
Youth Social Action  
in Health and Social Care

"The #iwill campaign has been instrumental in championing the positive role young 
people can play in the NHS. As part of our commitment to the campaign in the Long 
Term Plan, NHS England will work with partners to empower more young people to 
volunteer in healthcare settings and shape health services" 

Simon Stevens, Chief Executive, NHS England
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What is the #iwill Campaign? 
Young people aren’t just the leaders of tomorrow. They have the energy, 
skills and ideas to change society and the environment for the better today. 
Yet too often society fails to listen to young people’s views or recognise 
their ability to make a positive difference. Young people from less affluent 
backgrounds are also less likely to take part in social action than their 
wealthier peers. 
 
All young people should be supported and empowered to be active and 
engaged citizens. That’s why the #iwill campaign, comprised of over 900 
organisations from across the UK, aims to make participation in social action 
the norm for young people aged 10 to 20. Social action activities include 
volunteering, peer support, campaigning or fundraising. 
 

When young people take part in social 
action, everyone benefits. Young 
people benefit because they build 
their skills, character and wellbeing. 
Communities do too, because they 
are healthier, more cohesive and 
better integrated.
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Growing Youth Social Action 
in Health & Social Care 
Context 
One of the campaign’s priorities is to empower more young people to make 
a difference in health and social care. There are a wide range of benefits to 
involving young people in health and social care, for patients, employers, 
communities and the young people themselves. 

In 2018, to mark the 70th anniversary of the NHS, the #iwill campaign worked 
closely with NHS England, the Pears Foundation and others to increase the 
number of young volunteers in the health and care sector. As part of a joint 
campaign, 63 organisations pledged to support youth social action in health 
and social care. 

Through funding from Pears Foundation, almost thirty NHS Trusts have 
also taken up the challenge, with the potential to create over 2,000 new 
opportunities for young people as young as ten in hospitals, primary and 
community care settings1. As a result of the collaboration, the NHS has 
committed to support young volunteers in its recently published Long Term 
Plan2.

What are the benefits? 
We know that opportunities for 
under 18s to volunteer in this sector 
are limited and yet young people 
have the potential to make a huge 
difference, whilst gaining invaluable 
skills, experience and increased 
wellbeing.
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There are a wide range of benefits to involving young 
people in health and social care, for patients, employers, 
communities and the young people themselves:

1. Improving the health and wellbeing of young people

• Social action is shown to enhance wellbeing and good mental health3. 
It also has the capacity to combat social isolation, supports community 
cohesion and promotes being physically active4. 5According to the 
National Youth Social Action Survey, young people who participate in 
social action report higher levels of life satisfaction than those who have 
never done any6.This result is consistent across the 2014, 2015 and 2016 
surveys. The difference in score is similar to the difference between an 
adult in permanent employment and an unemployed adult seeking work.

• A key goal of the #iwill campaign is to ensure that young people from 
all backgrounds get access to social action opportunities, as research 
indicates young people from the least affluent communities participate 
significantly less than their more affluent peers. By integrating social 
action into the day-to-day lives of all young people, we could see a 
significant improvement in their wellbeing and life chances. 

2. Developing a new generation of health and care professionals

• Involving young volunteers can help to develop the next generation of 
healthcare professionals. Some of those who gain an insight into the 
sector may go on to make it their career. It also has the capacity to 
provide a pipeline into wider careers in the sector, which aren’t directly 
health or care related (e.g., HR, IT, Facilities) as well as health and social 
care apprenticeships.

• Involvement in meaningful social action is shown to develop key skills 
that enable young people to transition into work, such as communication 
skills, teamwork and resilience. Enhanced employability in turn supports 
wellbeing, as spending time not in employment, education or training 
(NEET) has been shown to have a detrimental effect on physical and 
mental health. This effect is greater when time spent NEET is at a younger 
age or lasts for longer7.

• The campaign’s focus on increasing the diversity of young people 
engaging in youth social action has the potential to introduce young 
people from underrepresented groups to careers in this area, as well as 
increasing their experience to qualify for a role. This would enable health 
and care organisations to recruit a more diverse workforce, through 
supporting young people’s early development.
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3. Services and campaigns can better reflect and engage their 
communities

• Involving young volunteers from diverse backgrounds will ensure that 
young people’s voices are heard and listened to as services are shaped 
and delivered, ensuring that services are relevant and accessible.

• The 2016 VCSE Review stated that “all NHS settings... should develop more 
high- quality, inclusive opportunities for volunteering, particularly for 
young people”8. Young people’s voices are vital to ensuring that health 
services, organisations and campaigns are designed and developed 
with young people’s needs and views in mind. 

4. Increasing public understanding of services and healthy lifestyles

• Involvement in and around health settings enables young volunteers to 
develop an understanding of key health issues and the health and care 
system. Through this they will learn how to keep themselves healthy 
(‘self-care’), navigate and access services appropriately and support 
others to do the same.

• Social action can create opportunities for young people to lead change, 
for example as health champions. Through informing young people 
about key public health issues, and empowering them to find solutions 
and campaign to improve these issues we can improve not only the 
health literacy of young people but also that of their peers, families and 
wider communities. 

5. Offering added value and an improved patient experience

• Young people have the capacity to take on some of the tasks that 
salaried staff may find it hard to prioritise. Comforting patients, making 
tea or befriending the chronically ill are vital elements of good health 
and social care provision. This kind of quality human interaction is shown 
to significantly enhance the patient experience, through programmes 
such as Helping in Hospitals9.



Endnotes 

1. Pears Foundation (2018) NHS Trusts: Young Volunteer 
Programmes

2. NHS England (2019) NHS Long Term Plan p.90
3. Behavioural Insights Team (2016). Evaluating Youth Social 

Action
4. Kingdom United? (2015), Social Integration Commission
5. Ipsos Mori (2017,2018) National Youth Social Action Survey
6. Ipsos MORI (2017) National Youth Social Action Survey
7. Public Health England (2014) Local action on health inequalities: 

Reducing the number of young people not in employment, 
education or training, p.5

8. Department of Health, Public Health England, NHS England 
(2016) The VSCE Review p.12

9. Nesta (2016) Helping in Hospitals

• Pledge to the campaign to show your commitment to youth social action 
in education

• Review your organisation, school or college’s current youth engagement. 
Use examples from other leaders in your sector to shape how you could 
embed youth social action into your organisation, school or college. For 
example, what role can young people play in your decision-making? 
Could you open up more opportunities to younger age groups? 

• Showcase and share best practice examples from your organisation, 
school or college. Communicate the benefits of youth social action in 
education to your networks!

For more information visit www.iwill.org.uk or e-mail  
hello@stepuptoserve.org.uk. 

Get Involved in the #iwill 
Campaign!

#iwill Campaign

@iwill_campaign

@iwill_campaign


