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Executive summary 

The aim of this study was to explore the impact of public policy on volunteering in
community-based organisations (CBOs). The study, funded by the Volunteering
Hub, was carried out by the Institute for Volunteering Research and the Institute for
Voluntary Action Research.

Part One: our approach to the study

In part one we describe our approach to the study. There is a lack of research-
based evidence of the impact of public policy on volunteering in CBOs, a gap
which this study aims to address. 

We employed a case study approach and concentrated on organisations with no
more than five full-time equivalent paid staff, an annual turnover of less than
£100,000, and where volunteers were involved in roles central to each
organisation’s services or activities. Eight organisations, based in different
locations around England and working with a variety of client groups were selected
for detailed study. 

Part Two: the study context

In part two we describe the context in which the study took place. CBOs form an
important part of the voluntary and community sector (VCS). They are usually
small, they tend to have  a local remit – often acting as a focus for community
activity – and include both formal and informal volunteering.  

Voluntary activity is often seen by policy makers as contributing to civil renewal.
Volunteers are also increasingly involved in the delivery of public services under
the auspices of voluntary and community organisations (VCOs), with VCOs
frequently contracting with statutory bodies to provide public services. Previous
studies suggest that public service provision, and the search for new sources of
funding has led to ‘mission-drift’ in some VCOs, which are moving away from their
original remits. Involvement in public services delivery has also led some VCOs to
be concerned about their independence and the extent to which it is possible to
deliver both the public services and civil renewal agendas. 

The ways in which volunteering is organised are reported to have been affected by
VCOs’ involvement in public services delivery, but also by pressure from legislative
and regulatory frameworks and an increased attention to risk management.
Anxieties have been raised that the professionalisation of volunteering through, for
example, formal management structures and training, may also threaten the
inclusiveness of volunteering and sideline volunteers from decision-making
processes. 
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Part Three: the study findings

In part three we set out the findings from the interviews and focus groups with
study participants from the eight study organisations.

The public policy environment and its impact on study
organisations

Study participants were often relatively unaware of changes in public policy or the
detail of particular pieces of legislation unless they had a direct impact on their
work. When prompted, they described a number of policy trends that affected their
work or the environment in which they were operating, for example policy relating
to refugees and asylum seekers. They also referred to policy trends relating to:

> government’s drive to encourage people back into employment

> increased emphasis on diversity 

> changes to the mental health referral process

> government focus on combating crime

> increased emphasis on volunteering, especially among young people

> professionalisation of the voluntary and community sector.

Organisations were also affected by legislation relating to health and safety, child
protection and Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) checks.

The funding environment and its impact on study organisations

Organisations highlighted the impact of one major aspect of public policy-funding
available to VCOs. The funding environment had a more pervasive impact than any
of the other policy strands or legislation. The influx of new funding had enabled
some organisations to plan further ahead and extend their services. Others had
experienced the loss of some funding sources and had to reduce or refocus their
services. The short-term nature of many funding sources had led to a constant
need to seek new funding. Study participants also considered that funding was
increasingly linked to externally prescribed outcomes and targets. Some
experienced difficulties in securing funding to carry out areas of work they felt were
needed, to develop new services or continue with existing ones.

The impact of policy changes on volunteers and volunteering

Organisations highlighted the impact of public policy changes, including changes
in the nature and sources of funding, on volunteering in their organisations, in
relation to four key areas. 

Recruitment and retention of volunteers
Organisations that had secured funding to employ a volunteer co-ordinator had
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been able to devote more attention to aspects of volunteer recruitment. Those that
had experienced funding difficulties had had to scale down some of their activities
and their involvement of volunteers. Public policy in other ways did not seem to
have had much impact on volunteer retention.

Profile and characteristics of volunteers
Study participants attributed some gradual changes in their volunteer profile to
aspects of government policy. It was thought, for example, that the government’s
concern with moving unemployed people into paid work might be affecting the
motivation of some volunteers, leading them to view volunteering as a training
placement. When staff had been able to spend more time on volunteer
recruitment, a more diverse range of people had become involved.

Volunteers’ roles and responsibilities
Public policy had a particular impact on volunteers’ roles and responsibilities.
Emphasis on child protection and health and safety was thought to have led to an
increase in volunteers’ responsibilities. In some organisations volunteers were
taking on more responsibility as a result of staff shortages caused by funding
problems.

Policy and funding changes had led some organisations to increase the range of
their activities, for example in relation to the development of activities for people
not in employment, education or training (NEETs), or for young lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender people (LGBT). This had led to the development of new
roles for volunteers. Elsewhere the withdrawal of funding had resulted in the
cessation of some activities and reduced the scope of volunteers’ roles. Some
organisations were unable to involve volunteers, or unable to involve so many, in
particular areas of activity because of a lack of money to reimburse their expenses
or to provide them with the necessary training.

Support and management of volunteers
The availability of funding had increased the resources that organisations were
able to devote to the support and management of volunteers. Additional funding
had enabled some to develop a more sophisticated volunteering infrastructure.
Emphasis on child protection and health and safety had led to more detailed
briefings to volunteers, additional training or increased supervision.  Some
organisations that had experienced funding cuts felt they were not always able to
support their volunteers adequately. 

Most staff responsible for managing volunteers reported an increased pressure of
work, and in particular a bigger volume of paperwork, as a result of policy and
funding changes. They were affected by the need to carry out risk assessments
and CRB checks and by an increased tendency towards formalisation of
volunteering.

Engagement with the policy environment

Volunteers’ awareness of the policy and funding environment was generally limited
to issues or policies directly affecting the organisation’s area of work. Paid staff
tended to adopt a need-to-know approach in relation to telling their volunteers
about policy changes. However, volunteers were generally more aware of changes
to the organisation’s funding situation. 
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Study organisations did not engage significantly in attempting to influence national
policy; they did not always see it as their role and were constrained by lack of
resources, their size and their inability to influence government agencies.  Some
were members of the national umbrella body for their field of work but usually
regarded such bodies as providers of information rather than as campaigners on
their behalf. They regarded local and national volunteering infrastructure bodies as
useful sources of guidance, not as significant agents of policy influence. Study
organisations were more likely to be involved in trying to influence policy at the
local level. Volunteers’ involvement in policy influencing work was limited.

Study organisations identified a number of factors that limited their ability to be
involved with generalist voluntary sector infrastructure bodies and networks. These
included their own lack of organisational capacity to attend meetings or be involved
in policy discussions, uncertainty about whom to approach or inability to afford the
membership fees.

Study organisations wanted more guidance on the application of government
policies to their work. They also identified a number of funding-related needs, in
particular for more sustainable sources of funding. They stressed the need for more
local support for volunteer-involving organisations, but also wanted to see stronger
national membership bodies lobbying on their behalf. They were keen to see
greater recognition for the work of smaller CBOs.

Part Four: discussion and analysis

In part four we reflect on the study findings. Study organisations appear to have
been more directly affected by changes in the funding environment than in the
wider public policy environment.  Funding changes have affected their ability to
employ staff and provide particular services, while other policies have shaped
aspects of service provision and activities.

Study organisations appear to be increasingly influenced by external factors; we
suggest that they risk ‘sliding into change’ (Billis, 1993). They are challenged by a
lack of resources or capacity to take part in activities that might influence policy.
They are also hampered by a difficulty in distinguishing clearly between legislation
and policies that require observance and general policy trends that may have an
indirect influence. For volunteer managers, there is a risk that formalisation and
professionalisation might crowd out more informal types of volunteering and limit
the inclusiveness of volunteering. For volunteers themselves, there is a challenge in
deciding whether they want to become more knowledgeable about the policy and
funding environment, and whether they wish to exert some influence over it.

We conclude by highlighting some issues for consideration by CBOs, volunteering
infrastructure bodies, policy makers and government. We note in particular the way
in which the small size of many CBOs renders them especially vulnerable to
external changes while having relatively little influence over the policy and funding
environment. We suggest some ways in which volunteering infrastructure bodies
might better provide for the needs of this group of VCOs. Finally we outline areas in
which policy makers and government might create an environment in which best to
support the work of CBOs.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Aims and objectives

This study was carried out by the Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR) and the
Institute for Voluntary Action Research (IVAR), and aimed to explore the impact of
public policy on volunteering in CBOs. The specific objectives of the study were to:

> analyse the recent public policy context for participation in community-based
organisations, and changes therein, since 1997

> review how organisations are engaging in these different policy agendas and
what they perceive to be the impact on volunteering, including the impact on the
ethos of volunteering itself

> review any changes in the profile, role and responsibilities of volunteers in
community-based organisations during the same period

> explore the implications and models for the organisation and management of
volunteers within community-based organisations in this changing public policy
environment.

1.2 Terms and working definitions used in the study

We have used the definition of volunteering set out in the Volunteering Compact
Code of Good Practice (Home Office, 2005a):

‘[Volunteering is] an activity that involves spending time, unpaid, doing
something that aims to benefit the environment or someone (individuals or
groups) other than, or in addition to, close relatives.’ 

As the recent Commission on the Future of Volunteering has noted (2008), this is a
broad definition of volunteering, including not only formal volunteering undertaken
through organisations, groups or clubs, but also informal volunteering, which
includes ‘giving unpaid help as an individual to someone who is not a relative’
(Kitchen et al, 2006, p.4). This study, however, focuses on more formal volunteering
activities, carried out under the auspices of eight community-based organisations.

The term community-based organisation is used in this report to refer to organisations
that are small in size and committed to working at the local and neighbourhood
level and are often a focus for local community activity. Thake (2006) has described
them as falling into four generic groups: community groups; community
organisations; multi-purpose organisations, and wealth creating multi-purpose
organisations. This study focuses on organisations that had an annual turnover of
less than £100,000, employed no more than five full-time equivalent paid staff and
involved volunteers in roles central to the organisation’s activities or services.
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1.3 Report structure

In part one we describe our approach to the study. In part two we review, by means
of a discussion of recently published literature and government policy documents,
the public policy context in which CBOs are operating. In part three we focus on
the study findings. We describe study participants’ understandings of the policy
and funding contexts in which they are operating and the perceived impact on their
organisations. We then concentrate on the effects of policy and funding changes
on volunteering, and in particular on volunteers’ roles and responsibilities, volunteer
profiles and the support, supervision and overall management of volunteers. Finally
in part four we explore the issues emerging from the study findings. We conclude
by highlighting points for further consideration by CBOs and other small volunteer-
involving organisations, volunteering infrastructure bodies and policy makers and
government. 

The impact of public policy on volunteering in community-based organisations12



Part One: our approach to the study

2 Context

2.1 Background 

The study aimed to explore the impact of public policy on volunteering in
community-based organisations. The past ten years have seen considerable
changes in the public policy context in which CBOs are operating, and under
whose auspices much volunteering takes place. As we highlight in Part two, the
community sector is often seen as providing a space for engagement and an arena
in which people come together to carry out collective action. It is also increasingly
taking on a role in service delivery. At present there is little research-based
evidence of the impact of these changes on volunteers, and in particular on
volunteers in CBOs. Much of the research on volunteering to date has
concentrated on volunteer involvement in relatively large voluntary and community
organisations (VCOs) or on the volunteers as individuals. This research project
attempted to address this gap in our understanding of the impact of public policy
development on volunteers and volunteering.

2.2 The study organisations

It was agreed that the study would concentrate on organisations that met the
following criteria:

> employment of paid staff, but no more than five full-time equivalent

> annual turnover of less than £100,000

> involvement of volunteers in roles central to their services or activities.

It was also agreed that the study organisations should be geographically spread
around England and predominantly local in focus. 

Following discussions with a number of potential study organisations and with staff
of volunteering infrastructure bodies, eight organisations were selected for detailed
study. All expressed considerable enthusiasm to participate and willingness to
commit the necessary time.

The eight study organisations were based in different locations around England, in
both rural and urban settings, and were local (i.e. rather than regional or national) in
their focus. All except one met all of the study criteria. This had a turnover of more
than £100,000, but met the criteria in other ways, was keen to participate and felt
that it could offer useful insights into the impact of public policy changes on the
involvement of volunteers in the organisation.

