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Abstract This study encompasses an analysis of an unique volunteerism initiative 
named ‘Talking Together’ organized by TimeBank (UK) between 2013-15 under 
partial funding of Department for Communities and Local Government of The United 
Kingdom.  The study begins with identification of a social issue in the form of a lack 
of particular skillset and how it can affect both individuals as well as the society. The 
delivery model is largely based on a model where the receiver and giver of skills 
interact informally within a formal setting of imparting spoken English lessons. 
While the program itself does not rely or link itself to time banking, the conceptual 
framework clearly draws a similarity line. This article explores a three-fold finding by 
analyzing the working of time banking concepts effectively within both formal and 
informal volunteerism settings, how projects as Talking Together are based upon a 
concept of time banking albeit avoiding being perceived as a time bank and whether 
the concept helps in facilitating better healthcare access in UK.
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Introduction

“I wanted to learn English. It is essential to learn English to have a conversation with 
someone, anywhere that we go. It is very much necessary in this country. I didn’t know 
any English. No I didn’t know any, I couldn’t even write my own name in English. It 
is almost 30 years now since we came here (to UK). I did not get to learn English 
before this. Nowadays it is important, even kids say I must learn.” Zoya (name changed) 
wanted to improve her conversational English skills and above was her statement given 
to TimeBank (TimeBank , 2013a).
	 Zoya is not a singular example of migrants lacking the knowledge of the lingua 
franca. About 1.8% of the population of England (i.e. more than 7,60,000) people 
as per the census 2011, could not speak English well or at all (Casey, 2016). Since a 
pre-requisite knowledge of English by passing ESOL (English for Speakers of Other 
Languages) Level 3 was a pre-requisite for gaining a British citizenship (Cheary, 2017), 
it can be inferred that majority of these residents comprise almost entirely of non-
citizens (refugees) which further meant that most of whom would have been dependent 
on social benefits to survive. While the UK government had continuously supported the 
funding for ESOL, it fell by 56% in real terms between 2009-10 and 2016-17 (Bolton, 
2018). This meant a need existed for self-funded initiatives or those which would 
charge no fees to participants since participating in private classes would be practically 
unaffordable for those dependent on social benefits. 
	 From the survey, it was also noted that 8% of the UK residents who did not use 
English as the main language for communication had a lower proportion of residents 
with good general-health compared to those using English as the prime language for 
communication. As of 2018, the web-sites of the Department of Health and Social 
Care of the Government of UK, National Health Service and General Practitioner (GP) 
online services for patients continue to have an English-only version of their offerings 
and services (DHS, 2018 and NHS, 2018). This makes it a difficult proposition to access 
emergency services like healthcare in a country where key medical and patient-care 
service providers use English as the sole language for communication. A survey was 
conducted by the Census UK (ONS, 2011) trying to understand the link between non-
understanding of English to general health of UK residents not having English as their 
main language. It was noted that about 138,000 people of UK (0.3% of population) 
reported their inability to speak English at all while the most vulnerable gender affected 
was of women. 3 in 5 of those who reported their inability to speak English at all were 
females (with highest concentration from 
	 Pakistani and Bangladeshi origin where females were 5 times more likely not to 
speak English at all as  compared to men from the same region). With the highest number 
of religious followers from Pakistan and Bangladesh following Islamic traditions, it 
could be conferred that majority of residents within the segment identified could be 
from Islamic ethnic belief. Interestingly the highest number of non-English speaking 
residents of UK were females who would also comprise a large seeker base of health 
services:



87Time banking concepts as an effective tool for healthcare access in UK

Credit:http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/about-ons/get-involved/consultations/archived-consultations/2005/2011-
census---content/index.html

