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Summary

The Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) in Sheffield responded swiftly and effectively to the Covid-19 pandemic, with 
a map of support available online by 20 March, and the start of the hub network in place by the same time. This report 
sets out what was achieved in the first three months of the pandemic and reflects on the challenges ahead.  The VCS 
response came out of long lasting, well established and trusted relationships in communities.  It was highly effective 
because it focused on need and was agile and flexible.  Organisations shared intelligence and best practice openly, 
ensuring hubs were well informed and enabling good connections with city wide structures.

The response focussed on a three tiered approach: 

Informal and neighbourhood groups emerged offering mutual aid and support such as running errands and 
neighbourliness, providing help for people where they live.  This is where much of the practical support has been 
offered.

Community level support from the Covid-19 hub network – well-established organisations with systems and procedures 
in place for volunteering became the ‘go to’ places for support and escalation of concerns. This network is formed of 19 
geographically-focused community hubs, and 17 specialist hubs. The hubs have delivered virtual check-ins, emotional 
support, and advice and guidance, and so connecting with people while offering practical and specialist support.  

City level coordination which enabled the VCS to contribute effectively to city wide planning and decisions, highlighting 
the needs of vulnerable people.  We provided a conduit to get funding to the right places, connected the hubs to the City 
Council’s services, and enabled people to volunteer.  

The outcome has been thousands of people across the city receiving essential support.  One in every 150 households has 
been helped with food, feeding over 3,000 people each week.  From the start of lockdown to the end of April Citizens 
Advice Sheffield handled an average of 120 calls daily through their Adviceline,  and supported 2964 individuals with 
nearly 8000 issues 

The VCS is the bedrock that underpins support to keep many people in Sheffield safe and well.  We face very significant 
challenges.  Need and demand has escalated.  Providing help on a one to one basis and to people’s own homes is a 
more resource intensive way of operating.  Income has dropped significantly presenting issues of financial stability for 
many organisations.  

There are a number of factors which have enabled the VCS to be effective:

• VCS organisations know their communities, and are focused on need, using individuals’ and communities’ strengths 
to offer a flexible response.

• Providing relationship-based support around emotional resilience, combating loneliness and reassuring people 
proved to be immensely important.

• A core offer and clear framework meant hubs could add value as most needed in their communities.

• By having a clear focus the sector worked together effectively.  We shared intelligence and information to develop 
our approach in our different communities.

• Facilitation and leadership from VAS enabled organisations to come together.  We developed an effective route to 
gather information, engage with city-wide structures, and ensure VCS hubs were well informed.

• We focussed support for people who were vulnerable for economic and social reasons which were exacerbated 
by Covid-19, complementing all the Council’s responsibilities and the NHS’s focus on Covid-19 infection and its 
management.

• The response was rapid and versatile, we were quickly able to point to street level, community hubs and city-wide 
organisations, with a response which varied over time and between organisations. 

Looking ahead, we need to strive to reduce inequalities, develop our shared approach to democracy, and drive system 
change so that as we emerge from the pandemic we look after the needs of all Sheffield’s citizens.
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Background

1. The Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) in Sheffield watched with the rest of the country as the Covid-19 

emergency unfolded.  We thought about our plans; we wondered about how to keep our services going; we 

planned for some aspects of a pandemic.  In many ways we were well prepared for what followed.  We knew there 

would be a need for communities to step up as statutory services couldn’t provide for everyone in the city.  We were 

immediately thinking about who were the most vulnerable people that needed to be supported.

2. This report captures the impact of our response – about how volunteers and organisations coordinated support 

for communities as the effects of lockdown, social isolation, job losses and difficulties accessing food and medical 

supplies took effect. It reflects on what has been achieved and highlights the impact of VCS support and how it 

provided critical and complementary responses alongside the NHS, Sheffield City Council and social care services.

3. The VCS has responded rapidly and effectively to the Covid-19 crisis. We have shifted our operations to offer one-

to-one rather than one-to-many support, often remotely. We have done so as need and demand have risen and in 

the face of reduced capacity as some staff and volunteers couldn’t work, and with income significantly reduced. A 

map of support was available online by 20 March, and the start of the hub network was in place by the same time 

– ahead of the formal lockdown. Specific services responded quickly, with phone call check-ins from community 

hubs from the outset.