13



All of the organisations were relatively young, having been established between the
late 1980s and 2002. They carried out, between them, a wide variety of services and
activities and worked with a diverse range of client groups. Their work included:

> supporting local communities involved in volunteering and community action

> offering support to Somali young people

> providing support and counselling to adult men and women who had
experienced sexual abuse as children

> providing home visiting support to families with young children

> supporting African people, including refugees and asylum seekers

> supporting young people who were lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT)
or were unsure about their sexuality

> regenerating inner city land and providing an accessible community garden and
plant nursery

> supporting adults with a range of health problems, especially mental illness.

2.3 Involvement of volunteers

The number of volunteers involved in the study organisations ranged from five to
60. All of the study organisations considered that volunteers were integral to their
operations, a key part of their whole ethos and way of working. Some had been
started by volunteers, and had developed from origins as all-volunteer
organisations. 

2.4 Methodology

To gather information and ideas about the impact of public policy on volunteering in
CBOs, we carried out 24 semi-structured interviews with paid staff and trustees in
the eight study organisations. In each organisation we spoke to two paid members
of staff (usually the most senior staff member and one with substantial contact with
volunteers) and an experienced trustee. All interviews were carried out face-to-face
and lasted about one and a half hours. In each organisation we also held a focus
group with a small number of volunteers that usually lasted about one hour. Focus
groups were attended by between three and six volunteers.

Interviews and focus groups in four organisations were carried out by a research
officer from IVR. In the other four the interviews and focus groups were conducted
by IVAR research associates.

Prior to the interviews and focus groups we also gathered factual information about
the study organisations including a description of their activities, main client/user
group, the nature and sources of funding and numbers of volunteers involved and
their main roles or activities.

2.4.1 Interview questions
We asked paid staff and trustees broadly the same questions, covering:

> the organisation’s mission and purpose and its ethos in relation to involving
volunteers
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> changes in government policy that have affected their organisation over the last
five years

> changes in the nature and sources of their organisation’s funding

> their perceptions of the impact of policy and funding changes on: the number of
volunteers involved; volunteers’ activities; the profile of their volunteer group,
and support and management of volunteers

> volunteers’ awareness of changes in the policy environment or in funding
arrangements

> the organisation’s role in attempting to influence government policy

> the support needed to deal with the effects of government policy.

A copy of the interview questions is attached as Appendix A.

We asked volunteers about:

> their understanding of the organisation’s aims and its reasons for involving
volunteers

> any changes to the activities they perform as a volunteer and their perceptions
of the reasons for those changes

> any changes to the support they receive as a volunteer and their perceptions of
the reasons for those changes

> any changes to their level of responsibility and their perceptions of the reasons
for those changes

> what might help them best fulfil their potential as volunteers.

A copy of the focus group questions is attached as Appendix B.

2.5 Presentation of data

The data from the 24 interviews and eight focus groups have been organised
thematically, resulting in the emerging findings presented in part three.

Given that this is a qualitative and not a quantitative study, we do not attribute
numbers to those holding any particular point of view. We are presenting the
findings anonymously; we refer to ideas as being put forward by study participants
unless there is a need to distinguish any particular group of study participants in
which case we refer to paid staff, trustees or volunteers. We refer to the eight
organisations that took part in the study as study organisations. Unattributed,
verbatim quotations are presented throughout this report in italics.
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Part Two: the study context

3 A review of the literature

3.1 Community-based organisations

CBOs are an important part of the voluntary and community sector (VCS) and
constitute the majority of the estimated 500,000 not-for-profit organisations in the
UK (Thake, 2006). Thake describes CBOs as falling into four generic groups:
community groups; community organisations; multi-purpose organisations, and
wealth-creating multi-purpose organisations, although he suggests that the
boundaries between the categories can be fuzzy. Thake’s multi-purpose
organisations can also be described as community anchor organisations, that is,
‘strong, sustainable community-based organisations [that] can provide a crucial
focus and support for community development and change in their neighbourhood
and community’ (Home Office, 2004, p.19). Similarly, the Community Alliance
(2007) describes community anchors as ‘independent community-led
organisations…often the driving force in civil renewal’. 

Characteristics of CBOs typically include being small, having a local remit and
being a focus for community activity (Thake, 2006). Rochester (1999) states that the
small size of many CBOs can render them especially vulnerable to external
changes. Similarly, Thake (2006, p.1) describes virtually all CBOs as being
‘organisationally and financially fragile, and reliant on over-stretched staff,
volunteers and uncertain funding’.

3.2 Volunteering in the UK

Considerable numbers of people currently volunteer in the UK. For example,
interim findings from the government’s 2007 citizenship survey, covering England
and Wales, found that 44 per cent of those surveyed had taken part in formal
volunteering through a group, club or organisation at least once in the previous 12
months (DCLG, 2008). The survey also found that 64 per cent of people had been
engaged in informal volunteering, independently of such organisations and often on
a one-to-one basis, at least once in the same period. 

While much of the voluntary activity undertaken within CBOs can be considered as
falling under the heading of formal volunteering, this does not mean that all forms
of volunteering within CBOs are necessarily formal in nature. Indeed, many
activities carried out by volunteers may not actually be thought of by those involved
as volunteering, but may simply take place in the context of a group, club or
organisation. Williams states that while volunteering in CBOs occurs within these
formal structures, there is the possibility for ‘informal community involvement on a
one-to-one basis’ to take place (2003, p.537). 
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3.3 Policy on civil renewal

3.3.1 Civil renewal and the voluntary and community sector
Civil renewal has been described as ‘a way to empower people in their
communities to provide the answers to our contemporary social problems’ (Home
Office, 2003, p.1). It is currently being taken forward by the government’s Together
We Can action plan (Home Office, 2005b) under the auspices of the Department
for Communities and Local Government. The government has a desire to see the
voluntary and community sector increase its role as an agent of civil renewal. In
particular, the government sees community anchor organisations as a key part of
building strong and sustainable communities (HM Treasury and HM Cabinet Office,
2007, p.41). 

3.3.2 Volunteering and civil renewal
The promotion of civil renewal by government has an underlying emphasis on
community involvement and the development of active citizenship. The 2006 Local
Government White Paper, Strong and Prosperous Communities, stated that ‘the
government is committed to promoting active citizenship and civic engagement at
all levels’ (DCLG, 2006, p.50). In addition, there has been a specific emphasis on
increasing levels of volunteering since the Labour government was elected in
1997. For example, in 2000 Alun Michael, the then Labour Home Office Minister,
stated that ‘voluntary action is the essential act of citizenship’.

Involvement in volunteering can contribute to the civil renewal agenda in a number of
ways. It has been found to be connected to positive views of the neighbourhood.
The government’s 2005 citizenship survey found that people who took part in formal
volunteering were more trusting of people in their neighbourhoods and more willing
to help each other compared to those who did not volunteer (Kitchen et al, 2006).
Similarly, volunteering can provide new ways of engaging in political processes.
Despite increasing levels of distrust in government, institutions and experts (Curry,
2000; Goodwin, 1998) and reduced levels of voting in parliamentary elections (Power
Enquiry, 2006), authors have suggested that individuals still want to be involved in
developing solutions to social problems and have sought to express their social
cohesion and involvement in new ways as a result (for example, Giddens cited in
Curry, 2000). This can often be through participation in volunteering. 

3.4 Policy on service delivery

3.4.1 The development of a mixed economy of welfare
In recent years, VCOs have increasingly worked alongside statutory bodies in the
provision of public services, as part of the ‘mixed economy of welfare’ (Rochester,
2001; Elstub, 2006). The government has encouraged VCOs to implement various
public policy initiatives and programmes to the extent that the Home Office
introduced a target to increase the sector’s involvement in public service delivery
by 5 per cent by 2006 (National Audit Office, 2005). As a result, significant numbers
of public services are now delivered by VCOs (Elstub, 2006). Such delivery often
takes place by means of contracts or service level agreements with public bodies
such as the NHS or local authorities. This has meant that increasing amounts of
funding are now directed towards the VCS through contractual arrangements,
often referred to as the contract culture. 
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However, many VCOs are also involved in the provision of more informal services
and the organisation of activities with and for local communities. IVAR’s (2006)
research for Bassac (British Association of Settlements and Social Action Centres)
found that the CBOs studied tended to see their mission to be about meeting the
needs of individuals through the provision of services and, as a by-product of that,
building a more inclusive society. 

3.4.2 Volunteering and the delivery of services 
As the VCS has developed a more central role in the provision of public services,
significant numbers of volunteers have become involved as part of the process
(Collin and Nagnoni, 2002). A 1997 survey of 75 contracting agencies found there
to be 10,263 volunteers involved in service delivery and support, vastly
outnumbering the 378 full-time staff (Scott and Russell, 2001). 

The government has enthusiastically encouraged the involvement of volunteers in
the delivery of public services in particular stating that: ‘If we are to realise our goal
of world class public services we must…unlock the potential of volunteers and
communities across the land.’ (HM Treasury, 2002, p.7). The Treasury’s Next Steps
on Volunteering and Giving states that the benefits of involving volunteers include
the needs of service users being better understood, greater accountability as a
result of volunteers joining committees and participants feeling more connected to
society (HM Treasury, 2002). 

The involvement of volunteers in public services delivery is also being encouraged by
some VCOs. Community Service Volunteers (CSV) launched its Open Doors
campaign in 2003 to encourage more opportunities for volunteer involvement in
public services. Similarly, Volunteering England has stated that volunteer involvement
in the delivery of public services ‘contributes to the overall economic output of a
country and brings added value through diversity, increasing local accountability and
building strong and cohesive communities’ (Volunteering England, 2007). 

3.5 The impact of the contract culture on the voluntary and
community sector 

Authors have described a number of ways in which the contract culture has had an
impact on the VCS. Some have suggested that the newly imposed ways of working
may result in VCOs moving away from their original remit, in a process of mission
drift. As financially vulnerable VCOs seek funding provided through contracts, they
may be pushed into areas of work that were not necessarily their original priority
areas (Rochester, 1999; Scott and Russell, 2001). In one recent study, it was found
that CBOs were increasingly having to prioritise the delivery of services for which
funding was available over activities which local communities wanted (IVAR, 2006). 

In the context of an increasing proportion of government funding being directed
through contracts, it has been observed that many VCOs have grown in size and
benefited while others have experienced reductions in size (Scott and Russell,
2001). However, only 0.4 pre cent of all government funding to charities goes to
organisations with annual incomes below £10,000 (NCVO, 2007) and Rochester
(1999, p.40) describes how the pressure of these changes have been felt
disproportionately by small agencies.

As the government contracts VCOs to deliver more services, it has been keen to
ensure that high quality services are delivered (Rochester, 2001). One effect has
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been the development of greater regulation of the VCS by contracting bodies and
increased pressure on VCOs to be accountable (Cairns et al, 2005; Rochester,
1999). Rochester (2001) warns that if this regulation is inappropriate, it will ‘stifle
initiative, reduce flexibility, restrict opportunities and divert time and energy from
operational activities’ (p.78). In turn, this might have implications for sectoral
independence (Etherington, 2004). 

Concerns have also been expressed about the risk of VCOs becoming vehicles for
public service delivery and public policy implementation at the expense of their
ability to help deliver the civil renewal agenda. Scott and Russell (2001, p.60), for
example, state that the contract culture may result in the ‘distinctive characteristics
of service delivery organisations’ being eroded. IVAR (2006, p.49) highlights the
potential for CBOs to become less responsive to local circumstances as they move
into public service provision, threatening ‘their potential role as agents of civil
renewal and their role as community anchors and advocates on behalf of their local
communities’.