Need for a Hybrid-Solution

While the problem identified above rang an alarm-bell, it also hinted an urgent 
requirement for achieving inclusive growth of fragmented population. The issue could 
be tagged as beyond a mere linguistic problem and instead could be referred as a gap in 
bringing isolated groups to mainstream development. The solution to this problem could 
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eventually provide a future asset group by presenting a potential base of people who 
could serve as assets to society by becoming indirect long-term contributors to future 
sustainable development by way of entrepreneurial efforts, better trained work-force and 
act as better learned supporters to family as well as neighbors which is meaningful when 
over 10,000 children from asylum seeking families in UK alone live in extreme poverty 
levels (Pinter, 2012). However only 0.25% residents officially were within refugee, 
stateless or pending asylum status (UNHCR, 2017) leaving the rest dependant on other 
support schemes often amounting to a maximum of £57.90 per week (UK Benefits, 
2018) which could make participation is a paid ESOL program beyond affordability of 
these individuals. It could however be stated that such skill enhacement could be done 
without any external funding. While such skill enhancement initiatives could be done 
free of cost, without funding it could lack infrastructure and ICT aspects which have 
been observed to influence diffusion and impact innovation adoption (Rogers, 2003), 
neccesiting external support in terms of funding for adequate ICT and infrastructure.
	 Further, if the potential base of affected people identified above, were to become the 
tools for making a sustainable society it would firstly mean the removal of barriers like 
external resources who could devote time, funding for infrastructure, ICT and overheads. 
It would also necessitate the skill exchange via leaders and not mere volunteers requiring 
an overall change of mentality for the initiative from mere charity or volunteerism to a 
concept of social reciprocity and money-less trading of skills and services which could 
lead to possible mutual gain in level of confidence, social connections, self-worth, sense 
of belongingness and gaining a chance to contribute skills for community development 
(Rooks and McCarthy, 2015). Thus delivery of the initiative through leaders was a must, 
especially as leadership in itself was essential to promote collaborative student-centered 
learning (Wong and Li, 2008). Here, volunteers could serve as optimum leaders, since 
leadership ability in itself was an embedded aspect of all major volunteer inititiaves 
(Lockkett and Boyd, 2012) more so within an advocacy or educational delivery theme 
as people automatically tend to show leadership abilities when they are involved in 
“common-good” (Komives et al., 1998).

Time Banking as a possible solution

While much has been said about Time Banking as a tool for alleviating social exclusion, 
it can be safely inferred that time banking is a way of rewarding active citizenship 
and community engagement Seyfang (2003a:699). The aforementioned issue includes 
skill development, community development in a socially inclusive development 
environment which could be well addressed by a solution like time banking. Time 
banking is regarded as a powerful tool for social inclusion and community building, 
especially among excluded populations Seyfang (2003b:702). It is widely believed 
that time banking has the potential to generate positive outcomes for individuals and 
communities alike (Bretherton and Pleace, 2014; Ozanne, 2010). Time banks have the 
potential to bolster the local economy; help develop new social ties and strengthen 
existing social ties; facilitate access to health services; enhance social integration and 
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community self-efficacy; and to enable participants to gain experience and improve 
their skill set (Collom, 2011) and most importantly time banks can be used to bridge the 
gap between providers and seekers of 
healthcare while also rewarding those who support the healthcare seekers voluntarily 
(Boyle and Bird, 2014).
Time Banks are believed to be based on the following core values (Cahn, 2004; Reily 
and Cassidy, 2008):

•	 We can all be valued contributors with everyone having the potential to contribute; 
•	 Honoring real work whereby instituting a social currency which transforms lives 

and living places positively based on real work done; 
•	 Helping works better as a two-way street where core human need of receiving and 

giving leads to creation of better social relationships and mutual trust;
•	 Networks and community make individuals stronger and adds more meaning to 

life and 
•	 Respect for all means accountability to all so that everyone is cautious, concerned 

and respectful to each other.
Out of the multiple time banking projects running across UK, is TimeBank (www.
timebank.org.uk) setup in 2000 with funding support of the UK Government and the 
BBC. While it does receive monetary funding from various sources including the UK 
Government, the key idea is to impart mutually beneficial volunteerism by way of 
trading of skills within a money-less environment, either partnering with local volunteer 
centers or delivering our own mentoring projects (TimeBank, 2018).
	 Much like the core values defined above, the values and beliefs of TimeBank are 
(TimeBank, 2018):

•	 The purpose being to enable outstanding volunteering experiences by utilising 
people’s skills to tackle social problems

•	 Believing that great volunteering can transform the lives of both volunteers and 
beneficiaries by building stronger, happier and more inclusive communities

•	 Putting people at the heart of everything we do
•	 Doing what we say we will
•	 Thinking big and transformational
•	 Having great experiences

