
Strong foundations
Reviewing Crisis’ volunteering programme
Joanna Stuart, Institute for Volunteering Research
June 2009



Strong foundations
Reviewing Crisis’ volunteering programme
Joanna Stuart, Institute for Volunteering Research
June 2009



Crisis
Crisis is the national charity for single homeless people. We are dedicated to ending
homelessness by delivering life-changing services and campaigning for change.

The 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 twelve years 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. 

Crisis Head Office
66 Commercial Street, London E1 6LT
Telephone:0844 251 0111
Facsmile: 0844 251 0110

Crisis UK (trading as Crisis) Charity no: 1082947 Company no: 4024938
Charity registered in Scotland: SC040094

© Crisis 2009
ISBN 978-1-899257-59-1

This report is available to download free of charge from the Crisis website  
(www.crisis.org.uk).

 



Contents
List of figures and tables iv
Foreword by Baroness Neuberger DBE v
Authorship and Acknowledgements vi

1. Introduction 1
1.1 The evolution of volunteering in Crisis 1
1.2 Aims of this review 3
1.3 How this review was conducted 3
1.4 Report structure 4

2. Volunteering with Crisis: A Strong Foundation 5
2.1 Well developed support structures 5
2.1.1 Crisis Christmas volunteers 5
2.1.2 All year round volunteers 8
2.2 The benefits of volunteering to volunteers 10
2.2.1 Personal development 11
2.2.2 Skills development 13
2.2.3 Understanding and awareness of homelessness issues 14
2.3 The benefits of volunteering to Crisis 16
2.3.1 The impact on Crisis 16
2.3.2 Impact on teams and individuals 18
2.4 The benefits to Crisis’ clients 19
2.4.1 The impact of voluntary services and help 19
2.4.2 Reflections on the attributes of Crisis’ volunteers 20

3. Operational development of the volunteering programme 23
3.1 Operational development of the overall programme 23
3.2 Operational development for all year round volunteering 25
3.3 Operational development of Crisis Christmas volunteering 27

4. Time for strategic consideration 30
4.1 Mixed models of volunteering: tensions and opportunities 30
4.2 Areas for strategic development 31
4.2.1 Developing volunteering opportunities within Crisis 31
4.2.2 Developing a ‘community’ of volunteers 32
4.2.3 A shift in focus towards an empowerment model of volunteering 32
4.2.4 Developing the ‘stake’ of volunteers in Crisis 33

5. Summary of recommendations 34

References 37

Appendices
A: Volunteer numbers 38
B: Methodology 39
C: Results from the volunteer survey 46
D: Results from the staff survey 61



List of figures and tables
Chapter 1
1.1 Figure 1: Different strands of the Crisis volunteering programme in 2009 2

Chapter 2
2.1.1 Figure 2: Reflections on the usefulness of different sources of information 6  

for first time volunteers
2.1.1 Figure 3: Extent to which new volunteers felt informed and prepared for 7  

their role
2.1.2 Figure 4: Reflections of volunteers and staff on the recognition received 9  

by volunteers
2.1.2 Figure 5: Reflections of volunteers and staff on the support received by  10 

all year round volunteers
2.2 Figure 6: Motivations of Crisis volunteers 11
2.2.1 Figure 7: Impact of volunteering on aspects of personal development 12
2.2.2 Figure 8: The impact of volunteering on volunteers’ skills 13
2.2.3 Figure 9: The impact of volunteering on volunteers’ understanding of, 15  

and interest in, homelessness issues  
  
  
 
 

 



Strong foundations: reviewing Crisis’ volunteering programme    v

Foreword
I am passionate about volunteering and encouraging volunteers. Why? Because 
volunteering is important. It allows individuals to collaborate with each other and  
it helps put people right at the heart of services. It is for that reason that when I was 
the government’s volunteering champion I urged public services to look to the lessons 
of the third sector, break down resistance to using volunteers and tackle the barriers 
that exist to volunteering.

Crisis is a good example of an organisation that has always put volunteers at the 
centre of all it does: it began 40 years ago as a volunteer-led organisation and much 
of the work it does today would not be possible without the support of thousands of 
volunteers.

But there is always room for further development. So it is very encouraging to see  
that through working with the Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR) Crisis has taken 
the opportunity to step back and evaluate its work with volunteers. And the results  
are clear: volunteering not only makes a real difference to the outlook of Crisis and  
the services it provides, but also makes a real difference to its clients and to the lives 
of the volunteers themselves. 

The findings suggest that volunteering gives people the opportunities to learn new 
skills. But it also gives people the opportunity to learn more about homelessness  
and homeless people, challenging misperceptions and bringing people together.  
And, most importantly, Crisis’ clients themselves really value the contact and support 
they have from volunteers. It gives them  a source of inspiration think more positively 
about their own lives.

The other key issue that struck me whilst reading this report was the vital importance 
of encouraging volunteering amongst those who are or have been Crisis’ clients. No 
one understands what it is like to be homeless like people who have been homeless 
themselves, which is why clients can make such an enormous contribution. They can 
also gain valuable skills, confidence and experience by volunteering. Crisis already  
has  a specific client volunteering programme, but this report emphasises the 
importance of all organisations doing more around this.  

I am often asked to explain the value of volunteering – I think this report gives a very 
clear demonstration of why volunteering is so important. I will be encouraging all  
those interested in both volunteering and tackling social exclusion to read it.

Baroness Neuberger DBE
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1. Introduction
Crisis has a long history of volunteer involvement. Since the first twenty volunteers 
set up Crisis Open Christmas almost 40 years ago, the volunteering programme has 
expanded and developed with over 10,000 volunteers actively involved across a 
wide range of roles during 2008/9. Volunteers are identified within the organisation’s 
strategic plan as playing an integral role in transforming the lives of homeless people 
and Crisis is seeking to bring volunteers (together with clients) to the ‘centre of the 
organisation.’1 

To help the organisation better evidence the impact of volunteers and to inform 
the strategic development of its volunteering programme, Crisis commissioned 
the Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR) to undertake an impact evaluation of 
volunteering in Crisis. This is the first time the volunteering programme as a whole 
has been formally reviewed, bringing together the different elements of all year round 
and Crisis Christmas volunteering activities. This report details the findings from 
research undertaken with Crisis volunteers, clients and staff to explore the difference 
volunteering makes and areas for development for the volunteering programme. 

1.1 The evolution of volunteering in Crisis
As an organisation, Crisis has grown significantly in recent years. Between 2004 and 
2008 the paid staff team doubled, funding received by the organisation increased from 
nearly £7.5 million to more than £11.5 million2 and Crisis delivered more services and 
activities than they ever had before. In 2007 Newcastle Skylight opened with similar 
projects planned in Birmingham and Oxford in 2010. The Crisis Christmas project 
has in particular experienced significant change. The event has evolved from a model 
involving one large centre to multiple centres (eight in 2008) in order to link better 
with local communities and services. New partnerships have been forged to enable 
Crisis Christmas and the wider organisation to deliver more and improve services to 
homeless people. 

Within the context of these developments, the volunteering programme has evolved 
significantly. Eight years ago the programme was focused on Crisis Christmas 
volunteering and few volunteers were involved all year round. Now, however, 
volunteers are involved across Crisis in the Skylight centres, every department at 
the Head Office in London, as corporate volunteers, fundraisers, campaigners and 
mentors (see figure 1 for further details of the different streams of the volunteering 
programme). Crisis Christmas 2008 involved over 9,000 volunteers (compared to 
7,000 in 2007) and the organisation is seeking to recruit and train fifty volunteers for 
the new Skylight Centre in Newcastle. The organisation has also recently launched 
their mentoring scheme (matching 20 clients with volunteer mentors), a programme 
specifically for clients to volunteer and a community ambassadors scheme. 

