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Delivery figures in this report cover the period January 2017 to 
December 2017. Financial figures cover our accounting year 
from January 17th 2017 to October 31st 2017 as submitted in 
our latest annual accounts.
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When you’re at home on 
your own you feel like 
you’re the only person in 
the world. But not 
anymore! - Wendy



A MESSAGE FROM KATH
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It has saved my life. 
Before Nicola came I had 
no visitors at all. I honestly 
felt like I wanted to end it 
all – I’ve never been on my 
own before and it was 
really difficult.

After my husband died last 
year I saw no one at all 
really. My family would 
visit when they could but 
it would only be for a short 
time because they’re busy 
with their own lives. 

Nicola is marvellous. She 
does so much to support 
me and we get along really 
well. Coming to the Social 
Club is great too – just 
seeing people and talking 
makes such a difference. I 
still have bad days but at 
least I know I’m not on my 
own anymore.



A MESSAGE FROM NICOLA
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In our very first meeting Kath shared some really amazing experiences she’d had 
throughout her life - such as hosting parties for The BeeGee’s!! Our relationship 
developed from this point - I visit her every week and Kath loves to talk!!! She’s 
had so many life experiences, I love to listen and ask questions and see life how 
she lived it – from having the first TV on the street to following stock car racing all 
over the country!!

We don’t just stay in either – we crash around the supermarket in a wheelchair, 
have been to the seaside together, eat cake in coffee shops and go out for lunch at 
ice cream parlours!! 

There may be a 30 year age gap but we have so much in common – every time I 
visit I come away with a new book to read. We really want to see Rod Stewart in 
concert and he is touring next year so fingers crossed!!!

I have also got involved in the Wheatley social group held on a Friday morning –
every week me, Kath and another lady Dallas get in Barry the Beetle and take off. 
My daughter Molly normally makes a cake for the group and every week is 
something new – from watching movies, to wine tasting to making fascinators to 
Bollywood dancing!!! My favourite session has to be when we all took a baby 
photo in and had to guess who was who – lots of the group shared stories of their 
childhoods. It was absolutely fascinating and I learned so much.

Kath will probably tell you she’s got a lot out of the friendship however so have I –
more so than I thought possible. The relationship Kath & I have, the experiences I 
get to participate in and the stories I hear are truly wonderful.



VISION
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I sometimes visit A&E , even when there’s not really 
much wrong with me, because I know I'll be able to 
chat with people in the waiting area for three hours 
followed by a doctor or nurse. I just don’t see 
anyone otherwise.
Jean, 86

b:Friend is a community of volunteer befrienders and older 
neighbours spending time together each week to improve social 
connections and reduce loneliness.

Can you imagine going a full day, from the moment you wake up to 
the moment you go to sleep, without speaking to another human 
being. Now, imagine if that happened the next day. And then it 
became a week. 

Some older people nearby go weeks, or a month, without seeing or 
speaking with anyone.

In an increasingly disconnected society we're bringing together like-
minded community members to reduce social isolation affecting older 
neighbours. We do this through 1:1 and group befriending.



MISSION
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Our target outcomes are:

to reduce social isolation and loneliness amongst older people and 
younger people alike

improve wellbeing through community connections to ensure older 
people have the confidence, self-worth and option to reconnect with 
the people and places around them

bringing people together to dilute division created by age, heritage, 
digital skills and attitudinal divides

This group has completely changed my life. It has allowed me
to look at other ways of living together. I was really struggling
before, as I’m not originally from this area, but I’ve made some
new friends and now we meet for coffee sometimes and chat
on the phone during the week. I’m learning to live on my own
but knowing Friday [day of Social Club] is here every week
and my life is made full of vigour and joy. It still is hard but I’m
winning.
June, 88



THE B:FRIEND MODEL
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How many over-65s do you know that can cheer lead or street dance? 
When was the last time you saw an older neighbour recite 
original poetry? Or mix mocktails? Or produce a Picasso-style mosaic of 
Harry Kane? 

b:Friend bring older neighbours and befrienders together to create 
meaningful change in the community. 

We’re not just about bingo and bunting; we work with our neighbours 
to find out what activities they’ve always wanted to try and then we 
make it happen. Our 1:1 befriending and group social activities create 
meaningful, shared-experience links between members of the 
community to build connection, cohesion and long-term self-reliance.



Our befriending 

This is community support in its most authentic form.  

Volunteer befrienders pledge to visit a socially isolated older neighbour 
near them for one hour per week for a cuppa and a chat. On the way 
back from work, the shops, dropping the kids at school – whenever is 
convenient for both parties, a befriender will spend an hour just chatting, 
listening and supporting someone that otherwise may have no one. 