3.6 The impact on volunteering and volunteers

As VCOs have moved further into service delivery, volunteers have begun to work
with more vulnerable people in higher risk situations (Gaskin, 2007). Gaskin states
that external pressure from legislation, regulatory frameworks and government
policy has meant that risk management has increasingly been put on the agenda of
volunteer-involving organisations. As a result, VCOs have taken steps that have
included formalising recruitment procedures for volunteers, increasing the
frequency of CRB checks and undertaking risk assessments for certain volunteer
activities (Gaskin, 2007). Gaskin (2005) also describes how many VCOs have found
it harder to recruit volunteers or have refrained from involving volunteers in
activities and events that might be considered to pose too much of a risk,
something she considers can affect smaller organisations to a greater extent
(2006). Gaskin (2005) argues that excessive caution can adversely affect the aim of
inclusiveness and diversity in volunteering. Indeed, wider studies appear to show
that the focus on risk could be having a detrimental effect on recruitment. For
example, findings from the 2007 national survey of volunteering and charitable
giving found that 47 per cent of respondents who had not been formal volunteers
in the previous year, but wanted to start to help, gave ‘worried about risk/liability’
as a reason for not volunteering (Low et al, 2007). 

VCOs are also increasing levels of supervision for volunteers and introducing
performance reviews as part of this process (Scott and Russell, 2001). Rochester
(2001) has described the development of the workplace model of volunteer
management whereby volunteers are having to provide references and adhere to
policies and procedures such as CRB checks. He argues that some volunteers feel
volunteering has become overly bureaucratic. This appears to be affecting
volunteers in all organisations: 49 per cent of respondents to the 2007 national
survey of volunteering and charitable giving who had not been formal volunteers in
the previous year but wanted to start to help, gave ‘put off by bureaucracy’ as a
reason for not volunteering (Low et al, 2007). While this figure is not directly
comparable to previous surveys, evidence suggests the problem has increased.
Only 36 per cent of respondents to the 1997 national survey of volunteering who
wanted to get involved listed bureaucracy as a reason for not volunteering (Davis
Smith, 1998). 
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Rochester (2001) also argues that professionalisation may affect the inclusiveness
of volunteering and its contribution to active citizenship by limiting the ability of
volunteers to drop in and help informally. Similarly, Scott and Russell (2001, p.59)
suggest that it may threaten VCOs’ ability to facilitate ‘the participation and
personal development of a wider spectrum of people’. Possible impacts include
VCOs finding it harder to recruit volunteers to take on management positions or
service delivery roles, a reduction in the time volunteers contribute, and an
‘exclusion of those traditional volunteers who brought social rather than technical
knowledge’ (p.60). It is also possible that VCOs may be asking more of certain
volunteers. For example, increasing demands on the workload and level of
responsibility of management committee members as a result of contracting has
been observed (Scott and Russell, 2001). 

Volunteers may also find themselves increasingly sidelined from decision making
processes within VCOs. Scott and Russell (2001) note that in their study of
contracting organisations, few contracts referred to volunteers, with many
volunteers themselves not actually aware that their contribution was part of
contract delivery. Similarly, Elstub (2006) describes limited levels of participation of
volunteers in many VCOs that deliver public services. 

3.7 Complementary or contradictory trends

There is much debate surrounding the extent to which the two trends currently
encouraged by government, service delivery and civil renewal, are complementary
or contradictory. On one hand, it has been argued that increased involvement of
individuals in their communities through delivery of services is in keeping with many
of the central tenets of civil renewal. The alternative, and perhaps more
widespread, argument stresses that the encouragement of VCS and volunteer
involvement in service delivery may be contradictory to many aspects of civil
renewal by leading to loss of independence or mission drift within VCOs. It has
frequently been suggested that such a development may actually threaten the
ability of the VCS to deliver civil renewal as effectively as the government originally
intended. Rochester (2001, p.78) suggests this could mean that ‘the current
administration’s pledge to put voluntary action at the heart of restoring civic society
will remain a largely unfulfilled aspiration’. 
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Part Three: the study findings

In part three we set out the study findings. We first describe
study participants’ understanding of the key policy trends and
particular pieces of legislation affecting their organisations. We
highlight the impact that funding, and changes to the nature
and sources of their funding, has had. We then focus on the
main theme of our research, the ways in which policy and
funding changes have affected volunteering and volunteers’
involvement. We also note other factors that study participants
considered to have an impact on volunteers’ involvement. We
move on to describe volunteers’ own awareness of policies,
external agendas and the funding environment.

We conclude part three by describing study organisations’
involvement in influencing the policy environment and the ways
in which they would like to be supported in dealing with the
policy and funding challenges facing them.
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4 The public policy environment and 
its impact on study organisations

In this section we discuss study participants’ awareness of particular policy trends
and the effect on their organisations; we move on to describe the impact of specific
legislation. In later sections we focus on the ways in which volunteering in the eight
study organisations has been affected.

4.1 Policy trends and their impact

Study participants – paid staff, trustees and volunteers – were often relatively
unaware of changes in public policy or of the detail of particular pieces of
legislation unless they had a direct impact on their work. One organisation had until
recently made a conscious decision, as a matter of principle, to isolate itself from
aspects of the external environment, including public policy changes: 

‘We have always been inward-looking deliberately…We haven’t engaged with
government or the local authority until recently.’

Others had experienced organisational changes, but did not necessarily attribute
them to the impact of public policy.

Despite the fact that study participants had not necessarily devoted much thought
to the public policy environment, they were, when invited to do so, able to identify
some policy trends and legislative changes and describe their influence on their
organisations. They referred to changes affecting both the general environment in
which they operated and specific aspects of their activities and services, the nature
of their client base and their overall ethos. 

In one instance public policy was described as being behind the formation of the
organisation, established to meet the needs of African refugees and asylum
seekers moved by the Home Office as part of its dispersal policy: 

‘The set up was by a volunteer with the Home Office dispersal system. We
realised that most people who were dispersed here didn’t have any
support…that’s how it was started, with a small group of people with the same
issues who would help each other.’

Now, however, a shift in government policy away from support for refugees and
asylum seekers and towards immigration more generally was restricting the
organisation’s funding and hence the range of services it could provide. 

In another organisation legislative changes in relation to equality and diversity were
felt to have had an impact on the overall climate in which they operated: 

‘LGBT people are more visible and more generally accepted in society. The
environment is a lot more liberal and tolerant. That means our project is able to
flourish.’
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Further policy trends identified by study participants included:

> government’s drive to encourage people back into employment

> increased emphasis on diversity 

> changes to the mental health referral process

> government focus on combating crime

> increased emphasis on volunteering, especially among young people

> professionalisation of the voluntary and community sector.

Each of these will be discussed in turn. As will be noted, the impact could often be
specific to the individual area of work of the organisation concerned. 

4.1.1 Government’s drive to encourage people back into employment
Reflecting their focus on supporting unemployed people, several study
participants referred to a drive on the part of central government to encourage
unemployed people into paid work. This was thought to have some impact on their
volunteer profile (although study participants found it difficult to quantify) and in
some instances on the services they provided. In one organisation, for example,
government focus on young people not in employment, education or training
(NEETs) had led them to develop their work with 14- to 19-year-olds and to recruit
volunteers to support that age group: 

‘There is a special focus on NEETs…There is a focus on that group because
they are the most at risk; if they don’t get their GCSEs they end up on
benefits…So this has refocused the way we run our programmes.’

Another organisation, which focused on providing support to local communities
involved in volunteering and community action, had noted a reduction in numbers
of people coming forward to access its services. They attributed this change to
there being fewer unemployed people in the locality who might, if not in paid work,
have chosen to get involved in community activity (the impact of this drive towards
paid employment on the profile of study organisations’ volunteers is addressed
more fully in section 6.2). 

4.1.2 Increased emphasis on diversity 
Widening diversity legislation had an impact in particular on the study organisation
working with LGBT young people. As we noted above, increased emphasis on
diversity and equality, inter-linked with a more liberal climate of opinion, was felt to
have allowed that organisation to flourish. Specifically, the abolition of Section 28
of the Local Government Act 1988 had enabled the organisation to extend its work
in schools, while the Equality Act 2006, making discrimination against LGBT
people illegal, combined with the introduction of civil partnerships, contributed to
an atmosphere of growing acceptance. This meant: 

‘Our young people are able to feel more visible and more involved than, say,
ten years ago. That has helped to empower our young people. They have a lot
more rights than ten years ago; it’s a lot better.’

In other organisations the increased emphasis on diversity was felt in less direct
ways. One study participant, for example, commented on how the organisation
had changed some of its training materials for volunteers, which had previously
been ‘very white British’. They were also considering how the organisation might
best meet the needs of people moving to their area from other parts of the
European Union.

23



4.1.3 Changes to the mental health referral process
Changes to the mental health referral process were noted by study organisations
whose client group or volunteers included a number of people with mental health
problems. One study participant stated that:

‘In the last couple of years, the criteria for referrals have gone up, in the sense
that you have to be more ill to qualify. This has meant there is a group of people
coming forwards with a more profound range of problems.’ 

This presented challenges in terms of the increased staff and volunteer support
needed. It was also behind the decision to shift the balance of the organisation’s
work increasingly towards mental health, with less time being spent on working
with people with learning disabilities. The changes to the mental health referral
process were thus seen as in a significant way moulding the work and activities of
the organisation.

Another study organisation noted an increase in referrals of potential volunteers
with mental health problems. This had an impact on the amount of support and
supervision needed and was thought to have the potential to change the
organisation’s overall mission: 

‘As an organisation we need more volunteers – should we move into
supporting people with mental health problems? The organisation could
change its mission focus.’

4.1.4 Government focus on combating crime
The government’s ongoing concern with reducing levels of crime was also noted, in
particular by one study organisation whose main client group was young people. It
found itself in the position of supporting increasing numbers of young people with
anti-social behaviour orders (ASBOs). This had an impact on the activities carried
out by volunteers, and had led to the development of new links and relationships
with the police:

‘Two months ago we had 13 young people with ASBOs; as a young person,
they will still need to go into [town]. We have links with the police, and we have
volunteers who accompany them, allowing them to go to areas that may be
prohibited.’

4.1.5 Increased emphasis on volunteering 
Study participants were aware of various government initiatives designed to increase
participation in volunteering, particularly among young people. Mention was made of
Millennium Volunteers, the Russell Commission and the National Youth Volunteering
Programme. Such initiatives had had a particular impact on one organisation, which
had been able to secure additional funding to employ staff to support volunteers and
provide additional services for its client group.  Others too felt they had benefited
from the policy emphasis on volunteering and been able to employ additional staff as
a result (this will be explored further in sections 5.1 and 6.4). 

4.1.6 Professionalisation of the voluntary and community sector 
Study participants noted an increasing trend towards professionalisation of the
VCS affecting the way that organisations operated, including their work with
volunteers. This was evidenced in the introduction of new policies and procedures
and in the need to be accountable to a variety of stakeholders: 

‘We are now more systematic about looking at policy…We have become more
accountable in a whole series of ways.’
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It was suggested by the organisation that was providing counselling that it had
been particularly affected by a government emphasis on professionalism and the
standardisation of procedures as well as by legislation relating to child protection: 

‘The government asks for ticking the boxes…The government is increasing the
professionalisation, and they are asking more.’

4.2 Key laws and regulation

As well as the policy trends discussed above, study participants highlighted how
specific pieces of legislation had affected their organisations. They did not, however,
always distinguish between legislation and policy trends; nor were they usually able
to refer to particular Acts of Parliament by name. They were aware, however, of
legislation relating to health and safety, child protection and CRB checks. 

4.2.1 Health and safety
Study participants were generally aware of the need to consider health and safety
issues, something they felt had become more pervasive in recent years particularly
if they were working with children or other client groups or volunteers in need of
protection. This appears to have had considerable impact on aspects of the support
and management of volunteers and will be discussed more fully in section 6.4.3. 