These developments are being driven by the volunteering team within Crisis, 
which includes the Volunteer Manager and Volunteer Co-ordinators in London and 
Newcastle. Responsible for the programme’s strategic and operational development, 

1. Crisis (2007), Crisis Strategic Plan 2008 to 2013, p. 1

2. Crisis (2008), Trustees’ annual report and accounts for the year ended 30 June 2008.
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they lead on aspects relating to the recruitment, placement and accreditation of 
volunteers as well as providing wider support for staff who manage and supervise 
volunteers within Crisis. 

At a strategic level, the organisation recognises the need to ‘invest in volunteers.’3 In 
particular, it identifies three actions which specifically relate to how volunteering can 
contribute to Crisis’ objective to eliminate the barriers to transformation and enabling 
homeless people: 

•	 Deliver high quality volunteering programmes that enhance and increase the 
services we provide;

•	 Enable members to integrate into the wider community through local projects, 
volunteering and work placements, arts and cultural events; and

•	 Increase community access to our centres by encouraging local people to 
participate in classes, support our social enterprises and take up volunteering 
opportunities.

 
1.2 Aims of this review
This review provides an opportunity for Crisis to step back and evaluate what the 
volunteering programme is currently achieving and how it can move forward in the 
future. Specifically, it looks at the difference volunteering is making to Crisis’ clients, 
its staff, the wider organisation and volunteers themselves. It seeks to highlight areas 
of success and improvement and make recommendations for the development of the 
programme. The review will help to inform the development of a volunteering strategy 
in late 2009.

1.3 How this review was conducted
The research undertaken to inform this review was undertaken by the Institute for 
Volunteering Research (IVR) and the Research Team within Crisis. Carried out between 
September 2008 and March 2009, key elements of the research included:
•	 An online survey of Crisis volunteers. This was completed by 3,203 volunteers, 

representing a 39% response rate;
•	 Three focus groups with Crisis volunteers. These were undertaken with Crisis 

Christmas volunteers, Crisis Christmas volunteer shift leaders, and all year round 
Crisis volunteers;

•	 A survey of Crisis staff. This was completed by 69 staff members, representing a 
52% response rate;

•	 Client interviews. These were undertaken with ten Crisis Christmas guests from the 
Rough Sleepers Centre and ten Crisis clients who attended classes or workshops 
in Crisis’ Learning Zone. Some clients also had experience of volunteering with 
Crisis;

•	 Interviews with staff. These were undertaken with nine members of staff involved 
with volunteering in Crisis including the Chief Executive and staff in Newcastle; and

•	 A review of documents relevant to the volunteering programme and Crisis more 
broadly. 

3. Crisis (2007), Crisis Strategic Plan, p. 8
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Full details of the methods used to inform this review and the breakdown of individuals 
involved in the research can be found in Appendix B.

1.4 Report structure
Following this introduction, section two discusses the strengths of the volunteering 
programme under four themes: its well developed support structures, the benefits 
of participation for volunteers, the impact of volunteers on staff and the wider 
organisation and finally the benefits of volunteers to Crisis clients. Section three 
identifies the areas for operational development of the volunteering programme and 
section four explores strategic considerations for the organisation. The final section 
summarises the key recommendations. The appendices include tables and graphs 
containing the findings.

In this report ‘clients’ will be used as a broad term to describe the homeless people 
Crisis engages with. More commonly ‘member’ will be used within this report to refer 
to users of Crisis’ Skylight learning and activity centres in London and Newcastle and 
the term ‘guest’ will be used in discussions related to Crisis Christmas.4

The review also makes the distinction between Crisis Christmas and all year round 
volunteers. All year round volunteers refer to those who are undertaking roles within 
Crisis which are not part of Crisis Christmas, such as mentoring, Skylight volunteers, 
and those undertaking office roles.

4. These are the preferred terms used by those who attend Crisis Skylight Centres and Crisis Christmas
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2. Volunteering with Crisis: A Strong Foundation
Crisis’ clients, volunteers and staff are, on the whole, highly positive about the benefits 
of volunteering and the ways in which volunteers are involved and organised within 
the organisation. Most staff members feel that Crisis would not be able to deliver the 
services it does without volunteers and that their involvement enhances the services 
the organisation is able to provide to its clients. The majority of volunteers feel that 
the organisation supports them well in their volunteering role and would like to 
continue volunteering with Crisis in the future. Clients describe volunteers as ‘helpful,’ 
‘understanding,’ and ‘inspiring.’

Crisis has built a solid foundation for volunteering within the organisation and this 
section of the review explores the strengths of the programme in terms of the way 
the organisation involves, organises and supports volunteers and the difference 
volunteering is making to clients, staff, the wider organisation and volunteers 
themselves.

2.1 Well-developed support structures
Over the last few years, the volunteering programme has adopted a more formal and 
structured approach to involving and supporting volunteers. It now has in place a 
series of procedures and processes for volunteers which would widely be recognised 
as ‘good practice,’ including an application and interviewing procedure, a volunteer 
policy, volunteer agreements, role descriptions, induction, training and accreditation 
opportunities and a supervision and support structure for volunteers. Crisis also runs 
a volunteer awards event to formally recognise volunteers, including a volunteer of 
the year and long service award. Whilst there are areas for further improvement (see 
section three), Crisis’ approach to volunteering represents a strong foundation from 
which to further develop volunteering within the organisation. 

Crisis is relatively unique in the way it involves all year round volunteers and over 9,000 
volunteers in a week event at Crisis Christmas. The process of involving volunteers and 
the support structures offered are very different and many of the procedures discussed 
above do not apply to Christmas volunteers. At this event, volunteers are managed by 
key volunteers and shift leaders who are themselves volunteers. As such, the support 
structures for Crisis Christmas volunteers and all year round volunteers will be explored 
in turn below. Where all year round volunteers are discussed this draws on the views of 
volunteers and staff who are involved in supporting or working with them.
 
2.1.1 Crisis Christmas volunteers
Overall, Crisis Christmas volunteers were positive about the way they were involved 
and supported in 2008. They felt valued by Crisis (85%), thanked appropriately for the 
contribution they made (87%) and well supported in their role as a volunteer (80%). 
There was however significant variation in the views of volunteers according to their 
role and between Centres. The proportion of volunteers who said that they were well 
supported, for example, ranged from 53% to 87% depending on the Centre5 (see 
Appendix, figure C19). Some of this variation can, in part, be attributed to the low 

5. This does not include Cardinal Hume Centre as the low number of volunteers significantly skewed the results.
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numbers of guests at some of the Centres which caused some volunteers to reflect 
negatively on their experience. Despite this, most first-time volunteers said that they 
would like to volunteer at Crisis in the future (86%) and nearly all volunteers (97%) said 
that they would recommend volunteering at Crisis to others. 

Getting involved
Crisis Christmas 2008 involved higher numbers of returning volunteers compared to 
previous years with over 40% having helped out previously. The volunteering team 
also received a record 9,500 applications from prospective volunteers. 

During 2008, a number of changes were made to the Crisis Christmas application 
process, including improvements to the online application system and the sending 
of shift confirmations via email (as well as through the post). The volunteer survey 
suggests that these changes have been well received. 

Nine out of ten volunteers (88%) said that they found it easy to apply on line, 
compared to eight in ten (80%) in 2006. They were also more positive about the 
length of time it took Crisis to process applications (83% described this as ‘quick’ in 
2008 compared to 57% in 2006). The majority of volunteers (98%) reported that they 
received confirmation of their shift either via the phone, letter or email prior to their 
shift. This is a notable improvement on previous years.
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Figure 2: Reflections on the usefulness of different sources of information for first time volunteers
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Preparing volunteers for their role
To help prepare Christmas volunteers in 2008, Crisis provided volunteers with 
information via a number of different channels prior to their first shift, including a 
volunteers’ handbook, a volunteer secure area of the Crisis website6 and induction 
sessions for new volunteers.

The most widely used source of information was the volunteers’ secure area with 
four in five Crisis Christmas volunteers (79%) reporting that they used this in 2008. 
Most (89%) found it useful. Just over half of first-time volunteers (51%) accessed 
the training on the secure area of the Crisis website and looked at the volunteers’ 
handbook (53%). Less than half of first-time volunteers (45%) attended an induction 
session – representing an increase from 32% in 2006.7 A sizeable proportion of 
volunteers are, therefore, using the information sources provided by Crisis and, 
encouragingly, most are finding them useful (figure 2). However, there is clearly scope 
for wider take up – in particular in terms of the volunteers’ handbook and induction.

