergency

• Health authorities should continue to engage with voluntary 
sector post-Covid to ensure communications and 
engagement are tailored for different communities

• Government should ensure there is sufficient funding 
available for VCS support to be viable long-term