4. The VCS springs from and is deeply embedded within communities. We have long-lasting and trusted relationships.  

It is this and our focus on meeting people’s needs that has enabled us to identify and meet emerging needs, gather 

and share intelligence, identify cold spots in the city, and use our experience to identify solutions that will stick and 

make a difference. The support we provide to keep people safe and well and prevent problems getting worse is 

crucial. As a city, we will rely on this increasingly as the long-term impact of the pandemic is felt economically and 

socially as well as in relation to health and infection rates. 

5. We have made sure people are supported locally, and that they have somewhere to go to ask for help when they 

need it. We have offered emotional support and wellbeing checks, and have reduced loneliness, as well as practical 

support including food supply, shopping and “things to do”. Targeted support hubs developed their approach for 

more specific needs, for example Flourish’s packages available to support people with mental health needs.

6. We connected with people, communicating frequently and in different ways, including in different languages, 

digitally and non-digitally, leafleting to share information in a variety of formats, using pictures and infographics as 

well as printed text.

What has the VCS response to Covid in Sheffield looked like?

7. We responded with a three-tiered approach made up of informal and neighbourhood activity, the community and 

targeted hubs network, and city-wide leadership and coordination. 

Informal and neighbourhood groups

8. Informal and neighbourhood mutual aid groups rapidly emerged offering support such as running errands, 

neighbourliness, and other reactive help for people where they live. The hubs and VAS have supported these groups 

to operate safely and increase their impact by providing guidance and resources, as well as an escalation route for 

needs they could not meet.  We created links with these groups to ensure an effective two way flow of intelligence. 
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Community and targeted hubs

9. The hub network has been a critical part of the VCS response. This network is formed of 19 community hubs 

(geographically focused), and 17 targeted hubs (needs focused).  A complete list of the hubs is at annex 1.  These 

are established, registered organisations with systems and procedures in place for volunteering, which acted as ‘go 

to’ places for support.

10. These organisations have been delivering virtual check-ins and emotional support, providing advice and guidance, 

connecting with people, and coordinating food banks and other ways of distributing food to thousands of people.  

The support they offer has shifted over time, and its specialist as well as generalist nature has been crucial.  They 

work with people with multiple needs, as well as providing support on single issues.  They have reached out pro-

actively, rather than just waiting for people to get in touch.

Manor & Castle Development Trust - community hub

Each week MCDT is in touch with around 500 people who might need support due to medical, social, or financial 

vulnerabilities. Additional people are referred each week by GPs and social workers. People who have previously 

received support have returned as their resilience has worn down, and their mental health has suffered through the 

pandemic. 

 These people were supported with: 

• check-in calls to establish their situation, and check the plans and support in place;

• checking understanding of key public health messages (e.g. people with dementia, learning difficulties and 

mental health issues needed messages explaining and reinforcing);

• safety information about potential scams;

• advice and remote support on maintaining health and wellbeing at home;

• practical help with shopping, prescriptions, and food bank referrals;

• keeping in touch - offer to call back, and encourage them to call if support is needed;

• advocacy support to access a place to live and set up utilities (including for people released from prison);

• mental health support through daily wellbeing phone calls; managing anxiety by signposting to online resources; 

guidance about stress; and help with drug and alcohol dependency;

• advice about domestic violence.

People were helped to speak to housing providers, the police, GPs and other health care professionals, social services 

and other city-wide services to ensure they have support they need.
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Fir Vale Community Hub - community hub

In the first month of lockdown, PAC Fir Vale reacted quickly by producing and distributing translated public health 

resources, speaking to 312 residents about social distance practice, and having conversations about health and 

wellbeing during lockdown with a further 112 clients. Further to this, they have:

• 274 specialist advice cases covering law and domestic violence;

• distributed 129 food vouchers and given advice to families;

• supported the Ramadan food boxes for BAME key workers of Muslim background; 

• checked in with 102 social café beneficiaries;

• made 42 mental health related wellbeing calls to those with English as second language;

• undertaken 9 translations for other agencies.