We pair individuals primarily based on locality and also make connections 
based on personal interests. Each befriender and older neighbour receive 
regular support to ensure they’re benefitting from the project. 

Our Social Clubs 

Since inception, b:Friend has created, delivered and evaluated over 380 
hours of community social group activity in Doncaster. b:Friend has an 
effective blueprint for social groups for older adults focusing on venue, 
budgeting, marketing to the most isolated individuals and session 
planning methodology over (usually) a 48-week year.  

Each group activity is different… and they’re certainly not boring. From 
shaking-up Bond-style mocktails, performing street-dance routines, 
designing Christmas cards, making bird boxes, chocolate tasting sessions 
and jiving to Bollywood-inspired music… members are exploring new 
horizons and getting out of their comfort zone each week. 

The Five Ways to Wellbeing model forms a clear framework with which 
b:Friend co-design all group activities. Our Social Clubs ensure attendees 
are: connected to others through conversation and activity; active 
through physically engaged sessions; continue to learn through engaging 
talks, discuss topics of the day and take note of others around them; 
while giving time, support and attention to others.  

Outreach

We’re working on a theory of change to determine the next layer of 
support beyond 1:1 and peer befriending so, as we evolve, additional 
levels of support will be trialled and introduced. 
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NEED
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Loneliness does not discriminate and is primarily a perception of 
connections and value. Social isolation, one of the chief causes of 
loneliness, can be more tangibly reduced through methodologies b:Friend 
apply in our work. 

Doncaster is home to some of the most socially isolated older neighbours 
in South Yorkshire. Across the Borough, over 24,000 over-65s are at risk 
of becoming socially isolated and 25% of these, around 6,000 people, are 
‘chronically lonely’ where they rarely, or almost never, interact with 
another person.

Statistically and anecdotally we are acutely aware of the drastic need for 
preventative support for isolated older neighbours. Unless someone 
receives a diagnosis there is no support available to socially isolated 
individuals locally. Research demonstrates that medium to long periods of 
social isolation have a direct influence on a diagnosis of dementia, 
depression, coronary disease, diabetes and readmission to hospital. 
Extended periods of loneliness can have the same impact on premature 
mortality as smoking 15 cigarettes a day.   

Many areas we work in face major health inequalities due to higher than 
average deprivation. 

With the older population set to rise by approximately 22% by the year 
2027, this issue isn’t going to disappear without preventative action. 

It’s worth noting here that isolation is not uniquely a later life problem and, 
while those over 75 are statistically the loneliest age group in the UK, the 
second loneliest are young people between 21 and 35. Befriending is 
supporting isolated individuals of all ages to connect.



IMPACT
Data shown relates to impact between 1st January 2017 and 31st December 2017

•

•

•



WHERE WE WORK
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b:Friend launched as a charity in Doncaster, South Yorkshire, in January 2017 and, 
within the first 18 months, have become a key provider of equitable 1:1 and peer-
to-peer befriending support for socially isolated older neighbours in the Borough. 

Over 24,000 older neighbours, over the age of 65, live alone in Doncaster and are 
at high risk of becoming socially isolated. Many are over the age of 80, live in 
social housing and face income deprivation – a cocktail of the biggest 
determinants of loneliness.

Our 1:1 befriending project operates across the whole Doncaster Borough, of 220 
sq miles, and all older neighbours, identifying as socially isolated and living with a 
DN postcode, are eligible. We've made pairings from Norton to Bawtry, and 
Mexborough to Thorne - the length and breadth of our great town.

Social Clubs have been established in areas across Doncaster that are identified as 
'high risk' based on statistics and existing provision. We currently have Clubs in: 
Mexborough, Thorne, Denaby, Rossington and Wheatley Hills.



OUR PARTNERS
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It takes fantastic commitment and vision to fund a project in it’s infancy. 
In our first year we’ve had wonderful support from some fantastic 
organisations:

Marjorie Coote Old People's Charity Fund

Thanks also to our awesome individual fundraisers and donors in 2017:
Sarah Bolton: 'Half Pounder'
Julia Towle: Doncaster 10k
Jonathan Buchan



OUR PARTNERS
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Philanthropic mentoring:

Collaborations
Friends of Sandall Park
Food Aware CIC
Denaby Community Library / Re-Read
Thorne Lions
Doncaster Social Prescribing / SYHA
MexCraft

In addition to all of the above, we're looking forward to working 
with:
Big Lottery Fund
Postcode Lottery Trust
Coalfields Regeneration Trust
South Yorkshire Fire and Rescue Service (SSCR)
Tesco Bags of Help
Nesta
Barnsley Metropolitan Borough Council

High profile supporters:
Caroline Flint MP
Rosie Winterton MP

Always remembered:
Alan, Ann, Bryan, Maureen, Barbara, Ruth, Lily, Cyril.

