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Introduction 
 
 

This Guide has been prepared for people who manage or coordinate 
volunteers. This may be the whole of your role, or just a part of it and 
could have various titles. It is a skilled and complex task. 
 
The Guide aims to help volunteer co-ordinators, trustees, and paid staff 
to understand some of the issues involved and find a way through these 
so you can get the most out of all of your volunteers. 
 
There are many complex aspects to your role – this Guide is an initial 
check list of the most important things to think about. Where possible, 
you are signposted to further sources of information, as details and 
good practice are regularly updated. 
 
 
 
This guide aims to cover all of the basics – you can find more detail in 
the fact sheets, available on our website: www.vansweb.org.uk 
 
 

See back page for details. 

http://www.vansweb.org.uk/
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Recruiting volunteers 

 
What is volunteering? 
 
There is not one common, national definition of volunteering, but 
generally it is described as an unpaid activity where someone gives their 
time to help an organisation, or an individual to whom they are not 
related. 
 
What do you want volunteers to do? 
 
Before involving volunteers within your organisation it is important to 
spend some time thinking about why you are going to, how it will be 
done and what support you will be able to give them. 
 

 Think about the role you want them to undertake and list the tasks 
involved 

 What personal qualities, skills, knowledge or experience would 
someone need to do this? 

 
What will volunteers achieve that paid workers won’t? 
 
Involving volunteers can: 

 

 Enhance the services provided by your organisation 

 Bring new skills to the organisation 

 Bring something special to a project that nothing else can – clients 
know the volunteers aren’t being paid: they are there because they 
want to be  

 
How will volunteering with you benefit your volunteers? 
 

 by meeting others 

 by acquiring new skills  

 by supporting a cause that is important to them  

 by gaining experience for their CV  
 
How will you attract new volunteers? 
 

 Use the Volunteer Centre! We can advertise your opportunities to 
volunteers attending our drop in and outreach sessions as well as on 
the national volunteering database; www.do-it.org.uk 
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 Word of mouth is the most successful way of recruiting volunteers, so 
make an effort to get out to people who might want to help 

 Targeted recruitment; think about the skills and experience you are 
looking for – where are you most likely to make contact with people 
with these; through local businesses, local colleges, GP surgeries? 

 Use different methods – traditional media such as local papers and 
new media, such as  Facebook or Twitter 

 Get out to events other than your own 
 
How will you recruit new volunteers? 
 

 Think about the methods you will use – application forms, interviews, 
informal meetings 

 You need to make sure your volunteer is right for you and that you 
are right for them 

 Give them plenty of opportunity to meet others, find out about the 
organisation and how they will contribute to this 

 Be honest if they are not right for you – be clear about the reasons for 
this and suggest alternatives 

 
References for volunteers  
 
Asking for references may be useful to your organisation in that it is 
evidence that you have taken at least one step to vet volunteers and 
protect clients. This may be particularly important if you have decided it 
is not appropriate to do CRB checks. Keep a record of reference checks.  
Trial periods are also a good opportunity for both sides to decide 
whether or not you have a ‘good match’. 
 
Saying ‘No’ to a volunteer 
 
Sometimes you will interview a volunteer and decide that they are just 
not suitable for the role.  
You should base your decision on their suitability for the role and 
nothing else. If you use a task description and list of required personal 
qualities/ skills needed for the task when you are selecting volunteers, 
you will then have clear evidence to justify your decision if you decide 
to reject a volunteer. 
It may be possible to offer them a different role within your 
organisation, for which they are suitable. 
Be brave! Accepting someone who is unsuitable will probably be more 
difficult in the long run than saying no to begin with. 
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Make the most of short term volunteers 
 
This may not sound like an easy option in the short term, but may have 
longer term benefits. From groups’ and volunteers’ perspectives, it is 
worth thinking about tasks that do not involve a long term commitment: 
 

 They provide opportunities for groups and volunteers to get to know 
each other before making a longer-term decision 

 They provide an opportunity to think creatively and flexibly about 
tasks that need doing 

 They may not need a lot of training / support so do not need a lot of 
investment from the group  

 They can test out the skills / commitment of new people 

 Many people are looking at volunteering at a point of change in their 
lives e.g. looking for work, moving to the area, in recovery, and may 
move on in various directions 

 Some people are only available for shorter periods of time e.g. 
students, people living abroad for part of the year 

 They can provide an opportunity for volunteers to see what happens 
“behind the scenes”. 