4.2.2 Child protection
Study participants from organisations working with children and families or which
involved, or had considered involving, young people as volunteers cited the
Victoria Climbié enquiry and the government’s green paper Every Child Matters as
having had a significant influence on the attention paid by VCOs to child
protection. Some had revised their child protection policies and updated their
procedures and training as a result of increased emphasis on safeguarding
children. There was evidence that this could sometimes be imposed externally on
an organisation, often with negative implications. In one study organisation, for
example, forthcoming procedures putting the onus on counsellors to inform the
police if a client had disclosed the name of an abuser were seen as having the
potential to disrupt the counsellor/client relationship. This put counsellors in a
difficult position and threatened the future of the organisation. The situation was
described as ‘ludicrous and such a betrayal of our clients’.

4.2.3 Criminal Records Bureau checks
Study participants considered that, as part of an increased emphasis on child
protection, CRB checks had assumed greater prominence in the recruitment of paid
staff and volunteers. There was no suggestion that CRB checks should not be
conducted; indeed, study participants appeared to value the opportunity to carry out
the procedures. However, they commented on what they considered to be the
sometimes over complex nature of the process. One organisation, for example, had
previously been able to carry out its own checks but was now required to process
them through the county council. This had lengthened the time it took to receive the
results. Elsewhere, the fact that only one member of staff had a CRB check restricted
the organisation’s ability to work in schools and meant that schoolchildren could only
take part in activities on the organisation’s premises if she or their teachers were
there. It was suggested that the system of checking was unnecessarily complex: 

‘Why can’t they have a central database where you just pay a fee and see if
anyone is listed?’
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5 The funding environment and its 
impact on study organisations

Funding can be seen as a major strand of public policy. It can also be interpreted as
the physical manifestation of a policy, the outcome of a political initiative in material
form. As one study participant commented: ‘What funding is available is directed by
government policies.’ For many, this aspect of policy had a more pervasive impact
on their organisations than any of the other policy strands or legislation discussed
above.  Most had experienced recent changes in either the sources or the nature of
their funding (for example a move from grant to contract funding). Study
participants described some positive impacts of receiving additional funding.
However, others pointed to the problems attached to the loss of funding, short-
term funding, the prescriptive nature of some funding sources or the lack of funding
for particular areas of work that they considered important. Negative experiences
were observed more frequently than positive. 

5.1 Receipt of additional funding

One organisation had substantially increased its funding base and secured new
contracts. Participants believed that this had increased the organisation’s stability
and enabled them to plan ahead and extend their services.  One study participant
commented that ‘this gives the whole organisation a positive feeling, and you don’t
have to worry about so much’. Indeed, all of the organisations that had received
new funding commented on the increased organisational stability and improved
opportunity to plan ahead with a greater sense of confidence.

In another organisation, receipt of funding from the Big Lottery Fund had enabled it
to employ additional staff, develop the organisational infrastructure, expand
services and activities and provide more support to volunteers. For a third, the
acquisition of new sources of funding, and in particular money to support
volunteering, had been the catalyst for an extension of services and a more
developed management system for volunteers. For the organisation’s client group
this had been very important: 

‘The volunteering funding has enabled us to do more in terms of empowering
new people so that they can move on to education and training.’

5.2 Loss of funding

Most organisations had experienced the loss of funding sources and the effects of
this could often be serious. In some organisations it was leading to a change in the
focus of services away from their original remit and what they considered to be the
primary needs of their communities. One organisation had experienced a
significant cut in its local authority funding following a change in the political make-
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up of the council. This had led it to reduce some services and the number of
volunteers the organisation supported. One participant commented: ‘The lack of
money means we can only take on so many volunteers.’ Volunteers themselves
described the future of the organisation as bleak. Another organisation had
recently made a staff member redundant as one funding source ended. This had
increased the workload of others and affected their ability to be involved in external
meetings and partnerships. In a third, the loss of a major source of funding for the
support of refugees and asylum seekers was leading the organisation to refocus
some of its activities towards skills development and away from general support. 

5.3 Short-term funding

Study participants also referred to the short-term nature of many funding sources
and the continual need to seek new funding: 

‘It’s always been a scramble to find places to put applications.’

Short-term funding was thought to create organisational instability and uncertainty,
as comments from study participants illustrated:

‘I’m in the first three years of the funding, and I’m the only one in the 
organisation with a secure job position. It’s unsettling and demoralising 
for those affected and the threat is there.’

‘We are now at the end of the funding cycle for all our funds. From the 
moment I started we’ve been applying for continuation funding.’

5.4 The prescriptive nature of funding

Study participants also remarked on the very specific and prescriptive nature of
some funding sources, often linked to outcomes and targets. Comments from
study organisations included:

‘What you want to do doesn’t necessarily fit; you have to try and make it fit. It’s
all about what that fund wants rather than what we want. It’s all about creating
new projects, but the core purpose for being there hasn’t changed.’

‘Now the funding needs to link more with national government policy. The
government wants something short-term that fits into a framework.’

Other study participants noted an increased emphasis on targets, particularly in
relation to some of the policy trends discussed above, for example: 

‘Funders now seem less likely to fund projects. There’s an emphasis on
outcomes, on moving people back into employment…We felt we were not just
about being a production line, getting someone back into education or
employment in a fixed time.’

Study participants also spoke of increased accountability and monitoring
requirements on the part of some funders; while they did not dispute the need to
be accountable, they were aware of the amount of time taken to respond to
funders’ requests, and the impact that had on the time spent with service users: 

‘Every time everything changes we get a different form to say how we fit in and
we seem to be doing it at a time when we get even less funding.’
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In some organisations staff and trustees felt they were being asked to measure
aspects of their work that could not easily be quantified. Study participants often
noted how the outcomes of their work, for example supporting vulnerable people,
had many softer, long-term elements that did not necessarily fit into monitoring
forms or help to reach targets. 

5.5 Lack of funding for particular areas of work

Study participants spoke of the difficulty securing funding to carry out areas of
work they felt were needed, to develop new services or to continue existing ones.
Some felt that their organisational viability was threatened, or that they were being
forced to shift their focus away from their original area of work and what the
community needed. In one organisation the funding for a counselling service was at
risk while another was having to focus on employment and skills development
rather than community development (which it still felt was needed) because of the
availability of funds: 

‘There is certainly more funding in skills development than in asylum and
immigration. We have had to make those changes and develop our capacity in
fundraising in that area.’

The same organisation had been unable to develop after-school work because of a
lack of funding to support it.

Study participants made frequent reference to the need to shift the focus of their
work to secure funding. Their comments included:  

‘We’re constantly challenged by reinventing ourselves in order to attract
funding.’

‘You have to change activities to attract funding.’

In summary, study participants considered that the funding environment, in
particular, the short-term and prescriptive nature of some funding sources, the lack
of funding for some areas of work and the loss of some sources, had contributed to
a sense of uncertainty, difficulty planning ahead, and a shift in priorities. This aspect
of the wider public policy environment seemed in many instances to have had a
greater impact on our study organisations than the other policy trends discussed
earlier. Where organisations had been successful in attracting new sources of
funding, positive impacts were discerned in terms of the facility to develop new
services and activities, plan ahead and increase their organisational stability.
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6 The impact of policy changes on 
volunteers and volunteering 

Our study focused on the impact of public policy changes, including changes in
the nature and sources of funding, on volunteering in CBOs. We address this
theme under four main headings:

> recruitment and retention of volunteers

> profile and characteristics of volunteers

> volunteers’ roles and responsibilities

> support and management of volunteers.

We also note the ways in which factors other than the public policy environment
have influenced volunteering in our study organisations.

6.1 Recruitment and retention of volunteers

Study participants did not generally discern any appreciable change in the numbers of
volunteers recruited in recent years although some were unable to make comparisons
because of staff changes and/or they didn’t keep records. In some organisations the
numbers had increased slightly and in two in particular, new volunteers had been
recruited after funding was secured to run additional activities. Numbers had
decreased in at least one organisation but more often the numbers had fluctuated
with the same overall number of volunteers but a turnover of people. In some study
organisations this turnover was attributed to changes in individuals’ personal
circumstances for example, they had moved on to paid employment. In others it was
suggested that external factors, including public policy changes, might be at work. 

Study participants from an organisation that involved a number of refugees and
asylum seekers as volunteers described how the need for CRB checks had had
deterred some potential volunteers: 

‘The negative impact is that the CRB check would want a person to have a
five-year record/history. If they only have two years in this country…then they
want postcodes of all the places you have lived over the last five years.’  

Conflicting advice about whether asylum seekers were allowed to volunteer and
uncertainty at the local level about the implications of this policy were also thought
to have put people off volunteering. In one organisation, it was suggested that
volunteers who came as asylum seekers to a dispersal area tended to move to other
localities once they gained refugee status – hence they were lost to the organisation.

In another organisation, inter-related changes in the nature of counselling, the trend
towards standardisation and problems with funding the work were tentatively put
forward as contributing to a slight reduction in the number of counselling volunteers: 

‘Now people who are volunteering are more individualistic and we can’t retain
them as well as this affects their commitment.’
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Some indirect influences on volunteer recruitment can be discerned in relation to
both those organisations that had secured new sources of funding and those that
had funding difficulties. Those that had secured funding to employ a volunteer co-
ordinator felt they had been able to devote more attention to aspects of volunteer
management, contributing positively to the overall volunteering experience: 

‘It’s because we have been able to dedicate more time to recruiting, training
and supporting the volunteers. We are getting better at attracting and retaining
skilled volunteers.’

Others that had experienced funding difficulties had had to scale down some
activities and their involvement of volunteers. The lack of money to refund
volunteers’ expenses was noted in two organisations where staff and volunteers
felt it had damaged volunteers’ morale. Lack of funding in another organisation had
affected the numbers of volunteers who could take part in training and so provide
immigration advice: 

‘Volunteers have to pass a test before they can do that even though they want
to do it; it is an intensive training. The training is in Manchester or London and
you have to do a test. The policy has restricted the number of people who can
do that.’

Study participants had little to say about whether aspects of public policy had any
impact on volunteer retention. They usually considered that volunteers left because
of changes in their circumstances rather than other factors. This is illustrated by
comments from volunteers within one organisation: 

‘Government policy didn’t make me come here and I don’t think it would be
what would stop me coming here.’

‘I agree that government policies didn’t make me come here and it will
probably have very little to do with me stopping but that’s a small part of the
picture – it’s the overall effect. Sometimes you don’t know what influences
have pushed you in a direction.’

Those who commented on the difficulties with paying volunteers’ expenses
thought some volunteers had left as a result. 

6.2 Profile and characteristics of volunteers

Study participants were not aware of any substantial changes in the profile of their
group of volunteers that they could attribute to public policy changes. However, a
few subtle changes were described that appear to bear some relationship to
policy factors, in particular the government’s concern with moving unemployed
people into paid work. It was suggested that this might be affecting the motivation
of some volunteers or be leading agencies working with unemployed people to be
more proactive in referring them to volunteer-involving agencies, seeing
volunteering as a stepping-stone towards paid work. Some volunteer focus group
participants themselves clearly saw volunteering in this way: 

‘Volunteers can be brought through, be useful, get employment and connect
again.’ 

An increasingly instrumental view of volunteering was suggested by the study
participants from one organisation who stated that:

‘Now the volunteers are coming to us to develop workplace skills as part of
their training and course.’
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‘They are aware what they want to get from volunteering: how can I volunteer
here to get a job? It’s not just about people wanting to be with and help their
community.’

Comments from another organisation included: 

‘In the past it was easier to spend time unemployed volunteering, but now
people are forced into finding employment. So often we have people
volunteering because they are unemployed and now they are unemployed for
a shorter amount of time. We are also seeing more incapacity claimants being
forced into unemployment.’

For that organisation, the impact was evident in the need to spend more time
supporting volunteers who might arrive with low skill levels and confidence in their
ability. In another organisation a paid staff member commented that agencies like
Connexions ‘source organisations for their clientele’, with volunteering being seen
as similar to a training placement.

A link between funding changes and volunteer profile was evident in the
organisation that had received substantial funding to develop its involvement of
volunteers. Participants from this organisation felt that their investment in
volunteering, including the appointment of a volunteer co-ordinator, had enabled
them to recruit an increasingly diverse group of volunteers with a broader range of
skills and experience than previously: 

‘We have been successful in recruiting for diversity; we have been successful
in recruiting BME [black and minority ethnic] volunteers, which means we have
been successful in drawing in BME service users.’

