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Aim: 

The aim of this guide is to help explain the first steps in establishing a local coronavirus mutual aid 

group. No one yet knows what the second or third steps will be; that will depend on a range of 

factors including the rate of spread of the virus, and the detail of health officials’ advice, but when 

we do, we will produce additional guidance.  

Background 

As we write this guide, we are entering what looks set to be an unprecedented crisis. There are, of 

course, debates to be had about whether the government strategy is the best choice, but even on a 

best-case scenario, there are going to be lots of people in our communities who are asked to self-

isolate for extended periods––and many of us will also be reducing our interactions with others to 

slow the spread of the virus. This is a time when people can feel, scared, isolated and perhaps most 

debilitating, bored. There have been many mutual aid groups set up seeking to encourage people to 

help their neighbours, to get provisions for those who are self-isolating, and just to check in on 

people, particularly those who are at higher risk of serious consequences from the virus––i.e. the 

old, those with lung conditions, or those who are immunosuppressed. However, many of these 

groups, at a level of town or borough, lack the necessary ‘streetwise’ local knowledge of who is and 

is not vulnerable. This guide is designed for people who want to create a community response in 

their street, or couple of streets, or on their estate. In this, geography is everything, and picking too 

big an area can actually be counterproductive.   

Picking an area 

There will be a temptation to try to cover a large area, but that can be a mistake. There will be other 

people in other streets who will want to get something off the ground, let them do it, or share this 

guide with them. Mutual self-help relies a lot on trust, and that will only happen if the people you 

are organising have seen you around, for example, going to buy your newspaper, standing at the bus 

stop, or walking your dog, etc. So, it might just be one street, or it might be a series of 

interconnected streets, it might be an estate, or it might just be one block on an estate––but task 

number one is to pick the area you are going to organise, and then stick to it. If people from two 

streets away say, we would like to join you, say ‘no, but we can help you do the same in your street’.  

Who else is operating in the vicinity? 

There is already going to be something going on. It may be that a faith centre has already begun 

work, it could be that there is a food bank nearby, or it could simply be a case that a larger 

‘umbrella’ group has already been established for your town. There is currently a good list of 

Covid19 Mutual Aid groups here ––but there will clearly be others not listed. You should try to 

establish what is already happening through an online search and just asking around. For example, if 

there is a group covering your town or electoral ward, you will not be duplicating what they are 

https://covidmutualaid.org/local-groups/
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already doing––because you will be focussing on a much smaller geographical area––but they will be 

a useful ally who will undoubtedly publicise what you are going to do. They may also have some 

great advice about networks in your area. Equally, there will be a range of local Facebook and 

Twitter groups that you will want to ask for help with your publicity.  If you are sure you are not 

duplicating existing efforts, then set up your small network. 

Create a Facebook group and/or WhatsApp group 

Every trained organiser will tell you that the most important organising tool is ‘face-to-face’ 

communication, but this would be counter-productive at the moment. So, going door-to-door to ask 

people to get involved, or calling a local meeting in someone’s front room, while this may seem a 

great way to start, is actually counter-productive––you are likely to put more people at risk. So, the 

next best thing is on-line organising. We would suggest you start by setting up a dedicated Facebook 

group and/or a WhatsApp group.  

Be very clear what your purpose is and the area you cover, a good example for a Facebook page 

might be: 

Welcome to the ABC area Covid -19 Mutual Aid group. This is a local group aiming to coordinate support 

in our local streets during the Covid-19 outbreak.  

This group is run entirely by volunteers, we are community members wanting to provide a framework for 

mutual support, such as with the running of errands, information distribution and community/emotional 

support.  

 

For up to date medical advice you should continue to check the news and NHS website.  

 

We recognise that everyone is at risk of being affected by this pandemic, but that a pandemic doesn't hit 

everyone equally. That's why we're concerned to ensure there is sufficient support for the most 

vulnerable, including the elderly and those with pre-existing health conditions, during the outbreak.  

 

It should not need saying, but being as this is a community group, and we are trying to promote 

community self-help, we really do want everyone to treat everyone else with respect. Disagreement is 

fine, abuse is not.  

Tell people about it  

OK, so you probably already know some of your neighbours, and you can phone them, or message 

them. Get them to sign up and then invite the neighbours they know. Check on Twitter and 

Facebook for existing local groups and post a message saying that you have set up a group in your 

area and people living in that area are invited to join the Facebook page. Every-time someone joins, 

ask them to invite others they know in the area you cover. Celebrate when people join by welcoming 
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them to the group, and asking them to both post an introduction to themselves and to invite their 

neighbours to join.  