 
Further information available from VANS 
 

 Sample Volunteer Policy 

 Sample Volunteer Agreement 

 Hints on Interviewing Techniques 

 References 

 Saying ‘No’ to Volunteers 

 Marketing Hints – presentation to Voluntary Sector Forum 

 Working with Volunteers  

 Volunteer Recruitment 
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Retaining and supporting volunteers 
 

 
Plan your ‘induction’ for new volunteers 
 
You will be more successful in keeping a new volunteer if you provide a 
planned induction. Set aside some time to welcome them, to introduce 
them to your organisation and the people involved, to explain the task, 
show them where everything is, go through any rules and the main 
policies of your organisation. 
 
However capable someone seems, don’t forget they are new – don’t 
chuck them in at the deep end! You may lose them to another group that 
looks after new volunteers better. 
 
Training 
 
All volunteers should receive any training needed to carry out their role. 
This can often be done in stages, and “on the job”. 
Training programmes can enable a volunteer’s progress within an 
organisation. 
 
Volunteer Handbooks can be a useful resource in induction and training 
– they can contain helpful information on policies and procedures, where 
to get help or information and how to claim expenses. 
 
Ensure you provide on-going support 
 
Think about how you will check that the volunteer is happy and the work 
is going well. Some organisers set aside a time at regular intervals to sit 
down with a volunteer and check how they are feeling and if they have 
any concerns or training needs. Others do this more informally, but the 
important thing is to make sure you do it. 
 

 What kind of support do you think your volunteers will need to 
carry out their tasks effectively?  

 How are you going to put that support into place? 

 Who will provide it?  
 

Giving good support is closely related to knowing why someone has 
volunteered: what their motivation is – so make sure you know and 
understand your volunteers 
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Review their progress regularly 
 
Discuss with each volunteer if they are still enjoying their role, what they 
consider their achievements to be, and how they might like to develop 
their role. 
 
Give each volunteer positive and constructive feedback on the 
contribution they are making to the organisation. 
 
Recognition  
 
Recognising your volunteers’ contribution and commitment is an 
important part of retaining them. Everyone likes to be thanked! 
This can be done publicly through AGM’s, Volunteers’ Week events or 
presentations or it can be done internally by providing volunteers with 
contribution certificates or by simply saying ‘Thank you’! 
 
Learn from your volunteers 
 
From time to time you may like to ask your volunteers their perspective 
on volunteering with your organisation – take on board what they say to 
help you improve and develop. 
 
Asking volunteers to leave 
 
The subject of what to do about “X is late again” or “Y was very rude to 
someone today” regularly occurs. Because volunteers aren’t paid, and 
are giving their time for free, it can be difficult to deal with, but it is 
important that issues are addressed and dealt with before they escalate.  
 
It could be that their circumstances have changed and they are unable 
to get in at a particular time, or they have training needs, or sometimes 
volunteers need change. If any of these are identified as the cause of 
the problem, consider are there any other roles they can do? Or can the 
times of volunteering be adjusted to suit? 
It is only fair to give people the chance to improve.  
 
Disciplining volunteers can be uncomfortable. However, the fact remains 
that you need volunteers to deliver a level of quality in their work and if 
their ability or attitude is unsatisfactory, at some point you have to 
decide whether their contribution to the organisation is positive or 
negative.  
 



10 

 

Following investigation, if you feel a volunteer has breached your 
policies or their behaviour or attitude is so bad that there is no way they 
can continue with the organisation, you will need to take action. Having 
a complaints procedure with a clear process can ensure you deal with 
situations effectively and with confidence. 
Details of any actions that would lead to a volunteer being asked to 
leave should be very clear. 
 
Further information available from VANS 
 

 Creating a Resource Pack 

 Rules for Giving Feedback 

 Working with Volunteers  

 Volunteer Recruitment  
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Volunteers with extra support needs 
 
Sometimes volunteers may need additional support, for example 
specialist equipment, more flexible hours, or occasional reminders, 
because of a disability or other issues. 
 
Reasons to work with volunteers with extra support needs:  
 
Research has shown that volunteers with support needs: 
 

 Often give a long term commitment to organisations if they are well 
supported, and can be extremely reliable. 

 Can help you increase the diversity of your volunteers so that you 
better reflect the community you work in. It can also help you to 
demonstrate how you fulfil criteria set out in your Equality & Diversity 
policy. 

 Can help you develop a better understanding of all your customers or 
service users and can also help increase the quality of the service 
you are offering.  

 Can create opportunities to apply for additional funding streams. This 
could be for the involvement of people with disabilities or people from 
other vulnerable groups. There are possibilities of finding corporate 
sponsors as well as specific funding pots for inclusive volunteering. 

 Can empathise with the issues and challenges that your service 
users face, as well as providing you with a different perspective and 
different ideas for tackling these issues and challenges. 

 Can develop positive role models for other people who are using 
your services. 

 Are often available during regular working hours, when other people 
may be unable to commit to volunteering.  