Elsewhere changed policies about migration within the European Union had led to
more people from Eastern Europe moving to the area and to a slight change in the
organisation’s volunteer profile.

Lack of money to fund CRB checks meant that one organisation did not involve
volunteers under the age of 16 because other volunteers had not been checked
and they did not want to put young volunteers at risk.

Other organisations reported broadening their volunteer base in terms of, for
example, recruiting volunteers from a wider age range or a more even gender
balance but they did not attribute the changes to any aspects of public policy.

6.3 Volunteers’ roles and responsibilities

Study participants considered that the impact of public policy, including funding
changes, had more impact on their volunteers’ roles and responsibilities than on
either the numbers of volunteers involved or the profile of their volunteer group.
Public policy, including funding changes, affected both the level of responsibility
volunteers took on and the activities they were able to carry out.

6.3.1 Changes in volunteers’ responsibilities
Study participants cited examples of situations where volunteers had taken on
extra responsibilities as a result of policy or legislative changes, in particular the
increased emphasis on child protection and health and safety. These two policy
themes and the associated legislation were thought to have placed new
responsibilities on paid staff and volunteers to be aware of and guard against
potential problems and to report any that occurred. 
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Study participants described the impact of child protection legislation. In one
organisation working with people who had experienced sexual abuse when
younger, study participants understood that new policies regarding disclosure of
past abuse would require volunteers to notify the police if a client gave the name of
their abuser. This was thought to place undue responsibility on volunteers and
threaten the nature of the service. They considered that the government’s desire to
increase the level of prosecution of child abusers was being interpreted completely
inappropriately by their funders: 

‘Everything you’ve set out to achieve is being undermined by someone with
limited understanding.’

Another organisation had decided that volunteers would not take children out
unaccompanied, a decision that was seen as safeguarding the volunteers as much
as the children. Meanwhile, staff in another organisation said: 

‘We can’t leave a volunteer alone with a young person due to new legislation,
and we have adapted to this.’

Emphasis on health and safety also had a strong impact on volunteers’
responsibilities. In one organisation a study participant described how this had
affected volunteers helping out on a residential trip for young people: 

‘Twelve volunteers didn’t sleep the first night because they were checking what
the young people needed. The young volunteers realise the big responsibility
that they have, but it is completely different to five years ago.’

In the same organisation: 

‘In the past the young people looked after 50 young people in a swimming pool
but now they can only look after five young people. It’s a big change, and more
is being asked of the volunteers, especially due to health and safety.’

Some volunteers suggested that these changes came about not only because of a
desire to protect service users but also to safeguard the organisation. Elsewhere,
study participants commented how great care is taken over the use of equipment:

‘From a health and safety point of view it is very important to find out where
somebody is at today. Even if they are capable of using a particular power tool
normally one day, they may not be able to use that same tool today. This may
cause tension sometimes.’

One organisation described the impact of public policy in relation to mental health.
The increase in referrals of service users with more serious mental health problems
was leading to a gradual increase in volunteers’ responsibilities as well as creating
a need for more volunteers.

In some organisations funding problems led to staff shortages, which in turn led to
volunteers taking on more responsibility. While some appeared happy with the
change, it was usually considered that volunteers did not relish the additional
responsibilities placed on them, as one study participant noted: 

‘The volunteers don’t really like having more responsibility. They don’t get paid
and they are doing more hours. I can’t give a direct order to the volunteers and
they can leave at any time.’

However, where volunteers had taken on additional responsibilities as their
experience and skills had increased, the change was generally viewed positively
with focus group volunteers expressing enthusiasm about their enhanced roles.
This also appeared to be the case when the additional responsibility involved
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financial rewards, as with one study organisation where volunteers took on paid
locum positions during paid staff shortages. 

In two organisations study participants stated that their funders were not aware of,
and were apparently not interested in knowing, the extent to which the services
they funded were provided by volunteers, being primarily concerned with the
outputs of the service:

‘The PCT [Primary Care Trust] has no overt interest in whether it is run by
volunteers or not. We are paid to deliver the criteria.’

6.3.2 Changes to services and activities carried out by volunteers
The impact of public policy and the funding environment on volunteers’ roles and
responsibilities is perhaps most evident in relation to the services that study
organisations were able to provide for users. In some organisations policy and
funding changes had enabled organisations to increase their range of activities.
However, in others cuts had had to be made. Some shifts in the focus of activities
were also evident.

Our study organisations were keen to provide services that related to the needs of
local people. All, however, were aware that policy factors influenced the nature and
range of those services. One organisation, already focussing on work with LGBT
young people, had been able to extend the range of its services as a result of
changes to legislation. The abolition of Section 28 of the Local Government Act
1988 had enabled volunteers to work in schools. Other legislation such as the
Equality Act 2006 was felt to have created a climate in which volunteers could
provide a broader range of services and take on new roles. That, combined with
the influx of new funding, enabled them to run anti-homophobia workshops, a
conference and a youth forum, and to expand existing activities: 

‘All of that anti-discrimination legislation will help our volunteering because we
can engage with more activities.’

In another organisation, government policy focus on NEETs had led to the
development of activities and new volunteer roles supporting young people. In the
same organisation, changes in the health sector and localisation of services had
led to the development of new volunteer roles accompanying people to hospital or
visiting recently discharged hospital patients: 

‘Again policy is encouraging that sort of very localised work in the health and
social care sector.’

Other examples of the increase in funding leading to an expansion in the range of
activities carried out by volunteers were provided by staff of both gardens that took
part in the study – in one it was noted that: 

‘The garden has also seen an increase in the number of activities, enabling
more opportunities for volunteers to engage in than when the garden first
started – especially more crafts activities.’

Several study participants considered that volunteers’ roles had become clearer
and more focused. In some organisations this was attributed to work carried out by
the volunteer co-ordinator who reviewed volunteers’ involvement and decided that
their contribution could be maximised and the volunteering experience made more
enjoyable for them if roles were more clearly structured. Comments from study
participants included: 

‘We have created a wider range of volunteering roles…But also … the roles
that we did have, they’ve changed by being more focused, clearer and
providing more development for volunteers working with us.’
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‘I clearly defined the roles… Now we have five core roles here, which has never
happened before.’

As we noted in section 5.2, several study organisations had experienced funding
cuts over recent years and had reduced their range of services. Others had decided
not to continue with certain services as a result of particular policy factors.  One
organisation had, as a result of the withdrawal of one source of funding, reduced
the frequency of group activities, outings and other social events involving client
families and volunteers, choosing instead to concentrate on its core activity of
supporting families in their own homes. In the same organisation, new legislation
on use of child car seats had led to a situation where volunteers were unable to use
their cars to transport families unless they had the correct car seats. In a second
organisation, lack of money to fund training on immigration advice had restricted
volunteers’ involvement in that area of work. Study participants from that
organisation also considered that the increasingly prescriptive nature of some
funding sources was a constraint with one commenting that: 

‘We have got funders now who would not fund running expenses in an
organisation. So that means that you can’t recruit volunteers on certain
projects. Funders would say, for example, of the ICT programme, they would
fund the tutor but not the volunteers to help the tutors run the class. That
affects the activities.’

In a third organisation, which had been subject to a substantial cut in local authority
funding, the impact of reduced funding was all-pervasive: 

‘It has meant the curtailment of our services. We used to provide a lot more
services, and now we only do a youth club and occasionally football…We have
volunteer coaches for football but we can’t use them as we can’t afford to hire
the pitches. It comes down to resources, and every activity costs money.’

In other organisations the impact of funding and other policy changes on
volunteers’ roles and responsibilities was less direct but nonetheless discernible.
For example, in the organisation described above that was turning its attention
increasingly towards mental health and away from learning disability because of
the increase in mental health referrals. Other subtle shifts in focus are evident in the
descriptions of organisations concentrating on some aspects of their work rather
than others. These included the organisations that avoided or changed the nature
of their work with children because of child protection issues, or concentrated on
the work for which funding was available and adapted their mission accordingly
(see section 5.5).  

6.4 The support and management of volunteers

Funding and wider policy changes appear to have had two distinct areas of impact
on the support and management of volunteers: the availability of additional funding
for some organisations has affected the amount of attention that they have been
able to devote to volunteer management while other policy changes, such as those
relating to child protection and health and safety, have impacted on the issues
study organisations have needed to take into account in managing volunteers.

6.4.1 Dedicated resources for volunteer management
Several study organisations had received funding (for example, through
Opportunities for Volunteering or the Big Lottery Fund) that had enabled them to
employ a volunteer co-ordinator. For others, support and management of
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volunteers was an integral part of the roles of staff working with service users. In
both models, the ability to devote organisational resources to the management of
volunteers had an impact on all aspects of volunteers’ involvement: the
recruitment process, induction, supervision, support in general, training and
recognition of volunteers’ contributions.  One study participant described how,
prior to the organisation securing funding from the Big Lottery Fund, ‘there was
really no management system for the organisation or the volunteers; that changed
when funding was secured for the project manager’s post’.

Other comments included: 

‘I would say in the last two years, because we have had a dedicated worker, a
volunteering development worker, we have been able to put in all the
structures and support mechanisms. Now we have much more sophisticated
support.’

‘At first it was so casual; there was no policy in place. There were no rules to
follow, we just did it as people meeting. Since getting funding, getting a paid
worker to run the Centre he has more responsibility to support volunteers.
Now things are in place.’

Participants offered a number of examples of the ways in which the application of
specific funding and human resources to the support and management of volunteers
had had an impact. Study organisations in this situation considered that they were
able to plan better for volunteers’ involvement. One volunteer co-ordinator, for
example, described how, when funding for her post had restricted the number of
hours she could work she just ran around with a notebook, whereas now, working
more hours, she could plan activities for volunteers several months ahead.  In
another organisation, volunteers’ induction had previously been shared among
different staff members. The employment of a Volunteer Co-ordinator had changed
this: 

‘Now we are doing this, volunteers are settling in much better. We have
improved our induction training and provide better support.’

6.4.2 Increased supervision and training
Study participants described how they were paying more attention to the
supervision of volunteers because they had the resources to do so. They felt this
extra supervision was needed because of issues involved in working with their
particular client group, funders’ requirements and also a growing trend towards
more formal volunteering. They commented that:

‘Management and support have had to be done in more structured ways,
because evidence is needed by [our national organisation] and by funders who
want to know that volunteers are having regular supervision.’

‘Some service users suffer from personality disorders and they can be hard to
deal with…In the New Year we have contracted someone to give professional
external supervision around personality disorders, which will be open to
volunteers.’

Regular one-to-one review meetings with individual volunteers as well as group
support sessions were common features of study organisations.

Several study organisations have placed increased emphasis on training their
volunteers.  This appears to have occurred both because of having the necessary
resources and their perception of a need to pay more attention to issues such as
health and safety and child protection, for example: 
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‘There have been changes in training as a result of the Victoria Climbié enquiry
and the Every Child Matters green paper.’

6.4.3 Attention to health and safety
Concern about health and safety appears to have had a considerable impact on
volunteer management. Paid staff in study organisations described giving detailed
briefings to volunteers about health and safety while some devoted considerable
attention to risk assessments to ensure the safety of volunteers and service users.
Discussions in some of the volunteer focus groups indicated volunteers’ awareness
of health and safety.

6.4.4 The development of volunteering policies and procedures
Study organisations with the resources to do so described how they had
concentrated on developing an infrastructure of policies and procedures and
support mechanisms to manage their involvement of volunteers. They referred, for
example, to the introduction of volunteers’ support meetings, debriefing sessions,
policies on confidentiality, health and safety, equality and diversity, expenses and
so on. Comments included: 

‘We have volunteer agreements that are signed by both the volunteer and the
organisation; they cover everything – confidentiality, reimbursements when
they are volunteering, times when they need to volunteer, insurance and
everything.’