Two in three (66%) of first time volunteers said that they felt well informed and 
prepared on arrival at their first Crisis Christmas shift. However, the proportion feeling 
‘very well’ prepared had declined since 2006 (figure 3). 
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50%

45%

21%

33% 33%

43%

6% 5%

10%

2008
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Number of respondents: 2022
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arrived at the centre for your �rst shift?

Figure 3: Extent to which first time volunteers felt informed and prepared for their role

6. Includes information about shifts, homelessness, training and a discussion forum for volunteers. 

7. According to Crisis figures, 2,100 new volunteers attended an induction session in 2008.
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The research findings suggest that there is a significant relationship between how 
prepared a new volunteer feels on their first shift and whether or not they have 
attended an induction session. Those who said they felt very well informed and 
prepared were nearly three times more likely to have attended an induction session 
compared to those who felt poorly prepared (Appendix, figure C11). Accessing the 
training on the secure website or looking at the handbook did not have such a direct 
link. 

Support and management at Crisis Christmas
On the whole, volunteers reflected positively on the way the volunteers and shifts were 
organised and managed within the Centres. Most felt they were given the information 
they needed to undertake their volunteering safely (81%) and effectively (78%). Over 
two in three volunteers (70%) thought that their time was well managed during Crisis 
Christmas 2008, however, this varied significantly between Centres (from 42% to 75% 
depending on the Centre). Most general volunteers (91%) felt that they were given the 
opportunity to try different tasks. 

Most volunteers thought that the shift briefings were useful (85%, varying from 67% to 
91% across the Centres). Volunteers were less positive about the de-briefing sessions 
although most did think they were useful (61%) (Appendix, figures C13, C14 and C16).

When asked to reflect on how well their shifts were managed by the shift leaders, over 
four in five (86%) said that they had done this ‘well,’ and fewer than one in twenty 
(4%) reflected negatively on this aspect. Crisis Christmas volunteers described their 
shift leaders in a host of different ways: ‘efficient’, ‘friendly’, ‘helpful’, ‘dedicated’, 
‘highly motivated’, ‘inspiring’, ‘approachable’, ‘fun’, ‘friendly’, ‘professional’, ‘caring’, 
‘supportive’, and ‘energetic’. Comments, for example, included:

“I found the whole team to be amazingly open, cheerful, caring and supportive. 
The running of the centre was extremely well organised and I am really inspired 
by how well everybody worked together. The environment that was created by the 
brilliant attitude of all the green badges helped me to feel safe enough to really 
contribute all that I could in an open and interpersonal way with the guests and 
volunteers.”

“They were approachable, available and attentive. A miracle considering the work 
involved in setting up a project of this scale! They noticed when I gave particular 
attention to supporting some guests - offering unexpected praise. They appeared 
professional and experienced - creating a really stable and safe presence.”

Any criticisms of the organisation of shifts or support provided by shift leaders tended 
to focus on aspects relating to volunteers feeling under utilised, lack of instructions or 
delegation from shift leaders or to them being overstretched.

2.1.2 All year round volunteers
Volunteers who were involved in volunteering with Crisis in 2008, outside the 
Christmas event (153 in total) were, in general, positive about the support they 
received from Crisis and most (93%) said that they will continue volunteering in the 
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future. They were involved in a wide range of roles including mentoring, office roles, 
fundraising, campaigning and Crisis Skylight and several undertook multiple volunteer 
roles within Crisis. Most were also involved in Crisis Christmas 2008. Indeed, most of 
them got involved in volunteering with Crisis through the Christmas event. 

Both staff and volunteers reflected positively on the recognition and support given to 
all year round volunteers. There was, however, a gap between what volunteers and 
staff thought was important and what they felt volunteers were receiving.

Recognition for volunteers
All year round volunteers generally felt that they were valued by Crisis (82%), whilst 
one in ten (9%) did not feel that this was the case. The majority thought they were 
thanked appropriately for the contribution they made (84%) (figure 4).

Most staff (80%) also felt that Crisis valued volunteers, describing them as ‘vital’ and 
‘integral’ to the organisation (see section 2.3 for further discussion). At the individual 
team level however there was some discrepancy between the importance placed on 
valuing and thanking volunteers and the extent to which they felt this was currently 
being delivered to volunteers (Appendix, figure C27). 
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Figure 4: Reflections of volunteers and staff on the recognition received by volunteers
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Support for volunteers
Overall, support provided to all year round volunteers is generally good, although 
there are clearly some areas for improvement. Three in four all year volunteers (75%) 
felt that they were well supported in their volunteer role, whilst nearly one in ten 
(8%) disagreed. Two in three volunteers (68%) felt that they were provided with the 
information and training they needed to do their volunteering effectively, whilst a 
smaller proportion (7%) thought that they didn’t receive this (figure 5).

Overall, staff and volunteers were more likely to say that aspects such as training, 
support and recognition were important compared to what they felt was being 
delivered to volunteers (Appendix, figure C28). This was particularly true with regards 
to the provision of information and training – the extent to which this was important to 
volunteers did not match what they felt they were receiving. This was similar for staff. 
Most, however, felt that their team delivered effective support to volunteers (83%) as 
well as providing them with training and information to enable volunteers to undertake 
their volunteering effectively (76%).

2.2 The benefits of volunteering to volunteers
Volunteers are motivated to get involved with Crisis for a host of different reasons. 
Most commonly, they want to do something worthwhile and to help those who are 
homeless (figure 6). However, there are significant differences between groups and 
individuals. Those aged between 18 and 24, for example, are more likely to get 

Figure 5: Reflections of volunteers and staff on the support received by all year round volunteers
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involved in volunteering with Crisis to learn new skills compared to other age groups 
(Appendix, figure C30). Equally, there are differences in what individuals feel they 
get out of the experience, and the impact it has on them personally. The research 
suggests that the benefits of volunteering reported by all year round volunteers differ 
to those who volunteer only at Crisis Christmas – perhaps unsurprising considering 
the short term nature of the Crisis Christmas volunteering experience. Most 
significant were the reported impacts on volunteers’ interest in, and attitudes towards, 
homelessness issues (for both all year round and Crisis Christmas volunteers). These 
issues will be explored further in this section of the review. 

2.2.1 Personal development 
For most volunteers, their involvement with Crisis has helped them to feel that they 
are able to make a contribution and difference to other people. Volunteers spoke of 
the way volunteering enabled them to help others and the benefits that this brought to 
them personally (figure 7). Three in four all year round volunteers (77%) said that their 
sense that they could make a difference had increased as a result of their volunteering 
experiences with Crisis; 70% of Crisis Christmas volunteers said that this was the case. 
Reflecting on this, volunteers said:
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“[Volunteering was] a really useful experience. I was overwhelmed by the gratitude 
of the clients and Crisis as an organisation. I felt I made a difference to those less 
fortunate in life.”

“I felt that volunteering was a genuine win: win. I made a positive contribution 
to others and felt personally enriched through the process. That doesn’t happen 
often!!”

Many volunteers also reported that their volunteering experiences had a positive 
impact on their willingness to try new things and their general level of confidence.  
This aspect was highlighted by member volunteers in particular who said that 
volunteering improved their self-esteem and sense of wellbeing and gave them the 
opportunity to give something back to Crisis. Member volunteers, for example, said:

“I just thought it would be nice to give something back, get my hands dirty. It was 
good fun, they had to pull me away I was enjoying it that much.” (LM5, former 
Crisis Christmas member volunteer)

Figure 7: Impact of volunteering on aspects of personal development
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Number of all year round respondents ranged from 136 to 143
Number of Crisis Christmas respondents ranged from 2940 to 2979

What is the impact of volunteering on your skills levels?