While the core values of time banks and the beliefs of TimeBank matched conveniently, 
there were both similarities and dis-similarities with the characteristics of a time bank. It 
lacked the traditional requirements of a time bank - like employing a time broker, having 
one hour of time equal one time-credit or one time-dollar, time-credits or time-dollars 
being ‘banked’ in the time bank and the ability to be ‘withdrawn’ when needed and 
counting each transaction and issuing regular statements to the participants (Seyfang, 
2003 and Timebanking UK, 2011) or even paying rewards to users on most of its projects. 
However, it also had ample similarities like being mapped on the core concept of time 
banking, operating with similarities which could be said as matching that to traditional 
time banks was the maintenance of a time-banking list with the participants’ skills, 
availability, likes, dislikes and needs followed by the maintenance of a weekly register 
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noting the details of sessions (hours etc. of skills-exchanged). In a way it could be tagged 
as a new paradigm whereby a hybrid model was developed using the concept of time 
banking functioning within the overall framework of inclusive volunteerism. The model 
is one where the users comprised of volunteers and participants who exchanged skills 
within an environment of reciprocity without the use of time-credits or time-dollars. 
The only money traded was the initial investment provided as fuds by the Government 
for running of the initiative and later the indirect contributions which each participant 
would be giving back to the society. What remained to be observed was whether such a 
hybrid model would prove successful in meeting the core values of a time bank and at 
the same achieving the target goals? Whether it would help in exchange of skills needed 
by the receiver (participant) and giver (volunteer)? Whether such a program would be 
beneficial to the society? and Whether immediate skills needed by both, the receiver and 
giver are obtained?

Limitations

Being a pilot project, multiple limitations existed like having an uneven cluster size since 
no exact data of residents living and moving out of the target zone was not available, 
reaching out to each and every individual having no or poor skillset of spoken-English 
was not possible hence only specific communities were targeted, the skill exchange was 
limited while each individual could have more skills needed and the mass interview 
of all participants was not possible due to willingness issues. The sample size has not 
been fixed since the Talking Together program itself being of voluntary nature does not 
report a fixed beneficiary size while the number of volunteer tutors is also not fixed 
as availability of volunteers is a limitation of the program. The scope of discussion 
has been limited to the relevance and pertinence of the program to the concept of time 
banking only.

Talking together: about (Introduction)

In 2013 TimeBank received a £1.12 million contract towards infrastructure, ICT and 
overhead costs from the Department for Communities and Local Government to set up 
and run volunteer-led, basic, functional English Language classes for Muslim women 
predominantly from Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Somali backgrounds (TimeBank, 2018). 
As per the aforementioned findings it is clear that these communities were amongst the 
most vulnerable. With the funding TimeBank initiated a program called Talking Together 
as a possible solution for providing English speaking skills to target participants while 
giving a skill-sharing opportunity to volunteers. The target was primarily to achieve 
maximum program-outreach at wards having the highest Multiple Deprivation Index 
scores matching with highest percentage of residents with no or poor English speaking-
skills. Two such locations identified were Birmingham with 4.6% of residents with no or 
poor English speaking-skills and Leicester with 7.5% residents with no or poor English 
speaking-skills (TimeBank, 2013b). The demographic profile identified were mostly 
females from the aforementioned communities with no or poor English speaking-skills 
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aged between 18 and 40 years. A minimum target was set to train 1320 participants 
through the imparting of twelve classroom sessions of two hour each per participant 
within a two-year period. Neither the volunteers nor participants needed to have any 
formal training except the willingness to act responsibly with concern towards each 
other and learn in a diverse grouping. Each volunteer was required to be over 18 years 
of age and interact with a typical group of 15 participants. The program at the onset 
identified the following five different target groupings which could become largely 
inter-dependent in the long-run by reciprocally supporting each other which would lead 
to inclusive growth of isolated communities:
	 Group 1 consisted of identified beneficiaries who belonged to female participants 
predominantly from Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Somali backgrounds mostly comprising 
refugees. This group would benefit by gaining core competence in English speaking 
which could help them access better employment, national facilities, educational and 
entrepreneurial avenues. An added prospect was a possibility to apply for citizenship by 
passing the ESOL certifications which places the Talking Together program in the pre-
ESOL training category.
	 Group 2 consisted of volunteers who were keen to develop their sense of confidence, 
gain practical mentoring and teaching experience and gain expertise in imparting 
English language education to speakers of other languages.
	 Group 3 consisted of local communities which could act as a base for inclusive 
growth of beneficiaries by including them in various programs and providing them the 
opportunity to contribute or themselves become volunteers in local communities.
	 Group 4 consisted of local authorities and public service agencies as the program 
would help them achieve larger access to their service offerings by residents, reducing 
translation and interpretation costs and enabling beneficiaries to be a part of public 
policy making or vice-versa allowing the program to become an outreach platform for 
local authorities to interact with beneficiaries.
	 Group 5 consisted of private sector businesses which could offer direct employment 
opportunities to beneficiaries and develop unique skills within beneficiaries or support 
them to harness such skills towards an entrepreneurial outcome.
	 Amongst the possible hurdles and solutions mapped against the core-values of time 
banking show a fundamental outline of how the program would eventualize in the long-run.