 Can enhance their own wellbeing and recovery by getting involved in 
their community, so their volunteering with you contributes towards 
the wellbeing of the community. 

 Can help you to develop links with other organisations and groups. 

 Can help you to develop skills and experience amongst your own 
staff. 
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 Can help you improve the way in which you work with volunteers and 
ensure that you are asking the right questions so that your volunteer 
management processes meet all volunteers’ needs. 

 
Asking volunteers to share information about their support needs 
 

 To make an assessment of a volunteer’s support needs you need to 
start by thinking about how to obtain information about the volunteer 

 For some volunteers this may be more difficult than with others 

 With some additional support needs where there is stigma attached, 
such as mental health issues, drug and alcohol misuse or refugee 
status, volunteers may be reluctant to share information 

 For volunteers with a disability or mental health needs, there is no 
legislation that obliges them to disclose information about their 
condition 

 Given that some support needs will not be obvious unless someone 
discloses them, it is worth considering whether or not you actually 
need the information at all 

 There are benefits and drawbacks to disclosure 

 Think carefully about the timing of disclosure, the relevance of what 
you are asking for and the best way of asking for the information  

 
Further information available from VANS 
 

 Pros and Cons of Disclosure 

 Good Recruitment and employment Practice: vulnerable adults 
and children (Volunteering England) 

 Volunteer Applicants with Criminal Records (Volunteering 
England) 

 Screening Volunteers (Volunteering England) 
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Improving Diversity amongst your volunteers 
 
Most organisations like to think that they are open and welcoming to 
everyone. However, sometimes we tend to attract all the same sort of 
people, “people like us”. The more diverse an organisation, the more 
different volunteers it is likely to attract. 
 
Benefits of a diverse team 
 

 Different skills, including language 

 Different perspectives 

 Better engagement with clients / volunteers 

 Promoting your organisation to a wider audience 

 Integrity of organisation – how it’s perceived 

 More accessible 

 New ideas of doing things 

 Influencing potential  

 Increased funding opportunities 

 Resilience – larger pool of volunteers 

 Creating understanding and tolerance among communities 

 More understanding of different cultures within the organisation 

 Vibrant, dynamic organisational culture 
 
What can we do to get more people involved? 

 

 Use current diverse volunteers as role models and to assist with 
training – use their ideas to sell your organisation and listen to their 
views as to how they feel you could improve 

 Take a step back – what do you need to do to build confidence 
levels among some communities first? 

 Keep Equality and Diversity training up-to-date for all your staff, 
trustees and volunteers. 

 
Further information available from VANS 
 

 Language & Terminology guide sheet 

 Why people stop volunteering 

 RECIPE for Diversity success 

 Sample of Equality & Diversity form 

 Faith Groups 
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Volunteers and the Law 
 
The law is complex and ever-changing. It is important that you obtain up 
to date and accurate information about this.  
 
Summary of Volunteers’ legal rights 

 

 Volunteers have a right to have their information kept 
confidential under the Data Protection Act 

 Volunteers have a right to a ‘duty of care’ 

 Volunteers have rights under Health & Safety at Work Act 1974 

 Whilst volunteers do not have rights under the Equality Act, it is 
of course good practice to ensure that the same principles 
apply. 

 
Duty of care 
 

 This is a legal duty which applies to individuals and 
organisations 

 There is a requirement to avoid causing injury or harm 

 It is possible to sue for damages under this civil law – a breach 
of duty would have to be shown 

 
Safeguarding 
 
Some volunteer roles will require a CRB (Criminal Records Bureau) 
check as part of your safeguarding of children, young people and 
vulnerable adults. The law and the guidelines about this are 
changing and new regulations are being brought in, in 2012 – 2013. 
It is important to obtain accurate and up-to-date information if this 
applies to your volunteers. 
 
Insurance 
 

 Volunteers need to be covered by the organisation’s insurance 
policies 

 
Benefits and hours  
 
In most cases, there’s no restriction on the amount of volunteering that 
someone can do whilst claiming benefits, as long as they continue to 
meet the conditions of those benefits. 



15 

 

Volunteers or employees? 
 
It is important that groups are clear that volunteers do not become (or 
cannot be regarded as) workers or employees as this changes the 
nature of the relationship in contractual and financial ways. 
 

 It is important to distinguish between volunteers and 
employees, work experience placements, internships and other 
categories.  

 There is no legal definition of a volunteer. They are not paid or 
unpaid workers and do not have a contract setting out their rights 
and responsibilities. 

 It is important to remember that you must not create a contract, 
either written or implied, that would lead an employment 
tribunal to rule that a contract had existed. 

 You also need to be careful not to impose conditions or 
obligations on the volunteer with regard to their activities. They 
do not have to undertake any task and can decline any that are 
offered. 

