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In this guide we look at the Who? of 
volunteering both in terms of Who? is 
responsible for involving volunteers as well as 
Who? could be involved as volunteers.  

http://www.do-it.org
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Identify Who? in your 
project or organisation is 
responsible for involving 
volunteers
Within most formal set ups, such as a charity or organisation, there 

are often staff who are responsible for recruiting and organising 

volunteers (usually known as Volunteer Co-ordinators or Volunteer 

Managers). Whilst such roles are great for providing a much needed 

structure to the involvement of volunteers – especially when you have 

a high number involved across a variety of services - they can also 

generate a culture where it is assumed they are the sole person or 

people responsible for the involvement of volunteers. This means that 

other staff may not understand, value or welcome the involvement of 

volunteers if they don’t have any day to day contact or responsibility 

for them.

In less formal set ups, such as neighbourhood groups or a local club, 

often everyone is a volunteer so it’s a question of deciding who is 

responsible for organising the others. Sometimes it’s a single point of 

contact, or everyone takes collective responsibility. 

Unfortunately, whatever the set up, there is often a lack of 

understanding of just how much work is involved in recruiting, 

placing and supporting volunteers. If the responsibility for all things 

‘volunteering’ is placed on one individual or team, then feelings of 

isolation can occur in those involved, as other team members avoid 

getting involved. This ‘hands off’ approach by the rest of the group 

or organisation can develop as members believe that volunteer 

involvement is someone else’s responsibility, and nothing to 

do with them.

http://www.do-it.org
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The volunteer relationship is different from that of employees: 

 Employees are paid to be there, volunteers  
 choose to be there. This is a key difference  
 and whilst this does not preclude volunteers  
 from taking responsibility and doing 
 amazing things, the motivations are quite 
 different from someone that is subject to 
 payment and contract. 

With volunteers it’s a process of ongoing negotiation based on good 

will and, in most cases, reciprocity where both parties gain something 

from the experience. 

This clearly isn’t rocket science but it’s often overlooked especially 

in organisations run by paid staff. Remember, no matter how big 

your charity might be, it is governed by volunteers – trustees – and 

chances are it was founded by volunteers. 

http://www.do-it.org
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Increase Understanding 
of Why? and How?
As highlighted in the guide Why? as groups or organisations grow 

and take on paid staff to run services previously run volunteers, the 

reasons for involving volunteers can be sometimes be forgotten.  

Some paid staff may simply never have worked with volunteers 

before and therefore lack awareness of both Why? people volunteer 

and How? to support them.  

In her book - From the Top Down: The Executive Role in Successful 

Volunteer Involvement, leading US volunteerism expert Susan Ellis 

refers to this lack of understanding as ‘benign neglect’. (1)  She 

comments that often volunteers are seen as ‘nice but not essential’ in 

organisations led by paid staff.  In recent years this has increasingly 

shifted to nice and essential but not worthy of significant investment.  

How many large organisations in the UK have a Director of 

Volunteering?  Director of Fundraising - Yes, Director of Finance - for 

sure, but Volunteering? Rarely.  There is still some work to be done for 

volunteers to gain the status they deserve in larger organisations.

 If you’re responsible for leading the  
 volunteering agenda in your organisation, it  
 is a key part of your role (even if it is an 
 uphill struggle!) to try to shift the culture  
 around who is responsible for involving  
 volunteers and how they are regarded 
 by everyone.

(1) Ellis, S., (2010 3rd Ed.) 
From the Top Down: The 
Executive Role in Successful 
Volunteer Involvement
Energize Inc.

http://www.do-it.org
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Whilst the list below is by no means compulsory, and certainly not all 

relevant for small volunteer led projects, there are some useful things 

to consider when developing your case for volunteer recognition in 

your set up:

Volunteer Strategy 

To ensure that responsibility for involving volunteers is spread across 

your group or organisation producing a strategy that includes 

expectations for staff outside of the volunteer lead/team can really 

help.  In developing goals or targets for volunteer involvement, 

consider how they will be managed and measured. 

Induction - what is included in staff induction around working with 

volunteers?

Staff training

Is there training in place for staff - both managers and frontline staff 

around working with, managing and supporting volunteers?  Can 

attendance at training be mandated?