You may want to prepare a leaflet, but be careful, the virus can survive on paper, so if you are 

printing it off at home, make sure you have scrupulously cleaned your hands before picking them up 

out of the print tray. If you are using a commercial supplier, then leave the pages in a clean plastic 

bag for 24 hours before delivering them––and then make sure you have scrupulously cleaned your 

hands before doing so. A poster in a local shop might also help.  

To repeat as people join, ask them to notify their neighbours.  

Ground rules 

You are about to create a channel for communication, but before you do, have you got some ground 

rules? You must have seen how virulent exchanges can become on social media, it is hardly going to 

do any good if your Facebook or Whatsapp group begins to look like that.  

If you are using Whatsapp we suggest you link to a Google Document (like this) with your ground 

rules in. But if you are using a Facebook Group you can use it’s inbuilt features for creating and 

enforcing group roles and other moderation needs. 

Example ground rules might include: 

1. Sharing: This group is for everyone who lives in the geographical area.  

2. Purpose: The group is here to talk about how we support each other during the coronavirus outbreak. 

The virus is a threat to us all, and we can all minimise the risks, by supporting each other––even if we 

don’t ordinarily get on, these are not ordinary times, and previous disagreements or arguments, 

however heated, should pale into insignificance faced with this threat. We don’t have to like each 

other, but we do have to support each other.  

3. Inclusivity:  This is a welcoming space for people of all gender, race, sexuality, disability, faith, 

background and nationality. No discrimination, rudeness or bullying will be tolerated 

4. No self-promotion: This is not a place to score debating points or demonstrate how clever we are or 

make a profit. 

5. Minimise sharing articles etc: Our primary objective is to provide mutual support, if you want to share 

articles that you have read about the virus, then please do so sparingly so as to avoid crowding out the 

basic mutual aid element of this group. More importantly, do not share opinion pieces or dubious 

‘conspiracy theories’ that can be frightening, but which lack scientific credibility.  

6. No political or ideological platforming: This is not primarily the place to debate the government’s 

handling of the crisis. If you are an amateur epidemiologist, then great, start your own page. 

Why it is important to look for 100% participation 

It is very tempting to just link up with a few like-minded people, people you already know, or be 

satisfied that you have a couple of people in each street willing to help. And while that is useful, it 

https://www.facebook.com/help/462230500886400
https://www.facebook.com/help/462230500886400
https://www.facebook.com/help/1686671141596230/?helpref=hc_fnav
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really is possible to do something far bigger. If you are organising on your street, or on a block, your 

objective should be 100% participation.  Of course, you may not get that, but it should be your 

objective, and there are a number of reasons for this. 

First is that everyone who joins is a resource, they bring with them their knowledge, their ideas and 

(hopefully) a sense of humour, which we are going to need. These groups are called ‘mutual aid’ for 

a reason: they are not meant to be a group of dedicated ‘do-gooders’ who look after everyone else, 

it is meant to be an opportunity for communities to come together and for everyone to help 

everyone else.  

Everyone has something to contribute, even the person who has had to go into self-isolation 

because either they are particularly at risk should they catch the virus, or because they may be 

infected. They may need help with their shopping, but maybe they can contribute in another way. A 

couple in their 70s for example, may have to self-isolate because they are in a high-risk category, but 

if they are well, they may be able to cook for others who are actually unwell.  

 

Everyone who participates in the group, can feel part of the emerging community, this in itself will 

have a positive impact on those who are feeling anxious or isolated.  

Dealing with the naysayers 

When you do anything on social media, inevitably there will be someone who disagrees. Here is an 

example of a response.  

People should stay clear, as we don’t know who is organising the whole programme. Are they DBS 

checked? A registered charity or what?  

 

We should do a bit more research before supporting this type of work, so we don't have a scenario of what 

some relief staff went on to do in Haiti. I suspect this group is operating as part of a pyramid scheme giving 

publicity to people and building trust for a few to abuse the process without us realising? 

The NHS provides services for delivery of prescriptions to the homes of vulnerable people. Why are people 
now taking up the role? What happens to a prescription for morphine or some other hard drugs? Will it 
then become a racket and overrun by gangs when they see this loophole?  
 
Neither do we want an Ebola level crisis in which some community led efforts ended up being problematic. 

We know that the rich and well-to-do can and will order home deliveries and pay, the only people that will 

really need these services are the poor and vulnerable who will be exposed to local paedophiles.  This 

group is totally uncaring and anyone who genuinely cares will leave this to the authorities who know what 

they are doing.  

Now what is interesting about this response is that it mixes some legitimate concerns (see below on 

safeguarding) with some extreme suggestions––the local drug dealers muscling in on community 

mutual aid on the basis that someone might have been prescribed a valuable prescription drug. The 
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problem with people like this is that they often have too much time on their hands, and so a good 

response would be short and would not encourage them.  

