
Every day 200 NHS doctors come in from a 
busy shift, log onto the Virtual Doctors app 
and volunteer to improve the lives of over 4,000 
people in Sub Saharan Africa1.

The Virtual Doctors Charity use a bespoke 
smartphone app to connect isolated health centres 
in rural Zambia and Malawi with volunteer doctors, 
based in the UK and Zambia. These volunteer 
doctors offer advice to diagnose conditions, 
and to manage and treat patients. The advice 
given by our volunteers assists and empowers 
local health workers, helps reduce unnecessary 
hospital referrals, and ultimately helps save 
lives. Importantly, the charity has both a UK and 
Zambian board and it is very much driven by our 
stakeholders, the clinicians that we support.
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We have been partnered with the Zambian Ministry 
of Health for over 10 years, and have approximately 
200 volunteer doctors, offering diagnostic and 
treatment advice across a range of specialities. 
Our service is text-based, with the option to send 
images, rather than using real-time video-calls to 
give advice. We are often asked why this is the 
case. The answer lies within the context of how our 
service was developed. It was the clinical officers 
we support who shaped the platform we use and 
the origins of how the service work.  Intermittent 
data bandwidth made video calls impractical in 
much of rural Zambia. An asynchronous service 
also means that volunteers can answer queries at a 
time that suits them, and work around their clinical 
commitments, although there is an agreement that 
case should be addressed within a 24 hour window. 
The ultimate aim is that district care officers and 
doctors within Zambia will eventually answer 
these cases with UK doctors acting as a secondary 
port of call if needed. Once the service is embedded 
into the healthcare system, we will then be able to 
pivot to another country.

Most  (90%) of the time the advice given has 
helped to improve patients’ symptoms. It has 
prevented referral to hospital in 76% of cases and 
94% of the time the advice given was reported to 
be educationally beneficial by the COs.

1This figure has been calculated based on the current number of clinics we support, our ongoing expansion plans, previous end of year data 
and our monthly caseload in the first 6 months of 2021.



Our service also helps reduce professional isolation 
and improve the resilience of healthcare workers 
who are often posted to isolated rural clinics 
away from friends and family. The eventual aim 
is that our service will be country-wide, and fully 
integrated into the Zambian healthcare system. 
This will allow us to hand it over to the Zambian 
Ministry of Health, who can continue the service 
independently, whilst allowing us to focus on 
improving access to healthcare in other countries 
that face similar challenges.

We have been running pilot projects at RHCs within 
Malawi for several years. In 2023, we started a 
new project that looked specifically at providing 
COs with advice regarding orthopaedic cases and 
this has been hugely beneficial to both clinicians 
and patients.

Moving forwards, we are keen to hear from any 
doctors who may want to volunteer with us. To 
get involved, you only need three things: an active 
GMC registration, CCT (Certificate of Completion 
of Training) and an internet connection. We have 
this policy as we need to ensure that the advice we 
give is clinically accurate, educational and resource 
appropriate, however we are always happy to hear 
from interested parties and we may be able to 
accept you on a case-by-case basis: for example, if 
you have DTM&H or are a senior registrar.

As volunteering involves giving advice to overseas 
clinicians, the charity has its own bespoke 
indemnity policy to cover all of our volunteers, as 
well as agreements with the respective ministries 
of health.

As of 2024, we are excited to announce that we are 
looking for nurses, midwives and physiotherapists 
to join the charity as volunteers for a new pilot 
scheme. If this sounds like something you are 
interested in, please get in touch. Ideally you will 
have worked in a low resource setting and have an 
interest in global health. We are particularly keen to 
focus on topics such as wound care, antenatal care, 
childhood development and injury rehabilitation.

For more information or to get involved please 
contact Daniel.grace@virtualdoctors.org 

We rely 100% on charitable donations to fund our 
work and receive no government grants or funding. 
We are grateful for any donations or fundraising 
efforts that can help us continue to support rural 
communities throughout Zambia and Malawi. 
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