Core time banking Values Talking Together features

Strenght

We can all be valued 
contributors with everyone 
having the potential to 
contribute

i. A mix of provision in the programme 
including women-only classes, use of 
mentoring, and facilitating involvement of 
parents of young children through crèches 
in the programme;
ii. There are tutor volunteers willing to 
provide the required support;
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Weakness

Honoring real work 
whereby instituting a social 
currency which transforms 
lives and living places 
positively based on real 
work done;

i. Beneficiaries who are recruited might 
not be representative of needs within 
specific communities for the Talking 
Together programme
ii. Warm words from external stakeholders 
but lack of real support in practice. No real 
method to keep a track of further progress 
after completion of program
iii. The programme is short term and could 
have insufficient time to pilot and improve

Opportunity

Networks and community 
make individuals stronger 
and adds more meaning to 
life

The value of English for Speakers of Other 
Languages teaching is widely established 
throughout the UK, helping learners 
develop their opportunities in education, 
training and employment, and achieve 
greater independence and self-reliance; 
i. The value of learning English for 
Speakers of Other Languages is widely 
recognized through Somali, Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi communities in Birmingham, 
Sandwell and Leicester and beyond;
ii. Public agencies are supportive of 
initiatives, such as the Talking Together 
programme, and the Government has 
publicly endorsed the programme, which 
is also understood to enjoy cross party 
support; 

Threat

Helping works better as a 
two-way street where core 
human need of receiving 
and giving leads to 
creation of better social 
relationships and mutual 
trust;

i. Inability to recruit sufficient or right 
partners for the programme (e.g. 
inadequate funding, social franchising 
model not working well)
ii. Beneficiaries are not motivated to take 
advantage

iii. Beneficiaries who are recruited might 
not be representative of needs within 
specific communities for the Talking 
Together programme

Talking together: Analysis
To better understand the hybrid model presented by Talking Together, it has been 
matched against the aforementioned values and characteristics of traditional time-banks.
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Core Value Systems of a Time-Bank Whether Found in Talking Together program of 
TimeBank.org.uk

We can all be valued contributors 
with everyone having the potential to 
contribute; 

Yes. 
Volunteers contributed spoken-English skills while 
Participants presented an opportunity for self-de-
velopment of volunteers.

Honoring real work whereby insti-
tuting a social currency which trans-
forms lives and living places positive-
ly based on real work done;

Yes*.
Although a direct social currency was not used, the 
program was run based on a funding and recip-
rocal contribution has been calculated from Par-
ticipants by way of their contribution to the social 
framework. 

Helping works better as a two-way 
street where core human need of re-
ceiving and giving leads to creation of 
better social relationships and mutual 
trust;

Yes.
Each Volunteer and Participant interviewed 
agreed to have gained both of these factors.

Networks and community make in-
dividuals stronger and adds more 
meaning to life;

Yes.
Each Volunteer and Participant interviewed 
agreed to have gained a superior community inter-
action experience and that the program had helped 
them in their day-to-day life.

Respect for all means accountability 
to all so that everyone is cautious, 
concerned and respectful to each 
other;

Yes.
It can be safely gauged from the interviews that 
both the volunteers and participants were respect-
ful, concerned and cared for each other while 
keeping an overall accountability by providing 
feedback for improvement and frank feedback 
about the program.    



94 Bibhu Dash • Namrata Sandhu

Common Characteristics of a Time-
Bank

Whether Found in Talking Together pro-
gram of TimeBank.org.uk

- Employing a time broker or a service 
broker (who is often a paid worker), 
who recruits participants, maintains a 
database of services, arranges transac-
tions and balances the accounts. In some 
(reasonably rare) instances a member or 
members take on this responsibility on a 
volunteer basis.

Yes. 
Staff (paid) of TimeBank.org.uk managed the 
database of exchanged hours between partici-
pants and volunteers.

- Details of the participants’ skills, 
availability, likes, dislikes and needs are 
stored confidentially in the time bank 
computer.

Yes.
Profiling was done and confidentially main-
tained. Further, volunteers maintained a 
weekly register of participants and details of 
sessions (hours of skills-exchanged etc.) 

- One hour of time always equals one 
time credit / time dollar.

Yes*. 
Arguably if 1 hour of time is considered as £1, 
its exchange value in the long-run has been 
calculated to be worth £9.31, receivable by the 
society.

- Time credits / time dollars are ‘banked’ 
in the time bank and can be ‘withdrawn’ 
when needed, or donated to someone 
else.

No.
This is the only characteristic not present with-
in the Talking Together model.

- Computer software counts each trans-
action and issues regular statements to 
the participants.