THE CARES FAMILY



Our model offers a new approach to volunteering in the area and is targeted at 
supporting the people at highest risk of isolation. 

We achieve maximum impact by focusing our attention at those most acutely facing 
loneliness, including: 

People who live alone - 93% of the older people we work with live alone
The ‘oldest old’ - 66% of older neighbours we identify are over 80
Women - 78% of older neighbours we support are women 
People who live in social or housing association homes - 59% of older neighbours 
we work with are social tenants

DIFFERENCE
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When we refer into b:Friend, we see 
that things actually happen.
Social Prescribing, Doncaster



DIFFERENCE
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“Before Kaitlin started to visit I was a mess. I never knew what loneliness 
was until recently but when it hits you it really is terrible. My lovely new 
friend has been a gift from God.” 
Jenny, 1:1 befriending beneficiary

She [befriender Vicky] has become a really important person in 
my life. We have a good laugh when she visits and sometimes 
we get to go out which I desperately enjoy. It’s an amazing 
thing you’re doing for people like me that don’t get out 
anymore.
Dilys, 1:1 befriending beneficiary (95 years old)



DIFFERENCE
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“She’s [his befriender, Julia] a really great girl. Totally sincere 
and there’s nothing false about her. We get on like a house-
on-fire, despite the 60 year age gap, and you can tell she 
really cares. It’s [the befriending project] been a God-send. I 
have no family and I sit here alone but Julia’s been like a 
granddaughter. It’s helped in so many ways, I don’t know what 
I’d have done without her. On my 93rd birthday I wouldn’t 
have seen anybody had it not been for her.” 

Alan



“Loneliness is one of the defining issues of our time and it’s only through community –
through people sharing time with people – that we’ll begin to solve it. By bringing 
people together and celebrating relationships and shared experience, b:Friend offers a 
model and an inspiration for all of us to connect with our neighbours. As they grow, 
they are well placed to make an even bigger difference in future.”
Alex Smith, Founder & Chief Executive, The Cares Family

Through ‘b:Friend’ you are combatting the problem of 
social isolation which is felt by the elderly population 
living in Doncaster.
Prime Minister, The Rt Hon Theresa May MP, 
October 2017

COVERAGE

“It’s a fabulous scheme and you’re approaching it very professionally. Your analysis 
[of the loneliness problem among elderly] is spot on.”
Rupert Suckling, Director of Public Health, Doncaster

“The charity’s achievements to date have been quite remarkable, long may it continue.”
Julie Wilson, Independent Strengths Review 

“b:Friend is a vitally needed project in Doncaster and, with greater capacity, they will 
certainly be able to grow their reach and impact across Doncaster, reducing social 
isolation and loneliness for many more older people.”
Mandy Willis, Social Prescribing Manager, Doncaster



I’ve been feeling more and more lonely since my wife passed 
away last year. My son lives nearby but has his own health issues 
at the moment so when I found out about the Tuesday morning 
group I was thrilled. I come along every week on my scooter and 
it’s great to spend time with others and get out of the house. I’ve 
made some new friends and it’s something to look forward to 
each week.
Harold, 80
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FINANCES
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OUR TEAM
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Karen is Befriending Coordinator at b:Friend 
developing our Social Clubs, creating befriending 
pairings and leading on growing community 
outreach.

KAREN BOOKER

KATHRYN STONES

Kathryn is Project Coordinator at b:Friend delivering 
our befriending project, digital growth and leading 
on Social Club coordination.

STEVIE WOODRUP
Stevie is Befriending Officer at b:Friend leading on 
coordination of the 1:1 befriending project and 
developing our systems and processes.

MIKE NILES

Mike is the Founder and Chief Executive of b:Friend 
leading on funding and strategy for the organisation.

ANGELA COOPER

Angela is Befriending Coordinator at b:Friend 
delivering a weekly Social Club in Denaby and 
leading our ‘Warden’ project in Doncaster West.

NON-EXECUTIVE BOARD
ROD KERSH, AKEELA MOHAMMED, CALVIN WILKINSON, 
EMMA BOOKER, ANDREW GOODALL, MATTHEW CUTMORE, 
DANIEL BURTON



Innovation 
In 2017 b:Friend created a mobile App using £500 seed funding from Healthwatch 
Doncaster. Used by befrienders, this App allows volunteers to access reference information 
beneficial to a visit and features check-in functionality to log visits and alert staff to 
emergencies.
The App, which is unique in the sector, allows befrienders to access important information 
quickly, including: safeguarding, safety in the home, key contacts, conversation starters, and 
other information. The check-in functionality enables b:Friend to log frequency of visits, 
monitor feedback and be alerted to warnings regarding individuals.