Figure 8: The impact of volunteering on volunteers’ skills

“I felt a wee bit better about myself because I volunteered. Crisis put a lot into me 
in the early years…...a lot of ex-people who used to come here volunteer.” (LM 2, 
former Crisis Christmas member volunteer)

“It’s something that I want to do, it’s something that I need to do. It’s an urge 
on myself that I wanted to do. It made me feel better. I want to help people you 
know?” (LM 7, former member volunteer receptionist)

2.2.2 Skills development
When asked to reflect on whether volunteering with Crisis had helped them to develop 
skills, volunteers were most likely to report positive impacts on their ability to listen 
to others and communication skills (figure 8). Around half (49%) of Crisis Christmas 
volunteers and two in three all year round volunteers (62%) said that they had developed 
their skills in communicating with others as a result of their volunteering. Over half of the 
responding volunteers felt that they had developed their listening skills. 
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Over a third of all year round volunteers (37%) felt that they had developed vocational 
or job related skills through volunteering with Crisis. This was particularly highlighted 
through the discussions at the focus group where they identified the development of 
skills such as teaching and providing advice. 

Those involved in the shift leaders’ focus group also reported positive impacts on their 
skills development, most notably their leadership and management skills. Shift leaders 
spoke of the confidence they had developed through the management of Crisis 
Centres. Reflecting on this, one shift leader said:

“Being involved as a shift leader has helped my experience of leading work teams, 
because when you have responsibility for 150 volunteers that experience has 
helped at work.”

2.2.3 Understanding and awareness of homelessness issues
The most significant impact reported by Crisis volunteers was the difference 
volunteering made to individuals understanding of, and interest in, homelessness 
issues (figure 9). Over four in five responding volunteers (83% of Crisis Christmas 
volunteers and 85% of all year round volunteers) said that volunteering with Crisis 
increased their understanding of homelessness issues. Volunteers remarked on 
the ways they had developed a deeper understanding of homelessness through 
their volunteering experiences and a greater awareness of the multifaceted and 
diverse nature of homelessness. They noted, for example, the ‘different forms’ of 
homelessness and the complexity of its causes. Commenting on this, volunteers said:

“Prior to volunteering I had a poor understanding of how people end up becoming 
homeless and did not feel that I had any skills that could help someone in that 
situation. I quickly discovered that there were very simply things I could do just to 
help someone take the first few steps towards doing so. Listening to our guests 
stories helped me realise that anyone could potentially become homeless.”

“[I] learnt a lot about homelessness, [it] opened my eyes to a lot that I didn’t know 
and very much enjoyed talking to the guests. Learned about the differences 
between the guests and threw away some preconceived ideas about the ‘type’ of 
people that are homeless.”

One volunteer involved in employer-supported mentoring noted how she has been 
able to bring back a broader understanding of homeless people to her workplace and 
challenge their own perceptions: 

“It had really just increased my compassion, so when people at work say stupid 
comments I sort of jump on the defence…it’s just been a reinforcement of 
everything I felt before”. 

For many volunteers their experiences with Crisis have helped change their attitudes 
towards homeless people in a positive way. Volunteers spoke of how volunteering 
enabled them to re-evaluate their ideas and perceptions of who homeless people 
were and how they became homeless, as well as helping to counter their fear and 
reservations about engaging with them. Reflecting on these aspects volunteers said:



Strong foundations: reviewing Crisis’ volunteering programme    15

Figure 9: The impact of volunteering on volunteers’ understanding of, and interest in, homelessness issues
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What is the impact of volunteering on your 
attitude towards homelessness?

“Crisis was an amazing experience, and by far the most beneficial and perhaps 
most understated result of working with Crisis was the effect it had on my 
preconceptions about the homeless.”

“It was amazing, really opened my eyes to people who are homeless and need 
help, and I think really showed me (in my ignorance) how amazing homeless 
people are.”

“I volunteered for Crisis Christmas thinking I could do something for others. Having 
met and talked with guests, heard their stories, laughed and played with them I 
realise that many preconceptions I had about homelessness have been completely 
shattered. I am ashamed to say I was surprised how much I genuinely liked our 
guests and so alike we all are. Keep up the good work Crisis!”

As well as helping to develop their understanding of homelessness, most volunteers 
involved in the research said that they were now more interested in homelessness 
issues (79% of all year round and Crisis Christmas volunteers). Many said that 



16    Strong foundations: reviewing Crisis’ volunteering programme

they were interested in taking part in local homelessness campaigns and it was 
not uncommon for Crisis Christmas volunteers to say that they wanted to continue 
volunteering with Crisis or with another organisation working with homeless people:

“I really enjoyed myself, met some wonderful people and totally restored my faith in 
humanity. I’ve also started volunteering every other weekend with Acton Homeless 
Concern, so I’m very grateful to the whole experience. See you next year!”

“Volunteering at Crisis has changed my life and I’m now looking to work with 
homeless and vulnerable people full time. Thank you!”

2.3 The benefits of volunteering to Crisis
It is widely recognised across Crisis that the involvement of volunteers enables the 
organisation to deliver more to homeless people. Many activities (including Crisis 
Christmas) rely on volunteers, and would not take place or would need to be scaled 
back without their involvement. Staff widely acknowledged that Crisis would not 
be able to deliver the services it does without the involvement of volunteers. Within 
individual teams, volunteers are recognised to make a valuable contribution, bringing 
different skills and perspectives and enabling individual teams to do more. More 
broadly, volunteers may share their experiences and knowledge about Crisis with 
others, helping to raise the profile of the organisation and of homelessness issues in 
general. 

Drawing on the findings from the staff survey and staff interviews, this section of the 
review explores the impact of volunteers on Crisis as a whole, its teams and individual 
staff members. 

2.3.1 The impact on Crisis
Crisis volunteers have a significant impact on the organisation in terms of the time 
they commit to the organisation. Over 266,860 hours of time were contributed by 
Crisis volunteers during 2008/9. In economic terms, the value of this time is estimated 
to be worth over £3.7 million a year, the equivalent of 139 full-time members of staff. 
These already impressive figures do not include the many thousands of volunteers 
who take part in fundraising events or support Crisis’ campaigns. Crisis Christmas 
alone, which is entirely run by volunteers, provided over 190,000 hours of support to 
around 1,500 guests in 2008. 

Staff members were highly supportive of the involvement of volunteers in Crisis. 
Words such as ‘vital’, ‘integral’, ‘central’ and ‘essential’ were frequently used by staff 
to describe how they felt about volunteers. All of the staff involved in the review felt it 
was important that Crisis involved volunteers in its work and most thought they were 
central to the organisation’s culture and ethos (see Appendix, figure D4):

“Yes, they are a key part [of Crisis]. We started as a volunteer organisation. It was 
volunteer run in every sense.”

“The organisation and its ethos are built on a voluntary approach to tackling 
homelessness.”
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A number of staff felt that involving members as volunteers was central to this ethos 
and highlighted the responsibility of Crisis to provide these opportunities to support 
members’ personal development and progression: 

“Involving [volunteers] signals to them that you respect them, their skills and 
opinions. This will act to empower the volunteer, increasing their morale and 
motivation resulting in benefits for the whole organisation.”

“Part of the service Crisis offers is giving work experience to people and so re-
engaging them people in the workplace.”

When asked to reflect on the involvement of all year round volunteers in particular, 
nearly all staff members felt that they brought additional capacity to Crisis and 
increased the services the organisation is able to deliver to its members (84%) (see 
Appendix, figure D5) :

“Engaging people from the community in a volunteering capacity enhances the 
work we do and makes it possible to deliver programmes successfully.”

Staff members also highlighted how volunteers enhanced the services that Crisis 
provides (89%) and the high quality support volunteers give to members (74%). Staff 
in particular noted the role that member volunteers can play in this:

“Member volunteers are particularly important as they provide a link between the 
paid staff and other members. The experience can be incredibly beneficial to the 
volunteer, especially if they are a member. They also bring with them an experience 
and understanding of homelessness that many paid staff simply do not have.”
“Involvement of volunteers (especially member volunteers!) guarantees constant 
feedback from our target group, which is essential for the success of the 
organisation i.e. constant improvement of services.”