‘In the New Year all volunteers will have access to all policies (which include
equal opportunities, child protection, health and safety) and will have to sign a
document to say they have read and accepted them.’

Some organisations had also paid increased attention to recognising and rewarding
the achievements of their volunteers: 

‘There is an annual volunteering awards ceremony – we take them out for
dinner. This has been really successful.’

6.4.5 The impact of funding cuts on volunteer management
Study organisations that had experienced funding cuts or had been unable to
secure sufficient funding seem to have struggled with some aspects of volunteer
management and felt that they were not supporting their volunteers adequately. 

‘We have 26 volunteers and it is so hard. The young people organise a football
match and they need more supervision because they are having more
responsibility.’

‘I started doing supervisions with the volunteers individually. I did a few but due
to the capacity issue it’s not as regular as I would like.’

In one study organisation staff continued to provide volunteers with high-quality
training and supervision but had had to discontinue or reduce some of the extras,
such as social events: 

‘We used to be able to have money to make a session or training day a bit more
of a treat by providing lunch or going to a nicer venue.’ 

While it was still possible to fundraise specifically for such events, fundraising
activities further ate into the time available for other aspects of volunteer
management and work with clients.

Lack of funding meant some study organisations were having difficulty reimbursing
volunteers’ expenses, although they regarded it as good practice to do so.
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6.4.6 Implications for volunteer managers
For staff responsible for managing volunteers, the impact of funding and other
policy changes appears to have been gradual and incremental, and discernible
most in pressure of work and increased paperwork.  Staff have had to understand
the policy and legislative changes discussed in sections four and five, become
conversant with their implications and make changes to organisational policies or
adapt training programmes and supervision procedures. They have reported an
increase in paperwork generally and specifically in relation to procedures such as
risk assessments or carrying out CRB checks. Comments from study participants
included: 

‘There is more paperwork associated with everything in general – everyone
wants you to fill in forms, write reports.’ 

‘The paperwork, the time spent on finding out about new legislation actually
stops them doing their paid work on the ground.’

‘I do spend a lot of time dealing with bureaucracy, for example CRB checks,
but they are really important.’

This latter comment reflects a view common among study participants, that the
increased formalisation and professionalisation of volunteering (some, but not all,
of which is the result of policy changes) has had a positive impact – for both
volunteers and service users – but is resource intensive. In some study
organisations funding cuts had exacerbated this situation; staff working with
volunteers wanted to spend time supporting volunteers and providing a positive
environment for them, but were under increasing pressure because of limited
resources. Staff felt that they needed to prioritise work ever more carefully, but
found it difficult to juggle all the aspects of managing volunteers. Those involved in
writing funding bids as well as managing volunteers sometimes felt that the time
spent on preparing funding applications detracted from their time with volunteers.
Once funding had been secured, funders’ accountability and monitoring
requirements could be very time-consuming: 

‘Every time something changes we get a different form to say how we fit in and
we seem to be doing it at a time when we get even less funding.’

Volunteers themselves usually regarded the formalisation of training and
supervision in a positive light, but also felt that the need to comply with external
requirements could at times be restrictive: 

‘Now there are more regulations and practices to be followed which have had
possible benefits, but it can be a bit of a chore.’

6.5 Other factors affecting volunteering in the organisation

In addition to funding and policy factors, study participants described other
matters affecting volunteers’ involvement. Some were specific to the organisations
in question and their area of work or to a type of organisation. Two study
organisations, for example, involved volunteers working out of doors in gardens.
Their work and their ability to retain volunteers were affected by weather and
seasonal factors. The increased popularity of horticultural therapy was, however,
thought to have contributed to an increase in the numbers of both client referrals
and volunteers. In another organisation, three office moves in a relatively short
period of time and the unwillingness or inability of volunteers to travel across the

37



city meant that it had been impossible to retain a constant group of volunteers. This
was not necessarily seen as negative, however, as it was also interpreted as part of
the organisation’s evolution. 

Study participants also pointed out that the roles volunteers carried out could be
affected by their skills and abilities and state of health. Service users’ abilities and
health can also affect the activities they – and hence volunteers working with them
– are able to perform. Comments included:

‘In the past we had more people who were physically fit. Now we do fewer
harder landscaping activities as fewer people are now able to do this. The
volunteers can do the craft-type stuff, and as some people can’t participate,
we have more sitting-down type activities now.’

However, this can also be related to the change in the mental health referral process
with greater numbers of more seriously ill clients coming to the organisation. 

Study participants also identified some factors that have affected the ethos of
volunteering in their organisations and in particular the degree of formality
associated with their management of volunteers. The influence of volunteering
infrastructure bodies or national membership bodies and the pervading ethos of a
culture of formalisation sometimes associated with them, was seen as having an
impact on volunteers and those responsible for managing them: 

‘Through our partnership with other organisations, especially the volunteer
bureau, we run our volunteer scheme in a very professional way.’

‘It [the national membership body’s quality system] has led to a lot of work and
sometimes we have to tick a box to say we have a piece of paper.’

The influence on practice provided by peer organisations in the same field was also
noted.

6.6 Volunteers’ awareness of the funding and policy
environment

Paid staff and trustee study participants considered volunteers’ awareness of
policy trends affecting the VCS in general was limited and that their knowledge of
policy was largely restricted to issues about which they needed to know to carry
out their volunteering activities or which very directly affected the organisation’s
field of work or their own situations.  For example, study participants suggested
that volunteers were aware of the existence of health and safety or child protection
legislation because of its impact on their work. However, they could not usually
name particular pieces of legislation or any detail of their content. 

Volunteers personally affected by legislation would, it was suggested, be aware of
its existence. For example: 

‘Some people who are involved through Entry to Employment or Connexions
may be aware of changes. For example, some say that their involvement is paid
for with government money.’

Organisations working with refugees and asylum seekers, with Somali young
people and with LGBT people, whose volunteers came from the same
backgrounds, might, it was thought, have some awareness of the broad political
climate. Discussions in the volunteer focus groups support this view with
volunteers generally demonstrating a broad awareness of policy trends affecting
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their organisation’s client group and an understanding that health and safety and
child protection issues had achieved increased prominence.

Study organisations generally appear to have adopted a need-to-know approach
in relation to telling their volunteers about policy changes, informing them where
there would be a direct impact on their volunteering: 

‘Some are more aware than others. If legislation changes the way they work,
for example child protection, they are told.’

‘They are not keen to know… so normally we have to do a lot of training to
[impress] upon them what they should know.’

Paid staff and trustee study participants thought volunteers were more aware of
funding changes and their impact on the organisations with which they were
involved. Attitudes to informing volunteers varied, from: 

‘It’s good to tell them the truth and keep them involved.’

To: 

‘I don’t hide stuff but we don’t openly communicate as a policy…I’m not really
sure what the volunteers know and they will pick things up informally.’

Some were anxious about informing volunteers of possible funding cuts for fear of
both upsetting them and risking the information becoming too widely known, again
illustrating the need-to-know approach of some organisations:

‘I question the value of letting fears about the funding spill out too widely as it’s
about the organisation.’

In some organisations paid staff and volunteers did not feel that volunteers were
particularly interested in funding or wider policy issues and therefore restricted the
amount of information provided. They noted, however, that volunteers were aware
when funding changes resulted in a loss of paid staff and were often very
supportive. This view was again supported by the comments of volunteers
attending focus groups. Volunteers did not, however, necessarily attribute changes
in funding sources or amounts to other public policy trends.
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7   Engaging with the policy environment

In this section we explore the extent of study organisations’ roles in influencing
public policy, their relationships with the local and national volunteering
infrastructure and the support they feel is required to help CBOs deal with the
funding and wider policy challenges they face.

7.1 Influencing policy

Study organisations did not generally engage significantly in attempting to
influence national policy in relation to either the VCS in general or their particular
client group. As small organisations with limited resources, they were restricted in
the amount of time they could spend on issues beyond their core work: 

‘We don’t have the resources or awareness to campaign.’

Some felt that policy influence was more appropriately carried out by national
infrastructure bodies: 

‘I think it’s more about them influencing policy. We are a small fish in a very big
ocean. The impact will be great if it is top down rather than down up.’

At the same time, one organisation highlighted the responsibility of all
organisations, whatever their size, to influence policy. However, they did recognise
there were practical limitations to such an approach. 

The exception to this limited national policy influencing role was the study
organisation involved in working with LGBT young people. One participant from
that organisation described how the organisation had influenced government
policy: 

‘When the government was consulting to develop its white paper, there was no
reference to LGBT people at all. So our director and some of our young people
went up to meet the minister to point out this omission.’ 

This organisation was also active in local forums and committees as part of its
attempt to influence policy.

Study organisations did generally feel that VCOs should attempt to influence public
policy. Some of them considered that government was out of touch with local
issues and needed to be made more aware. One study participant commented: ‘I
would struggle to find a single government policy that’s not 10-12 years behind the
third sector.’ That organisation, which had until recently remained isolated from
policy discussions, had decided to join a local voluntary sector network.  One study
participant commented that: 

‘When I started here I asked why they were not on committees etc…Our voice
is limited, and I had a sense that they had tried and given up. Now it’s changing
and we have to think strategically about which bits we want to engage with,
which consultative bodies and which policy bodies.’
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At the local level, some study organisations had developed links with councillors or
MPs who had on occasions been able to wield influence on their behalf. One
organisation had sought assistance from its MP in relation to a specific funding
issue.  Another had developed links with the youth parliament which it regarded as
beneficial. This organisation was also planning to change the power structure so
that it became more youth-led. This was both in keeping with the organisational
ethos and a strategy to help ensure its long-term survival. However, such courses
of action on the part of CBOs were usually directed towards solving specific
organisational problems rather than achieving wider policy influence.

In general, study organisations’ attempts to influence policy were channelled via
local forums and partnerships through contacts with local politicians or through
membership of national umbrella organisations.  One organisation, for example,
was trying to influence the local application of national policies relating to children
and families through membership of the Early Years Partnership, Children’s Plan
Group, voluntary sector liaison meetings and regional meetings of members of the
same national body.  Another was involved in the Local Strategic Partnership and
Refugee Network, where it aimed to raise issues about the impact of policies at the
local level. 

Some study organisations were members of the national umbrella body for their
field of work although they did not generally see their membership as a route to
influencing government policy. They tended to regard such bodies as conduits for
information rather than as campaigners on their behalf. This opinion was summed
up by one study participant who noted that: ‘They keep us up to date, but they
don’t generally seek our views on policy.’

In cases where lobbying did occur, organisations were not always happy with the
results. In one example in when an umbrella organisation had campaigned on
behalf of a study organisation, the latter felt it had been poorly represented and
that the umbrella body had not done enough. 

7.2 Volunteers’ involvement in influencing policy

Volunteers were not usually heavily involved in attempting to influence public
policy – and indeed some paid staff had reservations about their potential
engagement in such activities – but a few examples of volunteers’ involvement
were given. In one organisation volunteers had written to MPs and to providers of
children’s services about the difficulties families with special needs children had in
accessing services. Volunteers had also attended meetings about the
establishment of children’s centres. Describing the volunteers, one study
participant noted that ‘some are very outspoken; they will turn up and voice their
opinions’.

Volunteers involved in the organisation working with LGBT young people had taken
part in numerous consultation meetings about issues affecting young people.
Another study organisation with a focus on young people encouraged their
participation in meetings with the local authority to discuss strategic issues
affecting young people. They then reported back to an advisory board and the
management committee. Elsewhere study participants described how a volunteer
usually attended Local Strategic Partnership meetings: 

‘It’s not only an issue for a paid worker; so when there are consultations about
issues affecting the local community, volunteers get involved. We want
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something to come out from the community and volunteers are the community.
It’s better.’

This could often be related centrally to the ethos of the organisation with study
participants frequently feeling that representing the views of their volunteers was an
important part of their remit.

