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Ageing Well Torbay 
 
The Big Lottery funded Ageing Well 
Torbay (AWT) programme is a partnership 
of people aged over 50 and voluntary and 
public sector agencies, managed by 
Torbay Community Development Trust 
(TCDT). The seven year programme aims 
to reconnect communities and reduce 
social isolation and loneliness amongst 
those aged over 50 in Torbay to enable 
them to lead more fulfilling lives.  
 
Torbay Community Helpline 
 
In March 2020 the UK was impacted by 
the Covid-19 pandemic. AWT project 
partners played a crucial role in the swift 
establishment of the Torbay Community 
Helpline, launched on 16th March 2020, 
one week before the first National 
lockdown. The helpline, initially staffed 12 
hours a day, seven days a week, was 
originally set up to support the people of 
Torbay affected by the pandemic to 
request help, volunteer their assistance, or 
refer anyone needing help. The service 
initially drew on AWT programme staff and 
volunteers to provide an emergency 
response team that was on hand to shop 
for people for essential food and collecting 
prescriptions. The helpline resulted in 
many volunteers coming forward, offering 
people the opportunity to support their 
friends, relatives, and neighbours in a time 
of crisis. 
 
The helpline has continued to evolve and 
expand its services to reflect the needs of 
the local population. New partners joined;  
Children’s Services, at Torbay Council, 
were planning to set up an early help 
phone line, however when they saw the  
success of the Torbay Community 
Helpline they requested to join, and 
provided staff to field the calls, alongside 
Torbay NHS Trust, who also provided staff 
to help with the calls. This expansion 
continues to evolve; Adult Social Care are 
formulating how they can become part of 
the Helpline through the Front Door 
Project.  
 

 
 
 
The helpline now offers a one-stop service 
to support with a range of needs including 
food bank referrals, triaging mental health 
problems, weekly shopping, prescription 
collections, helping the isolated, domestic 
abuse referrals, financial advice and 
support, and befriending calls.  
 
Helpline call handlers adopt a 
conversational style when answering calls, 
in order to build a stronger rapport and 
develop trust amongst callers, which is 
particularly important to people who may 
have lost trust in statutory services. This 
style enables call handlers to identify a 
range of needs that can be triaged and 
referred to the appropriate organisations.    
 
The service is now operated by staff and 
volunteers from a range of organisations 
including Torbay Community Development 
Trust, Brixham Does Care, Age UK 
Torbay, Healthwatch Torbay, Ageing Well 
Torbay, Imagine This..., YES! Brixham, 
Citizens Advice Torbay, the Torbay Advice 
Network, Homemaker Southwest and 
What’s Your Problem, all working 
alongside Torbay Council and the Torbay 
and South Devon NHS Trust, with a grant 
of just under £100,000 from the Office for 
Civil Society and the National Lottery 
Community Fund to fund the helpline for a 
further six months. 
 
Helpline data reported in this document 
covers the helpline from its establishment 
in March 2020, up until March 2021.  
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Impact of the AWT programme on the 
response to Covid  
 
The fact the AWT programme had been 
operating during the five years prior to 
Covid has had a clear impact on the swift 
mobilisation of the Torbay Community 
Helpline in a number of ways, as detailed 
below.  
 
An integrated approach 
 
The existing partnerships between strands 
across AWT meant that partners were 
able to adapt to help with the crisis. 
Together the AWT partners were able to 
offer a collective response to the Covid 
crisis and it was felt this was vital, as 
statutory services could not provide the 
support older people needed. The 
flexibility partners had as a programme 
within the voluntary sector helped to make 
this possible. Due to the collaborative 
work taking place across Torbay through 
AWT before the pandemic, partners were 
able to quickly set up a helpline as 
partners already had good working 
relationships with one another. Had the 

AWT programme and associated 
partnerships relationship foundations not 
existed it was felt that, while support would 
have been put in place, it would have 
been much more fragmented and slower 
to get up and running.  
 
AWT staff highlighted that being part of a 
consortium, as well as part of the larger 
AWT programme, was a benefit when 
supporting with the Covid crisis, as 
organisations had already worked together 
extensively and knew where older people 
would need the support and how they 
could best support them. They suggested 
it would have taken much longer to 
provide the appropriate support had these 
consortiums and the wider partnerships 
within AWT not already been in place.  
 
It is also felt that stronger relationship 
have been formed between the voluntary 
sector and the Council and other statutory 
services as a result of Torbay Council’s 
involvement in supporting the helpline and 
it is hoped this has laid down foundations 
for future cross sector work. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Volunteers  
 
The Covid crisis gave rise to a new way 
for people to get involved in their local 
community and the programme received 
offers from over 1,500 new volunteers.  
 
Many of the volunteers for the helpline 
were older and wanted to help where they 
could. The helpline provided a form of 
volunteering for these people, as while 
they couldn’t go out and help with things 
like prescriptions or food shopping, they 
could still contribute their help. It was felt 
this was a particular strong point of the 
programme in comparison to other  

 
 
services like the NHS, as volunteers there 
were “wrapped up in red tape”. It was also 
felt the fact the programme is delivered by 
the voluntary sector, rather than being part 
of the Council, resulted in local people 
being more willing to volunteer.  
 