Crisis staff felt that volunteers brought particular qualities and attributes to the 
organisation. They noted their ‘passion’, ‘skills’, ‘ideas’, commitment’, ‘enthusiasm’, 
‘motivation’, ‘knowledge’, ‘diversity’, ‘greater understanding’ and ‘dedication to the 
cause’. Most staff members thought that volunteers brought good ideas (83%) and 
skills (95%) to the organisation:

“It brings in extra skills, capacity and enthusiasm, it keeps us rooted to ordinary 
people and the general public, it provides an opportunity for others to give back, 
learn more and get involved.”

“They are a dynamic and positive resource that can enable staff to achieve all 
their workloads, bring new ideas and a great community atmosphere to the 
organisation, increase greater understanding and respect for our client group.”

Staff also noted the wider benefits of involving volunteers in terms of the role they 
can play as advocates of Crisis, promoting and sharing key messages about the 
organisation, volunteering and homelessness issues. Reflecting on this issue, staff 
members said:
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“Often our volunteers are our strongest supporters, whether that be supporting us 
with the general ethos of what we do, volunteering, fundraising or talking about 
Crisis in the wider community which publicises us further a field.”

“They often build strong relationships with Crisis the organisation, with individuals, 
and can be ’community ambassadors’ who talk about what we do to their own 
networks.”

Comments from volunteers (in particular those involved in Crisis Christmas), support 
this idea of volunteers as advocates and ambassadors. They demonstrate the 
important role volunteering can play in shaping people’s views about Crisis as an 
organisation. Volunteers can take away positive (and negative) messages about the 
organisation as well as homelessness and this is clearly an important avenue for 
Crisis in promoting itself. The high number of Christmas volunteers interested in other 
volunteering roles after the event suggests that Crisis is successful in encouraging 
wider interest in the organisation and homelessness. 

2.3.2 Impact on teams and individuals
Staff members reflected positively on the way they worked with Crisis volunteers. 
Over four in five (84%) felt that they worked well with volunteers and no staff member 
reflected negatively on this relationship (Appendix, figure D1).

When asked to reflect on the way volunteers impact on their own team and on them 
as individuals, most staff thought that volunteers made an important contribution to 
their team (92%), that they brought different skills (78%) and different perspectives 
(73%) (Appendix, figure D2):

“It brings another dimension to my role, provides a great amount of job satisfaction 
and variety. It can be hard work. Generally, I think I work well with the volunteers 
who support me in my role but there is certainly room for improvement! The value 
of volunteers cannot be emphasised enough!”

“None of us would be able to do our jobs half as well if it weren’t for the 
volunteers; they are the backbone of this organisation and without them we would 
fail in our mission!”

Three in four staff members (76%) said they thought volunteers made their job easier, 
however, one in ten (10%) felt volunteers took up too much of their time (Appendix, 
figure D2). This suggests that whilst staff value the contribution of volunteers, in reality 
involving and managing them can be challenging for some.

When asked about the impact working with Crisis volunteers had on them personally, 
two in three staff members (65%) felt that volunteers contributed to their own 
awareness and thinking and over half (56%) said that volunteers helped them develop 
personally and professionally (Appendix, figure D2).
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2.4 The benefits to Crisis’ clients
The Crisis Christmas guests and Crisis members involved in the research reflected 
positively on the contact they had had with volunteers. They highlighted the ways 
volunteers helped them and the qualities they most valued. Particularly important for 
clients was the willingness of volunteers to give up their free time, unpaid, to help 
them and others. 

This part of the review explores clients’ views about volunteers, the services and help 
they provide and the distinct personal attributes of volunteers. 

2.4.1 The impact of voluntary services and help
Members and guests were asked what difference the services they received from 
Crisis made to them. Some of these are delivered entirely by volunteers, whilst others 
involve volunteers working alongside paid staff. All but one of the twenty clients who 
participated in the research said that they were aware that the help they received was 
provided by volunteers. However, several of those who attended Crisis classes and 
workshops found it difficult to differentiate between those who were volunteers and 
those who were paid staff members. All were positive about the services and help they 
received:

“It’s only a week, but it gets me off the streets for a week and out of the cold and 
gets me a hot meal and friendship and advice” (M4, Rough Sleepers Centre).

A number of the members reflected on the way the services and support they received 
from Crisis had helped to improve their wellbeing and several referred specifically to 
how involvement with Crisis had a positive impact on their mental health: 

“They [the classes] have made a lot of difference. I was getting depressed. I’d 
totally lost all confidence, motivation – it had all just gone down the toilet. So it’s 
made a lot of difference. Even just the small things of having a familiar place to 
hang around and gaining the skills” (LM6, attends jewellery making classes).

“Since I have been attached with the Learning Zone I feel like I have to do 
something. When I’m busy my thinking and sadness will be less. I feel my 
depression is getting less – more and more and more” (LM3, attends learning 
zone classes).

Other members noted how involvement with Crisis brought them new opportunities, 
helped them to develop skills or brought structure to their life:

“It is life changing to me personally. I don’t know what I would be doing if I didn’t 
come here and didn’t know about it. It sort of sets the foundation for me to get a 
bit of structure in my life. It’s my bedrock, a foundation to give me a better life”  
(LM 1, attends mosaic class).

“Crisis help me to stand up and to not look down, to look up, whatever the 
situation. I’ve got a plan, which I never made before. Crisis gave me lots of 
opportunities to learn more skills and experience” (LM 8, attends culture and 
poetry and IT classes).
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2.4.2 Reflections on the attributes of Crisis volunteers
Discussions with Crisis’ clients helped to highlight what they particularly valued about 
the contact they had with volunteers (see below). 

Typically, they discussed this in the following ways:

Volunteers give up their free time and do it because they want to
A number of clients particularly valued the fact that volunteers willingly chose to give 
up their time, unpaid, to help them. It was significant to clients that volunteers were 
motivated by something other than financial reward and, for them, signified a genuine 
desire to help:

“Yeah, the volunteers are very helpful, they’re very lovely. You’ve gotta understand 
as well that the volunteers have given up their Christmas to spend time with us and 
if anyone can do that it’s a blessing. They didn’t have to do it, but they did it” (M2, 
Rough Sleepers Centre).

“I think if it’s a paid member of staff they get paid to do it so they’re doing it, it’s 
their everyday job. But you get a volunteer and they’re doing it out of the goodness 
of their heart basically……if a volunteer does it, for me, it’s more personal, they 
make it more personal to you than the run of the mill person, but if it’s a volunteer, 
it’s a bit more heart felt” (LM2, attends hat making and job club classes).

Through choice
Non-judgemental

Welcoming

Friendly
Not paid

Caring Admired
Understanding

Don’t understand

Helpful

Lovely

From the heart

Interested
Personal

Fun

Good to talk to

Positive reflections from clients about Crisis volunteers
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Crisis volunteers have distinct personal attributes
Clients were highly complementary about the attributes and skills of volunteers, 
they described volunteers as ‘friendly’, ‘caring’, ‘fun’, ‘good to talk to’, ‘respectful’, 
‘courteous’, ‘hardworking’, ‘personal’, ‘non-judgemental’, ‘positive’, ‘understanding’, 
‘patient’, ‘good listeners’. Reflecting on what they particularly valued about volunteers, 
clients said:

“They’re friendly and they’re eager to help you with whatever. I’m one of these 
people who likes chatting to people, it’s good to have company and chat to 
people, it’s how you get to know each other” (M3, Rough Sleepers Centre).

“She’s brilliant, I’ve known her since 2003 or 2004, she’s one of the best people 
I’ve ever met. You go up there and once you’ve met her you think you’ve know 
her all your life. She’s genuinely worried about you. She genuinely takes interest in 
what’s happening in your day to day life and she’s only a volunteer” (LM2, attends 
hat making and job club classes).