Paid staff and trustee study participants highlighted some difficulties with
volunteers’ involvement in attempting to influence policy. These included concerns
about the extent of their knowledge and awareness of all the issues and their
capacity to represent them appropriately: 

‘I would be cautious of a volunteer spokesperson...It’s better to keep with one
voice due to the scale of the organisation and that we are also coping with the
clients’ needs.’

There was also a recognition that, as discussed in section 6.6, volunteers are not
necessarily aware of policy issues nor motivated to volunteer by such an interest. It
was suggested that what motivates them is often the desire to help individual
service users address a particular issue rather than bringing about policy change: 

‘We’ve tried but you get umpteen glazed faces looking at you. They want to
volunteer and they want to work with their clients. They’ve got no passion for
anything else, which is sad.’

Even where volunteers are interested, study participants noted that they can
become disenchanted if their attempts at policy influence do not appear to be
achieving results: 

‘Young people do sometimes feel that they are consulted about a lot of things
and don’t see the results from those consultations…We can only influence
national policy to a certain extent but with local policy the young people feel
that they are just repeating themselves.’
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8 Engaging with the volunteering and 
voluntary sector infrastructure

8.1 Extent of engagement with infrastructure bodies

Study organisations described their relationships with infrastructure bodies that
provide support for volunteering and the organisational and policy issues affecting
VCOs. Their contacts included:

> local and national bodies focused on volunteering – mainly local Volunteer
Centres and, at the national level, Volunteering England 

> the national membership bodies operating in their particular field 

> local and regional agencies such as Councils for Voluntary Service, Rural
Community Councils and various forums and partnerships.

Volunteer Centres and Volunteering England were seen as useful sources of
guidance on aspects of volunteering policy and practice. Of their local Volunteer
Centre, one study participant commented: ‘They are fantastic; very good. They’ll
always refer you to people who can help you.’ Another had welcomed the advice
and support, including the opportunity to be involved in voicing their opinions,
provided by both Volunteering England and local agencies and networks: 

‘We have quite a lot of representation and opportunity to be involved and give
voice to our issues through those representative structures.’

Generally, however, study participants either did not appear to see volunteering
infrastructure bodies as having a major role in influencing policy or did not place
great weight on the need to influence government policy in relation to volunteering.
Likewise they did not view the national bodies covering their particular field of work
as significant agents of policy influence. In some instances they believed the
capacity or knowledge of the staff employed by national membership bodies was
not necessarily any greater than their own. They were, therefore, in no better
position to achieve policy change. 

Study organisations that were involved with generalist VCS regional or local
infrastructure bodies and networks frequently felt that their influence was limited.
Nevertheless, some study participants felt it was important to maintain contact
with them to have some degree of input into policy or strategic issues. For
example, one person commented in relation to the Local Area Agreement that: 

‘The policies are driven by those organisations that are involved. It changed 18
months ago, at the county council level. Unless you’re involved in early
discussions it’s hard to change it.’
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8.2 Barriers to involvement with infrastructure bodies

Study participants highlighted a number of barriers that they felt limited their
organisations’ ability to be involved with generalist voluntary sector bodies and
networks. These related primarily to their organisational capacity.

Study participants described the difficulties of juggling the need to concentrate on
their core work with trying to engage in external networks – most did not have the
capacity for extensive engagement and did not necessarily have a staff member
responsible for policy work: 

‘We don’t have the time or resources to do that at the moment properly. There
is no CEO whose role it is to do that work.’

Others did not consider it their job to influence policy: 

‘I don’t think we necessarily think we’re here to influence policy on that level;
we’re just concentrating on keeping afloat.’

Lack of capacity to sift through the available information or to attend meetings to
discuss policy issues was also referred to. One study participant felt that it was
increasingly difficult to share information with, and gain support from, other local
organisations because of competition for funding, which had helped to create a
more individualistic environment. That participant noted that: ‘Competitive
tendering has destroyed so much within the VCS.’

Some study participants said that it could be difficult to engage with infrastructure
bodies. For example they might not be able to afford the membership fees; it might
not be clear who to approach for advice on particular issues, and it could be
difficult to engage without the capacity to attend meetings. Some infrastructure
bodies were thought to be suffering from the same lack of capacity as those who
seek support from them. One study participant said ‘I feel as if the need has grown,
but the actual support has diminished’. Other infrastructure bodies were seen as
difficult to approach:

‘At the minute the communication channels as a small organisation – it’s a
daunting task just to get to the national bodies.’

8.3 Support needed from infrastructure bodies

One or two study organisations were quite content to be self-sufficient and did not
wish to engage further with national or local infrastructure bodies. Others, however,
identified a number of areas in which they would like more support in relation to the
policy and funding challenges they faced. 

8.3.1 Policy support needs
While there were no discernible trends in relation to policy support needs, study
participants between them identified some areas where they would welcome
assistance. It was suggested that government policy can be very complex and
study participants variously wished to have more guidance on its application to
particular organisations or to see policies broken down into manageable chunks.
Others, recognising the difficulties that smaller organisations may have in
influencing policy, wanted to see infrastructure bodies, particularly those operating
at the national level, concentrate on influencing policy on their behalf. 
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8.3.2 Funding support needs
Study participants tended to focus more on their need for support in relation to the
challenges of organisational funding than on other aspects of public policy. A wide
range of needs was expressed. They wanted information about sources of funding,
practical help with applying for funding and lobbying for more sustainable sources
of funding. The difficulties small organisations face can be seen in comments from
study participants: 

‘The major problem we have is that very few people know we’re out there. We
need someone to fight our corner and say: “These people are helping with
skills development, and haven’t got money.”.’

‘[National membership body] needs to take a serious look at lobbying for
funding and understanding what is going on in organisations. They don’t
realise how much some are struggling.’

8.3.3 Who should provide support for volunteer-involving
organisations?
Study participants wanted to see support for volunteer-involving organisations
coming from both national and local infrastructure bodies, as well as in some
instances from local authorities which were described by one study participant as
the missing link in relationship:

‘We are delivering on behalf of the local authority; surely they should take more
of an interest?’ 

Support from local organisations was seen as important, and at times more
relevant and accessible:

‘National bodies can lose sight of small organisations.’

‘National organisations are based in the big cities and places like [town] are
missing out.’

Some study participants referred to a feeling of isolation among people working
with volunteers and stressed the importance of local and regional support
networks. Others described the importance of the lobbying role of national
organisations and wanted to see some national membership bodies strengthened
and national agencies working in closer collaboration with each other. 

Overall, while there was no discernible pattern in relation to preferred sources of
support, study participants were keen to stress the need for greater recognition of
the work of smaller CBOs, more support for their increased sustainability and
better awareness of the challenges they face. 
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Part Four: analysis and discussion

In part four we reflect on the issues arising from the study
findings and we highlight the challenges they pose for
community-based, volunteer-involving organisations – both for
volunteers themselves and those responsible for their
management. We conclude by putting forward key issues for
consideration by:

> CBOs and other small organisations that involve volunteers

> volunteering infrastructure bodies

> policy makers and government.
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9 The impact of public policy on 
volunteering in CBOs

9.1 The impact on CBOs

The study findings confirm that CBOs are operating in a complex environment in
which public policy and changes in funding interact with each other to influence
the services and activities organisations can provide, relationships with their client
groups and the ways in which they involve and manage their volunteers. The study
suggests that CBOs are becoming increasingly moulded by external factors and
that they have few opportunities, because of their size and limited capacity, to
influence the environment in which they are operating. In some cases, CBOs lack
interest in influencing policy or do not see it as their responsibility.  

We described in section 4.1 the ways in which policy trends have affected aspects
of the work of study organisations. These were often specific to the organisations.
For example, the government’s concern with encouraging more people into paid
work had led several organisations to refocus some of their activities towards
training for employment; this policy trend was also thought (see section 6.2) to
have had some impact on the profile of organisations’ volunteers and on their
motivation for volunteering. Elsewhere, changes to the mental health referral
process and government’s focus on combating crime were thought to be having
an impact on the make-up of organisations’ client groups and therefore on the
activities they carried out and the roles and responsibilities of volunteers.

In section 4.2 we described how legislation relating to child protection, health and
safety and CRB checks has increasingly affected study organisations, and their
thinking about ways of working with clients and volunteers. We later (sections 6.3.1
and 6.4.3) discussed their impact on volunteers’ responsibilities and on aspects of
their management. The influence on volunteers’ roles and responsibilities has led
to changes being made in a number of study organisations which curtailed some
activities to safeguard the organisation.

Many study organisations described how changes in the nature and/or sources of
funding had affected the services they could provide and for how long. Some had
been unable to secure funding for work they felt was necessary and important for
local people. Some had had to change their focus to meet funders’ criteria while
others found themselves constantly seeking new sources of funding as short-term
grants came to an end. This in turn affected their ability to plan for the longer term.
Some study organisations felt that their future was under serious threat because of
their inability to secure adequate funding.

We also noted how study organisations considered that their funding had become
more prescriptive – tied to externally prescribed outputs and targets. The
availability of funding to carry out some activities and services rather than others
has led to subtle shifts in organisational focus and a gradual tendency to focus on
delivery of externally defined services rather than on meeting needs defined by the
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local community. This reinforces the findings of earlier work carried out by IVAR
(2006) and referred to in section 3.5. It also again raises the question of the extent
to which small CBOs can act as agents both of civil renewal and of service delivery,
as discussed in section 3.7.

9.2 The impact on volunteers and volunteering

Study organisations appear to have been more directly affected by changes in the
funding environment than in the wider public policy environment. As we have
indicated throughout this report, there is a close relationship between the impact of
funding changes in particular, and policy changes in general, on volunteers and
volunteering, especially on their roles and responsibilities. Where organisations
developed new services, extended existing services or changed the focus of their
work in response to specific policies and legislation, general trends or funding
changes, there was an impact on the roles available to volunteers and sometimes
on their levels of responsibility. 

Study participants highlighted particular pieces of legislation as having an impact
on volunteering: health and safety, child protection and CRB checks. In several
study organisations this had led either to a review of the roles it was felt appropriate
for volunteers to carry out or an increase in volunteers’ responsibilities. Volunteer
managers found themselves devoting more attention than previously to child
protection and health and safety issues in volunteers’ training and supervision
sessions. In some organisations the need for CRB checks had affected the
volunteer profile – one organisation did not involve people under 16 as volunteers
because other volunteers had not been checked. These findings confirm earlier
research which identified increased attention to risk management (Gaskin, 2007).

Some study organisations had received funding to employ a volunteer co-ordinator.
In those organisations the impact of their presence was discernible in the increase
in supervision, training, heightened attention to aspects of volunteer recruitment
and the development of a formal infrastructure to support their involvement of
volunteers. The volunteer experience could often be improved as a direct result. 

The reasons for the formalisation of volunteering in study organisations appear to be
multiple and inter-linked and to reflect a broader trend towards professionalisation in
the VCS. While the increased sense of a need to pay attention to health and safety,
child protection and CRB checks played a part, other influences also seem to be at
work. Practice in some study organisations had been influenced by their contacts
with local and national volunteering infrastructure bodies or with specialist national
membership bodies that had encouraged them to formalise their infrastructure or
made the adoption of particular policies and ways of working a condition of
membership. The extent to which those other bodies in turn had been influenced by
public policy imperatives was not part of this investigation.

In some study organisations funding cuts were having an impact on aspects of
volunteer management with staff able to devote less time and money to training,
supervision or social activities for volunteers. Funding difficulties appear to have
been pulling some organisations away from the less formal aspects of support,
such as social events, valued by volunteers. Problems with reimbursing volunteers’
expenses were reported by others and were said to have a demoralising effect on
volunteers. There was, however, no evidence that this had affected the retention of
volunteers. Elsewhere, the links between funding cuts and volunteering were more
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indirect with funding losses leading initially to cuts in service provision and then to
reduction in volunteers’ involvement in those areas.