Communications

How is volunteering profiled internally? What discussions and/or 

conversations about volunteering take place?  Can volunteering be 

made a standing item on the agenda for relevant meetings?

Volunteer steering group 

Could you benefit from establishing a steering group or forum for 

volunteering that includes both staff and volunteers?  Ensure that a 

terms of reference for the group is developed and if you operate over 

a wide geographical area how could the use of technology support 

these meetings?

http://www.do-it.org


Remember that involving volunteers is a 
benefit to any group or organisation as 
long as it is done well. Volunteers bring the 
outside in, they are your community and 
many of them will come with energy and 
enthusiasm for your cause. Be good at 
your own PR and promote the positives.
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Make Volunteering 
Accessible
It sounds obvious doesn’t it but there are still many reports of 

potential volunteers contacting organisations and groups to offer 

their time and hearing nothing back. Imagine if someone emailed you 

to offer to donate cash to your organisation? You’d respond pretty 

quickly, and rightly so, but too often when someone offers to donate 

their time we drag our heels.  

 In making volunteering accessible you need  
 to look at every stage of how you involve  
 volunteers and ensure your process is both  
 effective and responsive.  

From the point of the initial enquiry, be that online, by phone or in 

person through to placement you need to ask yourself what happens, 

who is responsible and how quickly does it happen?  

There have been a number of studies into the barriers to volunteering 

and the different sections of the community who will experience 

those barriers more than others. One study by the Institute for 

Volunteering Research highlighted that the barriers tend to fall into 

two categories - physical and psychological. Physical barriers can 

include issues like transport or mobility – for example a volunteer 

cannot afford to get to you without you reimbursing their travel 

costs -  whereas the psychological barriers will apply where people 

may lack confidence and/or feel that the opportunity would not be 

suitable for them or they wouldn’t be welcomed – taking ages to 

respond to their offers of help will only add to this.  

http://www.do-it.org
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Strive to remove as many barriers as possible that are appropriate to 

the needs of your project and the volunteers that you are trying to 

attract. Think about where and how you advertise and the diversity 

of sources that you use to recruit volunteers. Consider analysing your 

local census data to get a better understanding of your potential 

volunteer market and apply this to skills, experience and background 

that you might want your volunteers to have. For more on this see the 

guide How? - Recruitment, Selection and Induction.

http://www.do-it.org
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Target your Recruitment
In the guide How? - Recruitment, Selection and Induction, we talk 

about developing a recruitment strategy. It is worth looking at that 

guide to decide what that might mean for your group or organisation.  

Part of your strategy should include thinking about who you might 

want to target and the best ways of doing this.  

For some groups or organisations this may be fairly straightforward, 

peer support projects such as those for ex-offenders may only want 

to recruit ex-offenders for example.  For others, you might want to 

ensure that your volunteering has as broad a reach as possible. You 

may look at addressing gaps in your recruitment or consider creative 

ways that you can involve volunteers. This may require adapting 

roles to accommodate the volunteers you want to attract as well as 

thinking about how best to recruit people. 

 

In targeting recruitment, it is worth spending some time researching 

the different groups that you may want to include. There is a lot of 

information available about involving young people as volunteers, 

which groups and organisations are often keen to do but are unsure 

how to go about it. Some guides on involving young people are 

available on the NCVO and Team London websites.

 Volunteering England

 Greater London Volunteering

http://www.do-it.org
http://www.volunteering.org.uk/component/gpb/youth-volunteering
http://greaterlondonvolunteering.org.uk/projects/youth/
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You may also want to consider what changes would need to be made 

to involve others with particular needs such as those with language 

or learning difficulties and people with disabilities - amongst others.  

For the latter group, both Scope and Mencap have some useful 

information on how to include volunteers with disabilities on their 

websites.

 Scope (scope.org.uk/support/disabled-people/volunteering)

 Mencap (mencap.org.uk)

 So, to summarise, here are some materials you might 

 want to develop:

  Volunteer and recruitment strategy

  Staff training on how to involve volunteers

  Staff induction - presentation or checklist for inducting 

  new staff members

  Terms of reference for volunteer steering group

http://www.do-it.org
http://www.scope.org.uk/support/disabled-people/volunteering
https://www.mencap.org.uk/
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Useful!
Social media and networking

Twitter, Facebook and LinkedIn - all have different groups, organi-

sations and individuals who have a volunteering specialism and will 

keep you up to date with current thinking, trends and issues.

  twitter.com                     facebook.com                 linkedin.com

IVO 

A social network for those working with volunteers and social action 

projects; IVO is free to use and enables members to connect with oth-

ers, share resources and ask questions to get help from the community. 