Sustainability 
Over the first year b:Friend has focused on delivering the model and growing reach but, in 
2018 and beyond, a key focus must be the diversification of income to ensure longevity of 
the project. At present there has been no funding provided by statutory bodies and with 
health and public services changing there will be increased demand on Third Sector provision.
The organisation will explore various income generation ideas, including Community 
Fundraising, to increase levels of sustainability.

As part of our commitment to help Britain prosper, we were delighted to invite 
b:Friend as a case study in our 2017 Consumer Digital Index. Recognising a 
real opportunity to improve the sense of community and wellbeing in 
Doncaster and beyond, the team are harnessing digital to connect people. 
Despite only running for two years the charity is going from strength to 
strength and the b:Friend team are shining examples of digital at its best.
Adam Collins, Responsible Transformation, Lloyds Banking Group



MESSAGE FROM OUR CHAIR
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It’s almost two years since Mike first contacted me about joining him in the 
establishment of a new kind of local charity in Doncaster – b:Friend; one aimed at 
supporting older people and through this process enriching the lives of others, all 
bringing together a spirit of community.

This was only four months after the murder of Jo Cox, MP for Batley and Spen in 
West Yorkshire.

It is hard to think of a time where our county was more divided - between young 
and old, North and South, rich and poor. Jo’s death marked a national awakening 
of the need to examine the ways in which we were living, acknowledging the 
fragmentation and separation associated with modern life and the breakdown of 
community and social institutions over the past thirty years.

b:Friend  has revealed a way to re-kindle connections, to encourage 
intergenerational communication and conversation.

In the first 12 months, we have worked hard to create an identity through local 
collaboration with health, social care and other voluntary sector providers.

We have received financial support from the Big Lottery and many other national, 
regional and local sponsors to enable our growth and expansion, ensuring that all 
processes are safe, robust and appropriate for the growth of new relationships.

As with the rapid pace of change within society, there is an increasing need for 
individuals to extract meaning from their lives; relationships are the intangible 
that can add quality and essence to life.

I anticipate over the next year, we will continue to grow with the recruitment of 
more volunteers and older neighbours, growth in the numbers of Social Clubs and 
the establishment of more sustainable sources of income.

I wish to thank our volunteers, funders, supporters and friends for the 
tremendous hard work and effort invested in supporting the charity and wish you 
all the best for the future.

Dr Rod Kersh, Chair, b:Friend



MESSAGE FROM OUR CEO

29

Mike Niles, Founder & Chief Executive, b:Friend

Everything happens so quickly these days. Months seem to creep up on you a bit; 
racing around, often running on empty. It’s sometimes difficult to find a minute 
for yourself in the fast-paced lives we find ourselves in. Yet, despite the tempo, 
people do find spare time. An hour a week, not just for themselves or their family, 
but for a complete stranger.

When you’re plunged into a life of forced solitude the impact of that loneliness 
can be crippling. It drains your motivation; feels like an indefinite sentence. 
Confined solitude over time, in all guises, is proven to provoke serious physical 
and mental health problems. As a result, isolation is directly causing the 
premature death of our older citizens.

In 2017 the loneliness agenda ramped up a few notches on a national level, 
thanks in large part to the fantastic work of the Jo Cox Foundation and the 
Campaign to End Loneliness. We now have a UK Minister for Loneliness to look 
at ways to tackle the issue and more charities and community groups are stepping 
forward to do their bit across the UK. 

In Doncaster b:Friend has worked tirelessly to bring together like-minded 
members of the community who passionately want to end the status quo. 
Volunteering their time they have walked, talked, cried, laughed, shared cake and 
had a cuppa with older neighbours that otherwise may have not seen or heard 
another human voice for days, or even weeks. That sounds exaggerated, doesn’t 
it. Unfortunately, it’s a reality we hear on a daily basis.

As a team we’re incredibly honoured to work alongside such a committed and 
loving group of befrienders. The impact each volunteer is making to their older 
neighbour, and their local community, is immeasurable. The stories in this report 
are representative of the wider movement; members of society doing rather than 
just talking. 

In 2018 and beyond, b:Friend aim to grow. We’ll reach more isolated older 
neighbours; enable more befrienders; facilitate more peer support; and expand
our project to new areas. Thank you to everyone that has supported, and 
continue to believe in, the vision we’re trying to achieve – we’re just getting 
started!