Volunteers provide confidential and accessible help and support
Clients valued having volunteers to talk to and felt that they could confide in them with 
confidence. Several clients noted the openness of conversations they could have with 
Crisis volunteers:

“I can talk to them and I know that I can talk about anything and it’s just between 
me and her and you know they’re nice people. It don’t matter if it’s a volunteer or 
somebody who works here but the volunteers are always here. They help me and 
this is what you need, somebody you can talk to, somebody you can go to” (LM7, 
attends women’s group).

“I find sometimes it’s been easier to get on with a volunteer when things are not 
going so well” (LM9, attends multiple Crisis classes).

Volunteers are empowering and inspiring
For some clients, volunteers helped to inspire them and encouraged them to think 
positively about what they could achieve in their own lives:

“For me personally, they give me inspiration, they give me a bit of insight into 
the real world because I have been out of it for so long. It is a comfort thing, 
just speaking to someone who is impartial…I see in others that it can be done. 
There are a couple of volunteers I speak to that have just finished or they are at 
uni. It sort of gives me hope that if they can do it so can I” (LM1, attends Mosaic 
classes).

“They say ’why don’t you volunteer? We give up our Christmas for you, why not 
give some of your time up and help us?’ I’d love to” (M4, Rough Sleepers Centre).

Whilst most members and guests were highly positive about Crisis volunteers a 
couple raised specific issues. Typically these came from Crisis Christmas guests who 
felt that some volunteers did not understand homeless people or lacked experience in 
how to work and engage with them. One client, for example, said:
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“Some volunteers just walk right past you and don’t make eye contact or anything. 
I think some of them are frightened, especially if it’s their first time. Probably the 
perception they’re getting is not from people here but from what they read in 
the papers and the media, they’re homeless, keep away from ’em” (M7, Rough 
Sleepers Centre).
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3. Operational development of the  
volunteering programme
As demonstrated by the previous sections of this review, it is evident that Crisis is, on 
the whole, successfully involving and supporting volunteers across the organisation. 
Most volunteers feel that they are able to make a difference through their volunteering, 
that their contribution is valued by the organisation and that they are well supported 
in their role. Staff members widely recognise the value of involving volunteers within 
Crisis, particularly in terms of increasing and enhancing services for homeless people 
and most feel that there is a good relationship between staff and volunteers. Members 
also recognise the personal benefits from their engagement with volunteers and how 
they too can gain from involvement in volunteering. The picture of volunteering within 
Crisis is positive and foundations on which to build on are strong.

However, there are a number of areas that could be developed which would help to 
further improve the volunteering programme. Many of these are small changes, but 
they are nonetheless important. This section of the review identifies operational issues 
which could be addressed for the Crisis volunteering programme generally, and then, 
more specifically, for all year round volunteers and Crisis Christmas volunteers.

3.1 Operational development of the overall programme
The Crisis volunteering programme brings together various different streams and 
opportunities for volunteering from full-time office roles to short term episodic 
volunteering as part of Crisis Christmas or fundraising. The nature of the programme, 
in particular the involvement of 9,000 volunteers over a week period, makes the 
programme unique and complex. On the whole, staff were positive about the overall 
co-ordination of the volunteering programme, however, the review raised some 
specific issues to consider concerning its operational development. 

Raise awareness of the contribution of volunteers and the importance of 
involving them
The value and contribution of volunteers is recognised by staff across Crisis. They 
widely acknowledge that the organisation would not be able to deliver the services 
it does without volunteers and that they enhance what Crisis is able to offer to 
clients. Some staff did, however, feel that more could be done to further raise the 
profile of volunteers within the organisation, in particular member volunteers. Crisis 
needs to ensure they maximise opportunities available to demonstrate the difference 
volunteers are making both to those within the organisation and externally. This could 
include sharing the findings from this review with staff and other stakeholders to help 
demonstrate the impact of volunteering within Crisis.

In particular, the review highlights that further work is needed to advocate the 
importance of involving members as volunteers to staff and how this helps to meet 
Crisis’ broader aims of transforming the lives of people who are homeless (for a further 
discussion see section 4).

Consistency of support and sharing good practice between centres
The opening of the Skylight Centre in Newcastle and the planned development of 
centres in Birmingham and Oxford pose interesting challenges and opportunities 
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for the Crisis volunteering programme. Important efforts have been made to ensure 
that systems and procedures for the involvement and management of volunteers are 
consistent between London and Newcastle and the model of volunteering in London 
has been adapted for the Newcastle context where appropriate.  There is scope, 
however, to further develop the link and relationship between London and Newcastle. 
The sharing of good practice and learning including guidance on staff training could 
be helpful for Newcastle. Similarly, Newcastle has involved volunteers in new and 
interesting ways which should be learned from and replicated elsewhere. This includes 
the development of volunteer-led groups which meet at the weekend to support new 
immigrants to the area.

As the volunteer programme expands to include more regional centres of volunteering 
it will be important to ensure that there is consistency in support for both volunteers 
and Crisis staff and that the sharing of learning and good practice between centres is 
encouraged fully. 

Information and support for staff
Most Crisis staff members involved in the review felt that they worked well with 
volunteers. However, a number indicated that they would welcome further information, 
training or support in involving and managing volunteers. When asked for their 
reflections on the priorities for the volunteering programme, the sharing of good 
practice on volunteer involvement and management between staff and departments 
was the third highest priority (see Appendix, figure D6 for the list of priorities identified 
by staff).

Discussions with staff highlighted the need for further attention to the following 
aspects:

•	 Improved communication of policies, procedures and systems for involving 
volunteers to staff members including volunteers inductions and expenses;

•	 Improved guidance on how to best identify the skills and motivations of volunteers 
to improve the matching of volunteers to tasks and roles;

•	 More clearly defined roles for volunteers and what is expected of them;
•	 Additional guidance in helping staff to better support volunteers to progress either 

into different roles or planning for their future;
•	 The sharing of good practice on volunteer involvement and management; and
•	 Training for staff in involving and managing volunteers.

Staff training in the management of volunteers was identified as a particular area of 
development. Two in three staff members (72%) reported that they would welcome 
further training in working with volunteers. The majority of responding staff members 
(77%) had not received training, many of whom directly managed volunteers and 
had contact with volunteers at least once a week (Appendix, figure D3). Some staff 
specified that that they would welcome specific kinds of training including dealing with 
difficult situations and volunteers. 

The turnover of staff within Crisis and the high number who manage, supervise or 
work with volunteers makes training staff challenging. However, considering the 
emphasis placed on volunteering within the organisation and the importance of 
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equipping staff with the knowledge and skills to involve and manage volunteers 
effectively, training for all staff should be a priority. Basic training in working with 
volunteers could be part of staff inductions and sessions should be made available 
more regularly throughout the year. Training has recently been developed on involving 
members as volunteers and this is likely to become increasingly important with the 
developing focus within the organisation on Crisis members as volunteers.  Individual 
staff members and their line managers need to take responsibility for the way they 
work with volunteers and recognise the importance of training and sharing good 
practice between teams and departments to ensure that teams involve, manage and 
recognise volunteers effectively. 

A package of support for member volunteers
Involving members as volunteers is recognised as a key activity in Crisis’ strategic 
plan and most staff members involved in the research thought that Crisis should 
involve more members as volunteers (Appendix, figure D6). Crisis’ new member 
volunteering programme recognises the part volunteering can play in the progression 
of members through its emphasis on accreditation and employment. The role of the 
employment team is particularly important in referring members to the programme and 
in their ongoing support.  

Crisis needs to ensure that member volunteers who are not involved through the 
specific member volunteering programme receive an effective support package. This 
includes support during their volunteering but also once they have finished to ensure 
they can use their volunteering experiences in the most effective way. There is some 
evidence which suggests members on short term placements would welcome further 
support once their volunteering has finished to reflect on their experiences and to 
move into other similar opportunities (please see section 4 for further discussion on 
the development of member volunteering). 

3.2 Operational development of all year round volunteering

Improved communication
The need to improve communication with volunteers was raised by a number of 
staff members and all year round volunteers. Some volunteers reported that they 
felt isolated from the rest of the organisation or were not informed of changes 
taking place. One volunteer involved in London Skylight said they felt “cut off from 
developments within Crisis,” and similar comments were voiced by others. 