Citizens Advice Sheffield and Shelter - targeted support hubs 
From the start of lockdown to the end of April Citizens Advice Sheffield handled an average 120 calls daily through 

their Adviceline, and supported 2964 individuals with nearly 8000 issues. Additional support was provided through 

their consumer advice and advocacy services.

During the first month of lockdown, Shelter provided their Homeless Prevention and Resettlement Service, Drug and 

Alcohol Prevention and Recovery Service and a Homeless Children’s Resettlement Service to over 350 households (680 

people) and are still taking referrals.  A further 500 people were supported through advice and legal cases.

The Sanctuary - targeted support hub 

The Sanctuary has actively sought out and successfully made contact with refugees who otherwise would have been 

unsupported.  The Sanctuary’s Homeschool Support Scheme has provided laptops, data and additional materials to more 

than 80 asylum seeking families in Sheffield and Doncaster before the end of May.
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The food crisis

11. There was an immediate crisis with food.  In the first few weeks of lockdown 10,000 people in Sheffield made new 

Universal Credit claims, to which the system was slow to respond, leaving many people with no income in the short 

term.  Free school meals weren’t available as schools had closed and the voucher system was not yet in place.  

12. Demands on food banks increased four-fold, with one in 150 households accessing food support in April, while 

donations dried up and some came close to running out food as supermarkets ran short. The sustainability of the 

network was in question.  

13. Bringing foodbanks together in a trusted network proved powerful.  The network worked closely with the City 

Council, which bought food in bulk, which was then available to food banks at no cost.  Without this joint effort the 

picture would likely have been very different.

14. A collective approach to food was also important for the hubs - one of the significant challenges faced early on was 

how to manage financial transactions securely for both volunteer and client.  Sharing options for how to buy food 

for people at home is an example of the importance of hubs working together, maximising capacity to be working 

with people needing support.

Volunteering

15. All of the hubs had volunteers in place who knew the local communities and were well placed to respond. VAS 

collaborated with hubs to provide volunteering support to enable them to focus their efforts on delivery. We agreed 

Covid-19 response volunteer roles and shared resources such as role descriptions, policies, and mutual aid flyer 

templates.  We shared expertise between organisations and mutual aid groups.

16. To ensure essential service delivery could continue if the hubs faced significant staff and volunteer reductions, VAS 

led on recruiting volunteers and enabling fast, safe virtual volunteer deployment.  Finding offers of help was easy, 

as over 1000 people came forward to offer help. However, safely deploying volunteers virtually and at scale had 

never been done. VAS provided a central service to check the identity, references, DBS certificates, time availability 

and skills of potential volunteers.  We worked with TribePad, a Sheffield tech firm, and within two weeks launched 

a new volunteering platform for this purpose.  The hubs and other groups could therefore safely recruit and deploy 

the new volunteers they needed.

The VCS as leaders

17. VAS has led and coordinated the VCS’s response to the crisis, building upon the trusted relationships within the 

sector.  We have gathered and shared information about vulnerable groups and unmet needs.  We created the 

online map of hubs, foodbanks and mutual aid groups.  We enabled rapid communication and problem solving.  We 

shared expertise.  We identified and deployed support across the city.

18. VAS’s leadership contributed to shaping the city’s response to the crisis, leading on developing the offer for vulnerable 

people, and shaping how thinking developed. 
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The challenges 

19. VCS organisations have seen a four-way impact on their capacity:

• Supporting people one-to-one rather than in groups is more resource intensive.  Supporting the same number of 

people effectively takes more time and “people power”.

• Capacity was reduced as staff and volunteers had to shield, isolate or were off sick.  Those who were working were 

doing so remotely, often from home, adapting to new ways of working.

• Income dropped significantly.  Donations and commercial income, for example from office tenants and room hire, 

fell.  Income from events such as the Sheffield half marathon ended.