Yes.
Weekly reports were gathered and reports 
shared between stakeholders (organizers, par-
ticipants and volunteers)

* Social Currency
Social Return on Investment (SROI) has been calculated by the program wherein it was found 
that for each GBP 1 spent on the program would have a secured return on GBP 9. Most common 
contribution by the participants would be their passing of the skills exchanged, to others within 
their vicinity including neighbors, family and friends. Using the reciprocal skills gained, both, 
volunteers and participants would reach out for better career prospects which in turn would 
benefit the local society. Hence the SROI itself could be counted as the social currency exchanged 
in this case.
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Talking together: Observation

One of the key findings from the beginning was that neither did the participants nor 
the volunteers require to have a formal training or qualification except that they could 
provide an opportunity to learn something new for each other, which in this case was the 
providence of interaction with a diverse multi-ethnic background for the volunteers and 
learning English for the participants. This corresponds to foundational structure of time 
banks which in themselves have been observed to be constituted of formal and informal 
volunteering at the elemental level (Collins et. all, 2007 and Timebanking UK, 2011). 
By the time of completion of the Talking Together program, 1707 learners had been 
enrolled and 1571 learners had successfully completed the program against an initial 
target pf 1320 participants. While, retention rate of participants was of 91%, as per 
TimeBank, none of the volunteers went without a feeling of having gained new skills. To 
understand better, participants and volunteers were requested randomly to provide their 
views. Views recorded from four participants and four volunteers has been provided 
below (Participant Observations Post Completion Of Training Program)*
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* Interview Credit: www.timebank.org.uk

Talking together: Findings

•	 All 4 interviewed participants came from 18 – 40 age group with 3 being female 
participants and 1 male participant. All 4 interviewed participants came from 
highest Multiple Deprivation Index scores matching with highest percentage of 
residents with no or poor English speaking-skills with 2 interviewed participants 
noted to be on Government support programs.

•	 While 2 participants reported neighbors and friends to have influenced them to 
join, 1 participant reported family members and 1 participant reported a job center 
to have influenced their decision.

•	 Learning of Spoken-English as a core skill was the motivation which was common 
to all interviewed participants while atleast 1 participant mentioned the need to 
take doctor appointment as a motivating factor.

•	 Time banking concepts as an effective tool for healthcare access in UK         18
•	 All 4 interviewed participants found the skills gained as immediately useful. 

1 participant mentioned career progression as a gain, 1 mentioned the newly 
acquired skill to be helpful to take medical appointments while all 4 said that they 
gained better conversational abilities in day-to-day life.

•	 The 1 common gap noted by all participants is high fees for other such programs.
•	 All volunteers were aged above 18 years and came with an existing skillset of 

fluency in spoken-English. 3 amongst the 4 interviewed volunteers had some 
form of prior teaching experience.

•	 At least 1 volunteer mentioned influencer details and the same was noted to be a 
friend of the volunteer.

•	 3 volunteers chose to participate with the objective of gaining skills that would 
enhance their career progression. Amongst the 3, 1 volunteer was also motivated 
by the opportunity to interact with diverse cultures and 1 volunteer wanted to 
improve self-confidence. The 4th volunteer interviewed, had the objective to 
explore and evaluate diverse educational curriculum.

•	 All 4 interviewed volunteers found the skills gained as helpful towards their career 
progression either by way of using the skills gained in other future voluntary 
or educational initiatives. Out of the 4 interviewed volunteers, 3 reported an 
immediate increase in their skillset of social bonding while 1 reported an increase 
in self-confidence.

•	 2 volunteers mentioned a more interactive role by local authorities was needed, 
1 participant mentioned further assessment of participants was required and 1 
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volunteer focused the need for participants to describe learning expectations 
further prior to the beginning of the program.

Conclusion

While, retention rate of participants was of 91%, none of the volunteers went without 
a feeling of having gained new skills. All volunteers felt local authorities could play 
a wider proactive role in the designing, functioning and running of time banks and/
or using them as a platform for disseminating information. While the above project 
was not a time bank and might have only followed the conceptual framework of a 
time bank, it’s success proves the utility of time bank concepts to be effective within 
both informal and formal setting with a potential not just to alleviate marginalized, 
isolated communities bringing them to the mainstream, but also facilitating access 
to vital utilities like healthcare and education. Such programs could in the short-run 
ensure personal gain like positive increase in self-development, learning of new skills 
and enhanced social-bonding while in the long-run lead to benefit to the society and 
neighbourhood as potential entreprenaurs (Basu, 2004), skilled-workforce and educated 
supporters to the family.
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