Crisis should explore the different avenues they could use to improve the way they 
share information about the organisation with volunteers to ensure they feel informed 
about developments and changes. It is also important that volunteers feel included 
in these developments and are given the opportunity to feed ideas into them (see 
further discussion below). Sharing information about Crisis with volunteers through 
supervision sessions, informal volunteer get togethers, volunteer discussion forums 
and involvement of volunteers in staff meetings would be useful ways to improve 
communication with volunteers and help them to feel more included in the wider 
organisation. 
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Opportunities to feed back and influence development 
Most staff felt that volunteers brought good ideas to Crisis and it is important that 
the organisation harness this and offer opportunities for volunteers to feed into the 
development of the volunteering programme and the running of services through 
improving existing mechanisms for volunteer feedback. Volunteers would also benefit 
from further opportunities to share their experiences, learn from one another and 
feed back to Crisis. Plans to develop discussion forums for all year round volunteers, 
including online forums will help to facilitate both of these aspects. However, it is 
important that feedback and ideas from volunteers are encouraged by those who are 
managing and supervising them and that this is communicated effectively to those 
running services and the volunteering programme. This review would also welcome 
the suggestion from the Volunteer Manager to involve volunteers in the development 
of the forthcoming volunteering strategy.

Volunteer progression routes
Most staff members felt that it was important that volunteers were given the 
opportunity to develop and progress, however, one in five (19%) felt that their team did 
not effectively support volunteers in this way. Comments from volunteers suggest that 
some would welcome further development opportunities and spoke of their interest in 
personal development plans and getting more involved in the organisation. Developing 
and improving accreditation schemes for volunteers was identified as the fourth top 
priority for the development of the volunteering programme amongst staff involved in 
the review. 

It should be noted that all volunteers involved in roles outside of Crisis Christmas are 
now able to work towards the homelessness certificate which provides volunteers 
with the opportunity to undertake six accredited modules in working with people who 
are homeless. The review suggests however that there may be demand for further 
opportunities for volunteers to develop their skills and to progress into other roles 
either within Crisis or outside the organisation. Not all volunteers, of course, are 
looking for these kinds of opportunities but staff responsible for managing volunteers 
should work with volunteers to help identify their own development and progression 
pathways and support them to achieve these. Further direction and guidance on how 
to work with volunteers will need to be provided by volunteering programme staff.

Consistency in support 
Whilst most all year volunteers reflected positively on the support they received 
from Crisis, there was some disparity between the importance volunteers attached 
to various elements of support and the extent to which they felt they were receiving 
them from Crisis. This was particularly the case with the provision of information 
and training – the extent to which this was important to volunteers did not match 
what they felt they were receiving (Appendix, figure C28). A significant minority, 
nearly one in ten all year round volunteers (7%), thought that they were poorly 
supported by Crisis. Comments from some volunteers suggested that they would 
welcome improved supervision and support arrangements and more opportunities to 
feedback their ideas. 

This suggests that there is some inconsistency in the support offered by staff to 
volunteers and further highlights the need for all staff to understand the importance 
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of recognising and supporting volunteers effectively. Regular opportunities for 
staff training, a more consistent approach to volunteer supervision by all staff and 
providing opportunities for volunteers to feed back should be encouraged across the 
organisation. 

3.3 Operational development of Crisis Christmas volunteering
The Crisis Christmas programme has experienced considerable flux in the last few 
years, most notably due to the increase in the number of local Centres and reduced 
sleeping within Centres. The research suggests that despite this, Crisis is more 
successful now than they have been previously in keeping volunteers engaged, 
with higher numbers of returning volunteers in 2008. Crisis is also making it easier 
for individuals to get involved in volunteering with improvements to the volunteer 
application and shift confirmation process. Also, most Crisis Christmas volunteers felt 
that they were well supported in 2008.

Considering the sheer numbers of volunteers and guests involved in Crisis Christmas, 
the level of satisfaction with volunteering is high and in the most part volunteers 
feel that it is a worthwhile experience. There are, however, areas for development 
and Crisis could look at the following operational issues to strengthen volunteer 
engagement:

Increase the accessibility and visibility of information for Crisis Christmas 
volunteers
The majority of volunteers reflected positively on the information they received 
and accessed about volunteering at Crisis Christmas. Most who used the website, 
handbook and volunteers’ secure area found them useful. First-time volunteers were 
also highly positive about the induction sessions. 

A significant number of volunteers however did not use these information sources 
– just under half of first-time volunteers did not, for example, look at the volunteers’ 
handbook and over half of first-time volunteers did not attend an induction session. 
Whilst it should be recognised that many volunteers will choose not to access this 
information, Crisis needs to make information as visible and as easy to access as 
possible to ensure that volunteers feel informed and prepared before starting their first 
shift. Encouragingly, over four in five volunteers responding to the volunteer survey 
said that they had accessed the training on the volunteers’ secure area.

Many volunteers requested further information on topics or issues which were 
already available which suggests that there is a need for further work to increase the 
accessibility of this information. This may include providing information in different 
formats including interactive quizzes and games, written materials, videos and 
discussion forums to suit volunteers’ different learning styles. Volunteers would also 
benefit from receiving information, including the handbook early to help them prepare 
for their role. Suggestions from volunteers also indicated that they would welcome 
additional information about what the different roles at Crisis Christmas involved as 
well as testimonials or opportunities to engage more with previous Crisis Christmas 
volunteers either through the volunteers’ secure area, inductions or briefing sessions.  
Testimonials from former Crisis Christmas volunteers could also help to encourage 
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volunteers to attend induction sessions. The research suggests that attending these 
sessions is particularly important in helping volunteers feel prepared and Crisis should 
seek to further encourage new volunteers to participate in inductions where possible. 

Crisis is currently investing in the volunteers’ secure area of the website to improve the 
information available to volunteers and develop the opportunities for them to interact 
via the discussion forum. This is a good opportunity to build on the high quality of 
information already available to ensure it is as visible and accessible as possible. 
This should include information about Crisis and its services beyond Crisis Christmas 
to help increase awareness of the organisation. Importantly, Crisis needs to ensure 
that an effective balance is struck by enabling volunteers to have easy access to 
information on the one hand but not over burdening them with too much information 
on the other.

Consistency of support across roles and centres
Whilst the majority of volunteers felt that they were well supported in their role as 
volunteers, this varied significantly between roles and centres. Set up volunteers and 
learning and skills volunteers were most likely to say that they were poorly supported 
(12% and 9% compared to only 4% of general volunteers) (Appendix, figure C20). 
Levels of support equally varied between Centres. This is likely to be partly attributable 
to the high number of volunteers and low numbers of guests at some Centres resulting 
in a poor experience for some. However, there may also be other issues at play 
concerning the management and leadership within some Centres. 

Some shift leaders may require additional training or support in their role, part of which 
could include further direction on the running of shift briefings. Again, reflections on 
the usefulness of these sessions varied between centres and roles and there was a 
relationship between this and the extent to which they felt they received adequate 
support. Learning and skills volunteers were most likely to say that briefing sessions 
were not useful (16% compared to 4% of general volunteers) (Appendix, figure C15) 
and those who said briefing sessions were not useful ranged from 3% of volunteers in 
some centres to 18% in others (Appendix, figure C14). It may be that some roles, for 
example, learning and skills volunteers require more specific briefings to help prepare 
them for their role, and that the quality of briefing sessions needs to be raised in some 
Centres. Crisis needs to strive towards a more consistent level of support across 
Centres and explore ways to facilitate this.

Improve the ‘post-volunteering’ experience
Most Crisis Christmas volunteers indicated that they would like to volunteer in future 
years at Crisis Christmas, however only a proportion of these go on to do so. Whilst 
the number of returning volunteers has increased, Crisis could do more to better 
engage with volunteers to encourage their involvement in future Crisis Christmas 
events and with Crisis and other homeless organisations more widely (this issue is 
discussed further in the following section). Most volunteers felt that it was important 
for Crisis to make volunteers aware of other volunteering opportunities in Crisis but far 
fewer felt that this was delivered effectively by the organisation (Appendix, figure C24). 