• Demand increased.  As well as supporting existing clients, referrals from GPs and other services increased.  People 

who had been independent for a number of years returned as the stress of the crisis affected them deeply.  

Foodbanks saw a four-fold increase in demand.  

The VCS is the bedrock that underpins support to keep many people in Sheffield safe and well, but faces significant 

threats which we need to find a way to manage. These are set out in annex 2.  That the sector has managed thus 

far despite increased demand and loss of income is a testament to its resilience, but the impact in the medium and 

long term is likely to be significant.  

20. We expect need and demand to rise further.  We are far from the social and economic peak of the crisis.  The scale 

of the economic recession will impact everyone in the city – but will impact the poorest and most vulnerable the 

greatest.  

21. We urgently need to consider the relationship the city has with it’s VCS. In particular we need to think about:

Nurturing the VCS.  The economic and social impact of the crisis will be long lasting, and many communities will 

look to the VCS for support at the same time as funding is reduced. A flourishing VCS is crucial to the city, and it 

needs to be nurtured, invested in and celebrated.

A strategic relationship with the VCS.  We need to include the VCS in developing a post-crisis vision and strategy 

for the city, using local intelligence to guide city-wide plans and action. We need trust to be built; goals and ambition 

to be shared; strengths and expertise recognised; and mutual benefit for all parties to be made explicit.

Recognising the trusted status of VCS organisations. VCS organisations are trusted by Sheffield citizens, and 

might bring a different perspective to the City Council, NHS and other partners, strengthening a strategic partnership. 

Its sustainability would be stronger with long term funding, and more autonomy on how to spend it, recognising 

organisations working well in communities and the wider benefits they bring. 

Reducing inequalities.  We need a renewed vision to create an inclusive economy, supported by all partners, by 

shifting strategic priorities and resources to meet the highest need.

A shared approach to Sheffield democracy.  People have come together in a crisis to support their neighbours 

and work together.  This citizen engagement and action has been so important.  We need to harness this to involve 

people in decision making at community and city level.

22. Significant investment in the capacity of organisations and communities is needed to realise benefits the medium 

and longer term, when it will be most needed. The increased demand on foodbanks and food projects, more people 

needing emotional wellbeing and mental health support, previous clients returning for support, staff burnout, and 

financial fragility all point to a sector needing investment and capacity building.
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What next?

23. The VCS has over the past three months provided essential support to the most vulnerable people in Sheffield.  It 

adapted and changed its approach in response to intelligence and information gathered, listened to people and 

reacted.  No one asked for or commissioned this response, it happened because at the heart of the VCS is our 

mission to support people when they need it.  Perhaps it is this alone which demonstrates the importance of the 

sector - the determination and capability to find out what is needed, and respond to it, when and where this is 

needed. It demonstrates the importance of recognising and using these skills and traits, supporting the sector to 

step into the gap between other services, and take its place as a fundamental and equal partner in decision making 

and funding.

24. This is a moment to reflect on how we nurture civil society in Sheffield.  The latent support within neighbourhoods 

has been very obvious.  How the VCS infrastructure can support and enhance this is clear.  The capacity to maximise 

its impact needs to be developed. 

25. There is an opportunity for this immediate response to be just the beginning. The level of kindness and compassion 

that exists in communities and how people have been compelled to help others is remarkable. The impact of this 

community resilience and bonds going forward has yet to be discovered – we urgently need to do so to ensure what 

we have achieved is preserved and built upon as we move forward as a city.

VAS and the Covid-19 hub network
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Annex 1 – Community and targeted support hubs

Community hubs

Darnall Wellbeing
Firvale Community Hub 
Flower Estate Family Action 
Heeley Trust
High Green Development Trust
Key Worker Support
Manor and Castle Development Trust
Meadowhead Christian Fellowship + Jordanthorpe Library
Parson Cross Forum
Pitsmoor Adventure Playground
REACH
ShipShape
Soar Community
St Columba Church
St Mary’s Community Centre
St Timothy’s Community Hall
Stocksbridge Leisure Centre
The Furnival
ZEST community