  IVO (ivo.org)

UKVPMs

A forum that has been around for over 10 years. Members are 

made up of volunteer managers in national and local charities who 

exchange views and ideas about anything to do with involving 

and supporting volunteers. 

  UKVPM (groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/UKVPMs/info) 

Association for Volunteer Managers

‘A voice, a resource and a network in volunteer management’  

  Association for Volunteer Managers (volunteermanagers.org.uk)

National Network for Volunteer Involving Agencies (NNVIA)

The network has over 70 member organisations. NNVIA organises 

meetings to bring people together to discuss policy and issues 

relating to volunteering.  Further information is available via CSV 

who established the network in 2004  

  CSV Network for Volunteer Agencies (csv.org.uk)

http://www.do-it.org
http://www.twitter.com
http://www.facebook.com
http://www.linkedin.com
http://www.ivo.org
https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/UKVPMs/info
http://www.volunteermanagers.org.uk
www.csv.org.uk/about-us/strategic-partnerships/nnvia
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Agencies and online resources

The UK Volunteering Forum is made up of four different organisations 

who all offer further information and advice about volunteering:

NCVO

  NCVO (ncvo.org.uk)

Volunteer Scotland

  Volunteer Scotland (volunteerscotland.net)

Volunteer Now (Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland)

  Volunteer Now (volunteernow.co.uk)

Wales Council for Voluntary Action

  Wales Council for Voluntary Action (wcva.org.uk)

Volunteer Centres

Offer advice, information and support for those wanting to establish 

or develop volunteering as well as assisting with recruitment. 

NCVO offers a link for finding your local volunteer centre:     

  NCVO (volunteering.org.uk/where-do-i-start)

Know How Non Profit

  Know How Non Profit (knowhownonprofit.org) - offers a range of 

online guides and information on involving volunteers

http://www.do-it.org
http://www.ncvo.org.uk
http://www.volunteerscotland.net
http://www.volunteernow.co.uk
http://www.wcva.org.uk
http://www.volunteering.org.uk/where-do-i-start
http://www.knowhownonprofit.org
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Literature and documents

From the Top Down: The Executive Role in Successful Volunteer 

Involvement, Energize Inc. Ellis, S. (2010)

On the Safe Side

Explores health, safety and risk management in volunteering, Gaskin, K., 

  Institute for Volunteering Research (ivr.org.uk)

The Complete Volunteer Management Handbook

Directory of Social Change, London, McCurley, S., Lynch, R. and R. 

Jackson (2012) 

Volunteers and the Law 

Oversight of key issues relating to volunteers and legal issues, 

Restall, M. Free to download at: 

  Volunteering England (volunteering.org.uk)

Please enter search term: “Volunteers and the Law”

Volunteering and Society in the 21st Century

Palgrave Macmillan,  London, Rochester, C., Ellis Paine, 

A. and S. Howlett (2010)

http://www.do-it.org
http://www.ivr.org.uk/component/ivr/on-the-safe-side-risk-risk-management-and-volunteering
http://www.volunteering.org.uk
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Do-it Yourself

Want to set up your own community project? Now is a great time to 

have a go and there are lots of resources available to get you started.

UnLtd

the foundation for social entrepreneurs, a one stop shop of advice 

and support, including grants, to help people get their community 

projects off the ground. 

   UnLtd (unltd.org.uk)

Kickstarter

the biggest crowd funding platform out there

  Kickstarter (kickstarter.com) 

O2 Think Big 

O2 give out grants to young people set up community projects

  O2 Think Big (o2thinkbig.co.uk)

Social Startup Funders - Twitter list

A Twitter list of social start up support and funders, compiled by 

the folks at Year Here

  Social Startup Funders 

  (twitter.com/yearhere/lists/social-startup-funders

http://www.do-it.org
http://www.unltd.org.uk 
www.kickstarter.com
www.kickstarter.com
www.o2thinkbig.co.uk
https://twitter.com/yearhere/lists/social-startup-funders
https://twitter.com/yearhere/lists/social-startup-funders
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