Volunteers’ awareness of policy issues generally appeared to be low. However,
awareness of funding issues was more widespread, which was perhaps indicative
of the seriousness of the funding situations affecting some of the study
organisations. Volunteers frequently did not want to become involved in lobbying
or influencing policy, noting that their interest in volunteering was to carry out
activities and to help people directly. This also perhaps reflects the capacity issue
facing many of the study organisations and the comments around lack of influence
due to their small size. It may also reflect the ways in which organisations and
volunteers saw the role of volunteering. 

9.3 The challenges of dealing with policy and funding changes

In this section we highlight some challenges that we consider, on the basis of the
study findings, the current policy and funding environment pose for CBOs,
volunteers and those responsible for the management of volunteers.

9.3.1 The challenges for community-based organisations
As we have described above, the impact of funding and wider policy changes on
our study organisations, and ultimately on their volunteers, is complex and inter-
related. Very often the impact on volunteers is indirect and gradual. For example,
funding for government policy priorities such as employment training can lead an
organisation to develop services in this area and then seek volunteers with the
skills to support their new activities. 

Study participants spoke of funding sources being more and more prescriptive
and/or short-term with organisations needing to adapt their priorities to secure
funding. We noted in section 3.5 how previous studies have highlighted the
possibility of mission drift. We suggest that this is a danger for some of our study
organisations, many of whom appear to risk ‘sliding into change’ (Billis, 1993) as
each new source of funding comes along.  In this situation, the onus would be on
senior paid staff and trustees to become conversant with the policy and funding
environment and its implications for them, recognising they have a choice about
the organisation’s future direction rather than reacting to policy and funding
changes in a piecemeal fashion. Becoming involved at an early stage of policy
formulation, as evidenced by the LGBT study organisation, might help CBOs
recognise that they have opportunities to influence the policy environment at the
design stage. To do this, smaller organisations may need to find ways to increase
their capacity, or use that of others, to scan the policy environment and become
alert to new developments. 

Small CBOs face a challenge in relation to distinguishing policy trends from
legislation. It was not always apparent from our discussions with study participants
whether they were clear about the difference or about what aspects of legislation
applied to them. They did, however, appear to be influenced by the need to comply
with legislation such as health and public safety laws. At the same time,
organisations are having to spend more time complying, and demonstrating their
compliance, with the demands of funders, regulators and national membership
bodies. However, there was a degree of confusion about the details of legislation
and their application in practice.  This lack of clarity appears at times to have led to
an over-anxious attention to the avoidance of risk.  
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Amid this plethora of external demands, small CBOs appear to wield relatively little
influence either directly or through national or local infrastructure bodies. Again, if
they are to avoid sliding into change they may, collectively or individually, need to
consider whether they wish to make their voices heard more loudly in the public
policy arena and by what means.

9.3.2 The challenges for volunteer managers
As we have noted, the impact of policy and funding changes on volunteers can
often be quite subtle and indirect. Study participants speculated about possible
changes in their volunteer profile or in the numbers of volunteers recruited because
of factors such as the need for CRB checks or an increased emphasis on people
moving from unemployment to paid work. Study participants did note, however,
that some volunteers were unhappy about any increases in responsibility.

Study organisations stressed the importance of volunteers’ distinctive contribution to
their organisations, over and above any saving of money that might result from their
involvement, and were keen that volunteering should provide a positive experience
for volunteers. The challenge for volunteer managers, therefore, is to be alert to the
wishes and needs of their volunteers, to explain new legislation or policy issues
affecting the organisation and to discuss with volunteers the likely implications for
their work. For example, if a decision is being taken to develop a service
corresponding to a new area of government policy, volunteer managers would need
to decide to what extent it is appropriate to discuss the issue with volunteers and be
proactive in conveying their volunteers’ views to trustees and senior staff in advance
of the decision being made. Indeed, many of the study organisations were effectively
operating communication with their volunteers on a need-to-know basis.
Organisations must also weigh up volunteers’ wishes to concentrate on the roles and
activities for which they initially volunteered as opposed to any contribution they
might make to decision-making and influencing policy.

There was little evidence of volunteers being unhappy about the increasing
formalisation of their roles and of the infrastructure surrounding volunteering.
Indeed, their responses appear to have generally been positive. Volunteers often
spoke about the benefits of having greater structure and focus to their roles.
However, volunteer managers need to remain alert to the risk that formalisation and
professionalisation could, over time, limit the inclusiveness of volunteering by
crowding out the types of volunteering that do not readily lend themselves to the
use of volunteer agreements, supervision and so on (section 3.6). 

9.3.3 The challenges for volunteers
While we found quite high levels of knowledge about funding situations, particularly
where funding cuts had led to a reduction in services, the volunteers involved in our
study organisations did not appear to be conversant with much of the detail of the
policy issues or legislation affecting their organisations. As such, they were at times
somewhat passive recipients of changes that affected their volunteering. The
challenge, then, for volunteers, is to consider whether they want to become more
knowledgeable about the policy and funding environment, and perhaps try to exert
some influence over it or over their organisation’s response to it. This would,
however, raise issues about the ways in which volunteers are informed or inform
themselves of such changes. It also raises a more fundamental question of to what
extent volunteers see themselves as activists or service providers. Much of the
evidence from this research suggests that many volunteers may simply want to do
their job rather than get involved in lobbying activities and the additional workload
or responsibility that may come with it. 
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9.4. Issues for further consideration

We conclude by highlighting the key issues that, in the light of the study findings,
need further consideration by: 

> CBOs and other small organisations that involve volunteers

> volunteering infrastructure bodies

> policy makers and government.

9.4.1 Issues for consideration by community-based organisations
We suggest that, if CBOs and other smaller organisations are to retain the means
to determine their own destinies and to retain control over the ways in which they
involve and manage volunteers, they need to consider:

> how to decide what aspects of their mission they are keen to protect and to
what extent they are willing to compromise

> how to decide what constitutes their ethos of volunteering, that is, why they wish
to involve volunteers and what they expect the benefits to be for the
organisation and for volunteers

> how they could clearly distinguish between general policy trends and specific
legislation 

> how to reconcile the need to comply with legislation and policy with the
management of unpaid volunteers 

> how they can protect the informal or more social aspects of volunteering and
volunteer management which may in turn help to ensure the inclusiveness of
volunteering

> how to create the organisational space to be able to exert influence on policy
makers or work with infrastructure bodies that carry out this function

> how to decide at what level their efforts should be directed if they want to
achieve policy influence, for example, locally or nationally; directly or via
infrastructure bodies

> how to decide whether they want their volunteers to become more
knowledgeable about the policy and funding environment and to exert some
influence over it. 

9.4.2 Issues for consideration by volunteering infrastructure bodies
We suggest that the volunteering infrastructure bodies might usefully consider:

> how to address the barriers experienced by CBOs in accessing the services of
the volunteering infrastructure 

> how to help increase small organisations’ awareness of policy and legislation
and the implications for them

> how to increase their knowledge of the impact of policy and legislation on CBOs
and their volunteers

> how to equip smaller organisations with the ability to make better choices about
how they deal with the policy environment

> how to support organisations in reconciling the need to comply with legislation
with the management of unpaid, voluntary activity
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> how to join with specialist infrastructure bodies in particular fields to look at
policy and legislative impacts on their overlapping areas of interest (e.g.
volunteering in organisations working with children)

> how to maintain an awareness of the complex relationship between volunteer
management and the policy and funding issues that affect small CBOs.

9.4.3 Issues for consideration by policy makers and government
Finally we outline some issues for consideration by policy makers and government.
We suggest that policy makers, government officials and elected members
concerned with VCOs and volunteering give particular thought to:

> how to support volunteering in CBOs by establishing longer-term sources of
funding that could allow CBOs greater scope to plan ahead and provide stability
for their volunteers

> how to increase their understanding of the distinctive features of CBOs and other
small VCOs. This might include more direct communications and two-way
dialogue with staff, trustees and volunteers of CBOs to increase their
understanding of the ways in which policy trends and legislative changes have a
particular impact on them

> how to continue and extend investment in volunteering infrastructure bodies and
specialist infrastructure agencies to enable them to provide further support to
CBOs.
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Appendix A: interview questions for paid
staff and trustees

1 How would you describe the mission and purpose of your organisation?

2 How would you describe the ethos of your organisation in relation to involving volunteers?

3 Has the number of volunteers you involve changed over the past five years? If so, in what way?

4 Are you aware of any changes in the activities your volunteers have been engaged in over the last
five years? If so, how would you describe the changes?

5 Have you made any changes in terms of the type of volunteers you involve over the past five
years, and if so what? 

6 Are you aware of any changes in the way in which your volunteers have been managed and
supported over the last five years? If so, how would you describe the changes?

7 Are you aware of any changes in government policy that have had an impact on your
organisation over the last five years? If so, what would you say have been the main government
policies at national, regional and local levels that have affected your organisation (both positively
and negatively)?

8 Can you describe any specific pieces of legislation or government policy that have had a particular
impact on volunteering within your organisation? If so, which particular legislation/policies are you
referring to? Please answer specifically in relation to:

a the number of volunteers involved

b the activities undertaken by volunteers

c the type of volunteers involved/recruited

d the way in which volunteers are managed and supported

e the person managing or supporting volunteers.

9 Are you aware of any changes in the nature and sources of your organisation’s funding during the
last five years? If so, what would you say the main changes have been?

10 Do you consider that any of these changes have affected volunteers in your organisation? If so,
which changes are you referring to? Please answer specifically in relation to:

a the number of volunteers involved

b the activities undertaken by volunteers

c the type of volunteers involved/recruited

d the way in which volunteers are managed and supported

e the person managing or supporting volunteers.

11 How aware do you think your volunteers are of any changes or developments in government
policies and funding arrangements?  

12 Does your organisation play any role in attempting to influence government policy, at the local or
national level? If so, what aspect of policy is it trying to influence?
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13 Are volunteers involved in any way in your work in relation to influencing government policy? How
would you describe the nature of their involvement?

14 What support, if any, is your organisation currently receiving to help you deal with the effects of
government policy on your work with volunteers?

15 What would you like to see organisations that support volunteering do to help their members deal
with the challenges associated with changes in policy or funding that they are facing?

16 Where would you like to see this support coming from?

17 Any other comments?
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Appendix B: focus group questions for
volunteers

1 How would you describe the aims of this organisation?

2 Why do you think the organisation wants to involve volunteers?

3 Have the type of activities you carry out (or role that you perform) as a volunteer changed over
the past five years or however long you have been involved? If so, in what way?

4 What possible reasons can you think of that could explain these changes? 

5 What do you think are the main factors that currently affect the type of work that you are asked
to/able to carry out?

6 Has the type of support, or the way in which you are supported as a volunteer, changed at all
over the past five years or however long you have been involved? If so, in what way?

7 What possible reasons can you think of that could explain these changes? 

8 What do you think are the main factors that currently affect the type/comprehensiveness of the
support that you receive from the organisation?

9 Has your level of responsibility changed at all over the past five years or however long you have
been involved? If so, in what way?

10 What possible reasons can you think of that could explain these changes? 

11 What do you think are the main factors that currently affect the level of responsibility that you
have?

12 In order for you to fulfil your potential as a volunteer within the organisation, what would you like
to see change/happen and why?

13 Do you have any other comments?
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Institute for Volunteering Research

Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR) is a specialist research
and consultancy agency focusing on volunteering. IVR is an
initiative of Volunteering England and the University of East
London. It was set up in 1997 in response to the increased
demand for research on volunteering. Over the past decade
IVR has carried out a wide variety of research, consultancy and
evaluation projects on many different aspects of volunteering. It
has completed four national surveys of volunteering.

www.ivr.org.uk

Volunteering England

Volunteering England supports volunteering and everyone who
works with volunteers by:
> providing information and advice on volunteering through its

information team, website and publications
> giving local support to volunteers and volunteer

organisations through its network of Volunteer Centres
> developing and supporting a strong and effective nationwide

volunteering infrastructure
> working at local, regional and national levels
> making sure that everyone knows how valuable volunteering

is to society by its powerful lobbying and campaigning
> ensuring that volunteering is understood at the heart of

government and in the public, private and third sectors.

www.volunteering.org.uk
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