Programme staff were hopeful that these 
volunteers will continue to use the skills 
they’ve developed through this process to 
support their local community in one way 
or another, after the programme ends.  
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The Good Neighbours scheme, which 
allows volunteers to act as coordinators of 
support for people on their street, saw an 
increase in people stepping up to become 
a Good Neighbour during lockdown. The 
key focus of these volunteers is to make 
sure everyone in their local area has a  

 
strong support network, so that in times of 
need they know they can rely on their 
neighbours and friends. The scheme has 
been backed by AWT through community 
builder support, alongside additional 
assistance and advice. supported 
 

 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reaching new people 
 
The helpline was a key piece of 
infrastructure developed as part of AWTs 
response to the Covid-19 pandemic.  
 
Originally the number for Staying Put, the 
helpline rapidly became a number people 
could call for any issues they were facing 
during the pandemic. Programme staff felt 

 
 
 
 
 
 
that Torbay has needed a gateway like 
this to help people access services within 
Torbay more easily and it has come to 
fruition. By March 2021 there had been 
close to 20,500 calls to the helpline, and a 
total of over 6,000 new people had been 
identified that had previously been under 
the programmes radar, highlighting how 
the helpline was a useful tool for 
discovering isolated people.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Change in delivery 
 
Unsurprisingly, Covid had an impact on 
how the projects within the AWT 
programme delivered their services. The 
restrictions in place meant that the face-to-
face work that many of the projects carried 
out had to stop, and much of this moved to 
either being delivered online or over the 
phone. This was often difficult, as it was 
harder to build the same rapport and trust 
with people to enable them to open up  
about the issues they were facing and 
engage with any support they were offered  

 
 
 
 
when not in person. However, staff 
discovered ways to work around these 
issues and found that certain aspects of 
their services could be delivered remotely. 
This included running virtual programmes 
for clients and the establishment of 
messenger and phone groups to help 
people stay in touch virtually throughout 
Covid. Aspects of this might be carried 
forward when things return to normal, 
freeing up more time for other forms of 
support.   
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Resilience of those already engaged in 
AWT 
 
Evidence also suggests that those already 
involved in AWT have developed 
resilience as a result of their engagement 
in the programme. The data indicates that 
just 7% of those who called the helpline 
were already known by the programme, 
which  suggests those who have engaged 
in AWT  prior to Covid felt well supported 
and able to deal with the challenges the 
pandemic placed on them. 
 
Maximising Opportunities into the 
Future 
 
While Covid created many challenges for 
the programme, it has also provided some 
new opportunities, a number of which are 
hoped to continue to develop into the 
future. 
 
Stronger Partnerships 
 
Through these challenges, new 
partnerships have formed and existing 
partnerships have strengthened.  
 
Prior to the Covid crisis, the statutory 
sector and voluntary sector often worked 
independently from each other. This has 
changed over the last year, as boundaries 
have blurred, resulting in the two sectors 
working together much more closely. The 
helpline is a great example of this, with 
both the Council and the NHS providing 
people to staff the helpline.  
 
These new relationships have provided a 
foundation for additional integrated 
community services in the future.  
 
Furthermore, Torbay Council and the NHS 
have set up a series of transformational 
groups to foster a new way of working with 
local people, which presents a significant 
opportunity for AWT to support these 
partners to become engagement led and 
strengths based over the coming months 
and years. Torbay Council explored this 
partnership work further in their second 
annual community conference where it 
was acknowledged that, while progress  

 
has been made in terms of collaborative          
approaches and partnership working, this 
is an area that needs to be further built on 
in the future. 
 
Single point of contact 
 
The helpline provides a single point of 
contact for people in Torbay to quickly 
access the support and information they 
need, without the difficulty of contacting 
many different organisations. Partners 
within AWT highlighted this was 
something that Torbay and the 
programme had wanted for many years as 
a way of improving access to information 
and communication, but had previously 
lacked the resources to implement. It has 
since proven to be an effective system for 
getting people referred onto the support 
they need, as all the organisations 
involved are now much more aware of 
what support each other provides. 
Partners within the programme are 
hopeful the helpline will continue going 
forward, acting as a long-term gateway 
into the services Torbay has to offer. 
 
Volunteers/Good neighbours 
 
Programme staff were hopeful that the 
volunteers that came forward as a result of 
the Covid crisis will continue to use the 
skills they’ve developed through their 
involvement to continue to support their 
local community in one way or another 
beyond the lifetime of the programme. In 
addition it is hoped all the Good Neighbour 
networks that were established during the 
crisis will remain, and that the network will 
continue to expand.  
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Impacts of Torbay Community Helpline 
 
As of March 2021, close to 20,500 calls 
had been made to the helpline, with over 
6,000 new people who were previously 
under the programmes radar have been 
found and nearly 1,500 people have 
offered their help to others.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AWT staff and volunteers have helped 

over 4,000 people with a wide range of 

support from shopping for food to 

collecting prescriptions, befriending, 

mental health support and financial 

advice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

20,500 calls to 
helpline

6,000 new 
people identified

1,500 people 
offered help to 

others

The helpline has 
helped more than 
900 people with 

their prescriptions –
a large number of 

which are helped on 
a regular basis. 

The helpline has 
supported over 350 

people who have 
been feeling lonely 

and isolated through 
telephone 

befriending support.

The helpline has 
been there for over 
700 people whose 
mental health has 

suffered through the 
crisis. 