 
Volunteer Agreements 
 
A volunteer agreement can add clarity so that the volunteer and the 
organisation are very clear about the volunteer role and the 
expectations. It is this clarity that will reduce the chance of 
misunderstandings and grievances. Be careful however to avoid 
creating a contract. A volunteer agreement does not need to be 
signed, and you may decide to choose this option, to reduce the risk 
of creating a contract. 
 
Equality Act  

As volunteers are without contracts they are not covered by               
anti-discrimination legislation for workers. If the volunteer is a voluntary 
worker with a contract they may be protected, but even then there are 
differences. 

The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) does suggest that 
"when you are taking up a volunteering opportunity with an organisation, 
this counts as if they are providing you with a service", but this has yet to 
be tested in the courts. 

This does not mean that it is okay to discriminate against volunteers! 
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Copyright 
 

 While work produced by an employee belongs to the employer, 
the copyright of work produced by a volunteer remains with 
them 

 More and more volunteers with IT skills are producing posters, 
flyers and reports for AGMs so if there should be a dispute 
between the volunteer and the organisation the volunteer could 
refuse to allow the organisation to use the work 

 
Data Protection 
 
Under the Data Protection Act you must: 
 

 Only collect information that you need for a specific purpose 

 Process data fairly and lawfully 

 Keep it secure 

 Ensure it is relevant and up to date and not excessive 

 Only hold as much as you need and only for as long as you 
need it 

 Allow the subject of the information to see it on request 
 
Some of the information in this section has been adapted from: 
Volunteers and the Law by Kay Curtis 
 
Further information available from VANS 
 

 Volunteering and State Benefits 

 Introduction to CRB Disclosures(Volunteering England) 

 Data Protection (Volunteering England) 

 The Right Legal Status for your organisation: ask VANS 
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Funding Your Volunteers 
 
What is Fundraising? 
 
Fundraising is whatever you do to secure funds for your organisation’s 
activities. But there needs to be a plan! 

 
A Fundraising Strategy 
 
This is a plan that sets out what an organisation’s funding needs are likely to 
be for the future (usually for a 3 year period). 

 It should be simple and achievable, but also, imaginative.  

 It should answer some basic questions about the organisation from 
what are the aims, to how much money you need and how you will 
raise this. 

 It should include information about what need you are aiming to 
address and the evidence this need exists. 

 All the committee members should be involved in deciding on the 
Fundraising Strategy and making sure the actions are carried out. 

 It is usually best to seek funds from a variety of sources. 
 
Writing a budget 
 

 Funders expect you to provide a budget showing the costs of your 
project.  

 You should estimate your costs as accurately as you can, getting 
real estimates where necessary e.g. find out how much 
recruitment adverts or insurance actually cost – don’t guess.  

 Look back at your past expenditure to calculate 
heat/light/power/phone etc.  

 Remember that you will have to report on expenditure. An 
unrealistic budget will cause you problems later. 

 
Planning and Consultation 
 
It is important you do this properly, so who have you spoken or 
consulted with about the project you are fundraising for? For example: 
 

 Members of your group or people who will use your service 

 Other committee members 

 Any paid staff who will be working on the project 

 Other organisations delivering a similar service 
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 Volunteers in your organisation  
 

Further information available from VANS 
 

 What is Fundraising? 

 Fundraising Strategy 

 How to Write a Budget 

 Planning and Consultation 

 Top Tips 

 How to Write Successful Funding Applications 
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Other useful sources of information 
 
Volunteering England 
 
A range of information and briefing sheets on all aspects of volunteering. 
Many of these can be accessed by non-members but contact VANS if 
you have any problems with this. 
www.volunteering.org.uk 
  
 
Media Trust  
 
Volunteers provide thousands of hours of hugely valuable media support 
on almost anything from looking over a press release or getting your 
website ranking higher online, to mentoring disadvantaged young people 
on media projects. 
www.mediatrust.org 
 
  
National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) 
 
NCVO champions and strengthens the voluntary sector, with 8,300 
members, from the largest charities to the smallest community 
organisations. They make sure the voluntary sector can do what it does 
best. 
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk 
 
 
 
National Association for Voluntary and Community Actions 
(NAVCA) 
 
NAVCA is the national voice of local support and development 
organisations in England. They are a charity that champions and 
strengthens voluntary and community action by supporting  members in 
their work with over 160,000 local charities and community groups. 
www.navca.org.uk. 
  
 
Everyone Included: a toolkit  
 
Available through VANS to assist voluntary organisations to carry out 
Equality Impact Assessments.  

http://www.volunteering.org.uk/
http://www.mediatrust.org/
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/
http://www.navca.org.uk/
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