Dear (insert name), thanks for your comments, which make some interesting points. We are a locally based 

group inspired by similar groups emerging across the country. We are working on evolving our protocols to 

decide what is appropriate help and what is not. We don’t have the ability to undertake DBS tests, but we 

can limit the interactions between people such that supporters do not enter people’s homes––which has 

the additional advantage of protecting both volunteers and community members from contamination. If 

you do want to get involved, we look forward to hearing from you. 

It is almost certainly not worth answering further if their response is long and rambling. There is a 

piece of guidance for social media which is ‘don’t feed the trolls’. 

Gather information 

Once you have the group up and running, you will want to gather some information––email, phone 

and Facebook. An example of the questions you might like to ask are name, address, email, phone, 

and: 

● Do you have any particular needs (i.e. if you are self-isolating as a result of age, medical 

condition or suppressed immune system). 

● Do you have these needs now? 

● Are there any ways in which you can offer to help? 

● One of the things we want to promote is a sense of community even when we are all behind 

our own front doors, suggestions have included a community on-line singalong (it might 

work) and a quiz night. We are certain that there will be other more innovative ideas, so 

share yours here. 

● Any final thoughts? 

And you may want to ask:  

● For data protection reasons, we need your permission to use the above information. Please 

indicate that you are happy to be contacted for the purposes of creating a network of 

mutual aid within our four streets. 

There are a number of ways to gather this information. Perhaps the easiest and most accessible is 

using Google Forms, but you can also get a free service from SurveyMonkey 

Whatever you use, it will allow you to gather information to ensure that you network people more 

effectively. For example, by ensuring that those on your Facebook group can also get invited to join 

your WhatsApp group. Make sure that if requests come in from your community that you do not see 

it as your job to deal with them all.  

https://www.google.co.uk/forms/about/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/user/sign-up/?
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But be prepared for some troubling responses. Here is a real example of a response to a similar 

survey: ‘I have self-isolated for the last 5 days and I am extremely anxious and depressed’. 

Be clear that It is not your responsibility to resolve that person’s distress, anxiety and depression. 

Your role is to respond asking them if they are happy for you to arrange other community members 

to give them a call and break up their day. You can then ask for volunteers to make those calls.  

Define your purpose 

So, once you have the group up and running, in the sense that a few people have joined and are 

interested in finding out what they can do, you need to consider what you are going to do. 

There are some clear ‘good practices’ - so for example don’t ask for volunteers to babysit other 

people’s children––apart from the fact that this will increase the number of contacts, there are 

genuine safeguarding risks. It is probably a good thing to do though to ask people to become a 

phone buddy with someone who is in self-isolation, checking in on them on a daily basis, sharing 

some gossip etc.  

What else you do will depend on your group, but for every suggested activity, consider whether it is 

likely to put anyone vulnerable at risk of fraud, exploitation or abuse. Obviously, the more that is 

done on-line, the better. When getting shopping for people who are self-isolating, the best practice 

includes leaving the shopping on the doorstep so there is no actual contact and remember that the 

packaging could be contaminated.  

The purpose of mutual aid is to help each other out, so let’s just be careful to think through the 

potential for ‘unintended consequences’ of any proposals. An organisation called Queercare has 

developed some really useful Guidance on delivering such mutual aid.  

Organise (on-line) events 

It is going to be tough for some people, and one way we can reduce the isolation is to create on-line 

activity that can lift the mood and make us laugh even in the face of adversity. Some suggestions 

that might work are:  

● Establishing an online radio station for an hour or so a day, with a local resident as your DJ. 

This can send out messages of support and dedicate songs to community members. Using 

Skype, or Zoom calls (or even Facebook live) you can make this interactive and (hopefully) 

fun. 

● What about a quiz night, you can have different teams and different quiz masters or a 

version in which different teams set different challenges. 

● Community sing-a-longs––it is almost certainly going to be a dreadful noise, but it is also 

likely to be fun––and if all else fails what about the favourite––a game of charades!  

https://queercare.network/our-work/resources/covid-19/delivering-items-to-someone-in-self-isolation-protocol/
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These are just ideas, but the more you can make people feel they are not alone, the more we will 

win.  

Dealing with money 

A number of groups are already finding that people are offering donations and, as they do not have 

bank accounts or formal structures, are unsure how to fairly and securely handle this. 

One option is to find an “accountable body” i.e. another more formal organisation to hold the 

money for you. Even Local Authorities or local community and voluntary sector support 

organisations may be able to do this or might know someone who can.  

But in terms of decision making, another idea is to consider using a tool like https://cobudget.co/ or 

https://opencollective.com/ which give you and your group ways to collect and spend money 

collaboratively. 

Additional advice 

There is some really good additional advice here from the people who started the Mutual Aid 

initiative. 

 

https://cobudget.co/
https://opencollective.com/
https://covidmutualaid.org/resources/