Targeted support hubs

Age Better in Sheffield 
Age UK 
Burton Street Foundation 
Cavendish Cancer Care 
Citizens Advice Sheffield 
City of Sanctuary - The Virtual Sanctuary 
Disability Sheffield
SACMHA
Sheffield Alcohol Support Service/Project 6
Sheffield Carers
Sheffield Churches Council for Community Care
Sheffield Flourish
Sheffield Futures
Sheffield ME and Fibromyalgia Group 
Sheffield Young Carers
Shelter
Weston Park Cancer Charity

ACT
Heely City Farm 
Sharrow Community Forum

Organisations partnered with lead community hubs.
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Appendix 2
This report sets out a response to Covid-19 which has been possible because of the experience and resilience of community 
organisations in Sheffield.  Those organisations have used their limited resources to respond to the pandemic in the short 
term, but face significant risks over the coming months.  These are set out below.

Organisational Risks

• Threats to financial sustainability once the Government grant periods end. Current work decimating reserves. Collapse 
of funding pipeline. This could lead to closing or doing much less in 6 months time.

• Increased unemployment and reliance on UC. Impacts on individual but also puts additional pressure on stretched 
employment teams.

• Risks of LCRT teams using redeployed staff – Limited knowledge of referral/wider support options, and risk of leaving 
community members they have been supporting without ongoing support post Covid

• May have a demand for number of home visits and ensuring staff and volunteers maintain safety measures during 
this time

• Recruiting to replace lost staff for whatever reason – Recruitment during this time is difficult

• Higher risk of staff becoming ill post Covid

• Contract delivery risks.

• Cost associated with need investment in IT for staff – currently relying on staff goodwill and their own computers.

• Impact on business and our trading could bring trusts/orgs that rely on commercial income in business model into 
risks.

• Challenge of bringing staff back into work – especially staff with long term health conditions, shielded, children at 
home etc.

• Lack of capacity and funding will limit what we can do in terms of supporting new activities

• Expectations of clients and commissioners – demand rising whilst resources may be diminishing

• Capacity to maintain horizon-scanning / future planning / work on funding bids - particularly contracts for services

• Increase in demand and reduction in capacity has highlighted how much some orgs have relied on a relatively small 
workforce and volunteers

• Falling behind on some key strategic priorities / positioning (E.g. dialogue with CCG re. our tenancy and occupancy 
in building, potential contracts and developments through the PCN)

• Transition back to office or groups given that some staff and volunteers may still need to isolate or social distance 
and others may be able to return – fragmentation of team

• Higher demand for services due to return to ‘business as usual’ activity

• Risk to capacity due to likely need of maintaining ‘Community Hub’ approach

• Increase in ‘keeping in touch’ service with our most vulnerable participants due to their Covid related concerns or 
impact e.g. bereavement or isolation

• For older people – continued lockdown and shielding is unsustainable, particularly for people living with dementia 
and their carers. A risk assessed approach to resuming face-to-face services is needed. Eg. comparing the risks of 
providing a day centre in an adapted environment against carer breakdown in needing to provide 24/7 care for 
someone living with dementia without respite.

• Increase demand outstrip capacity when lockdown ends – Particularly in Housing e.g., people are offered properties, 
need resettlement support and demand being more than capacity to respond.

• Rehousing, advice, and wraparound support for rough sleepers currently in hotels during Covid
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Making a difference

The Voluntary and Community Sector’s initial 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic in Sheffield

 The joy of doing that first shop online was indescribable and as a result we both 
feel less anxious about managing this awful but necessary lockdown.

We now have our sense of independence back and that means so much to us

When visiting sheltered housing to deliver prescriptions, we’ve seen handwritten 
signs put up by wardens saying “If you need anything contact Heeley Trust”

You have made my day. It is lovely to know that I have someone I can talk to 
because I have been so lonely and it is the worst thing about this isolation

It's making a huge difference in my life, makes me feel less lonely and able to 
cope better with what's happening at the moment

Sheffield Covid Support Map
created by Martin Fox and hosted on the NowThen platform

click here to see the map on the vas website

https://www.vas.org.uk/sheffield-covid-support-map/