The debriefing sessions are an important step in this process, encouraging volunteers 
to reflect on, and share, their experiences. This helps to demonstrate to volunteers 
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what they have contributed to the organisation and encourages them to reflect on 
what they have got out of it themselves. Volunteers felt that debriefing sessions were 
a good opportunity to ‘inspire’ them to return to Crisis Christmas. There were mixed 
feelings about the debriefing sessions; 61% of volunteers said they were useful, while 
nearly one in seven (13%) said that they were not (Appendix, figure C13). In some 
Centres one in five volunteers said that the debriefing sessions were not helpful, with 
support volunteers and services volunteers most likely to reflect negatively (Appendix, 
figures C16 and C17). This suggests that there is some work to be done in improving 
this experience for volunteers and encouraging consistency between centres.

The volunteers’ forum in the secure area is also a useful means through which 
volunteers can reflect on their experiences and an opportunity for shift leaders to 
respond to issues of concern. Providing volunteers with the opportunity to feedback to 
Crisis is important. The volunteer survey facilitates this to some extent. However, it is 
vital that Crisis demonstrate how they have responded to criticisms and suggestions. 
This will help encourage volunteer involvement in Crisis Christmas in the future.  

Crisis should also look to develop ways for the organisation to better engage with 
Crisis Christmas volunteers all year round. The organisation already has two social 
events (one just for Christmas volunteers and one for all volunteers) and volunteers 
receive emails from the Crisis volunteer team twice a year to help keep them  
up-to-date with the organisation’s news. Crisis may wish to consider whether 
e-newsletters sent more regularly, including updates from Crisis and the homelessness 
sector more widely would be a useful way to keep volunteers engaged with Crisis 
and homelessness issues more broadly. Further, Crisis could consider introducing 
volunteer days either in Crisis or in partnership with other homelessness organisations 
to help keep volunteers engaged. This could involve opportunities for individuals 
to volunteer throughout the year, for example, through fundraising events or team 
challenges.
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4. Time for strategic consideration
Beyond the operational issues for the development of the Crisis volunteering 
programme, there are a number of deeper issues, tensions and dualities that Crisis 
would benefit from giving greater consideration to. This part of the review explores 
these key tensions in terms of the mixed models of volunteering which exist within the 
organisation and makes some strategic recommendations to help inform the future 
direction and focus of the volunteering programme.

4.1 Mixed models of volunteering: tensions and opportunities
Crisis adopts a mix of different models and approaches to volunteering which create 
some underlying tensions and issues for the organisation. In one way volunteering 
can be seen as a ‘means to an end’ in the delivery of services, where paid staff are 
dominant and volunteers help to support them. In another, volunteering can be seen 
as an ‘end in itself’, where the focus of volunteering is on empowerment of volunteers 
and community engagement. Crisis recognises the latter as important, particularly in 
terms of the involvement of members as volunteers, however, there does appear to be 
an emphasis on the former. There is some evidence that this mix of approaches can 
create tension for the organisation as staff members struggle with the responsibility of 
meeting the demands of delivering services on the one hand and meeting the needs 
of individual volunteers on the other. This means that members are not involved in 
activities as much as they could be because some staff do not have the resources to 
effectively support them. 

The model is further complicated by the different levels of involvement of volunteers 
in the running of services. Within Crisis Christmas, for example, the overall strategic 
development of the event is led by staff and volunteers together, however it is run, and 
the services are delivered, entirely by volunteers. This is in contrast to the approach 
taken across the rest of the organisation, for example, in the Skylight Centres which 
were built up and developed by paid staff who lead on the strategic development and 
running of services, with the volunteers, in the most part, providing support. These 
different models can create tension over the extent to which volunteers are, and 
should be, involved in influencing the delivery of services and decision-making within 
Crisis and their sense of engagement with, and ownership of, Crisis. This is currently 
highly variable; shift leaders and trustees have significant influence, but beyond this 
the wider influence of volunteers is minimal.

The ways in which volunteers are involved and managed across Crisis also varies. 
Due to the large number of volunteers and the transient nature of their participation, 
the involvement of volunteers in fundraising and Crisis Christmas, for example, looks 
and feels very different to the approach taken towards all year round volunteering. 
Over the last few years, Crisis has looked to bring together the different streams of 
volunteering more closely to help it feel more like an integrated programme rather than 
a number of discrete areas. A number of staff members remarked positively on these 
developments. 

Perhaps, however, underlying many of these challenges is the conceptualisation 
of volunteering as a ‘programme’ within Crisis. Historically, volunteering was the 
foundation of the organisation but this has now shifted towards a model in which 
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volunteering is seen more as a service or activity provided by Crisis, making it more 
difficult to embed within the organisation. 

4.2 Areas for strategic development

4.2.1 Developing volunteering opportunities within Crisis
Crisis has been highly successful in developing the interest of individuals in 
homelessness issues through volunteering. Crisis Christmas in particular plays a 
powerful role in contributing to the organisations’ strategic aims to raise the awareness 
of homelessness and Crisis amongst the general public. However, this success has 
presented the organisation with significant challenges and there remains an underlying 
tension between the demand for volunteering roles and the number of opportunities 
available – some volunteer roles have a waiting list of between 30 and 40 people and 
many potential volunteers are unable to get further involved in volunteering with the 
organisation. This is a missed opportunity not only in terms of engaging volunteers in the 
delivery of services but in helping to shape society’s attitudes around homelessness.  

At present, the solution has been to think ‘within the box’ and the current 
organisational structure by sharing volunteer roles between volunteers or by placing 
time limits on people’s involvement. This not only restricts the future engagement of 
volunteers but provides limited opportunities for volunteer progression and different 
types of engagement for existing volunteers. Time limited roles could be particularly 
detrimental for member volunteers if there are insufficient opportunities for them to 
move on elsewhere.  

However, the programme is starting to move in a new direction. “Engaging volunteers 
in new roles with new responsibilities” has been identified in the strategic plan as 
a key ‘challenge going forward’ and is an important part of the volunteering teams’ 
future plans. The review suggests that staff are highly supportive of this approach. 
Developing a wider variety of opportunities for all year round volunteers was identified 
by staff as the second most important priority for the development of the volunteering 
programme (after increasing the number of member volunteers in Crisis). 

This review supports proposals put forward by the volunteering team to develop roles 
for events and fundraising volunteers and community ambassadors which will enable 
Crisis to develop a deeper level of engagement with their volunteers and supporters. 
New volunteering roles such as these could be particularly important in helping Crisis 
to meet its strategic aims in raising awareness about homelessness amongst the 
general public and building the organisation’s income as well as a way to harness 
the enthusiasm of Crisis Christmas volunteers beyond the Christmas event. It will be 
particularly important to involve existing volunteers in these developments and seek 
their views on them. 

There may also be scope for involving volunteers in identifying and delivering new 
services8 and in more volunteer-led activities (see discussion below on developing an 
empowerment model of volunteering).

8. Crisis (2007) Crisis Strategic Plan 2008-2013, page 5, 2.5 notes the aim to “research and identify new services and 

develop best practice to deliver them”.
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Importantly, the development of new volunteering roles and the resulting expansion 
of the volunteering programme will require further investment of resources to 
ensure that volunteers are effectively involved, managed and supported. It cannot 
be the responsibility of the volunteering team alone and changes will need to be 
driven strategically with the support of the wider Crisis staff. To date, Crisis has 
been able to take a flexible approach to the creation of volunteering opportunities, 
through matching volunteers to existing roles or by identifying roles to fit the skills or 
experience of volunteers.  Going forward, Crisis will need to ensure that newly created 
roles are of value and are meaningful for volunteers and the organisation. 

4.2.2 Developing a ‘community’ of volunteers
Crisis will be better able to meet the enthusiasm for volunteering roles and 
homelessness issues by working in partnership with other organisations. Recent years 
have seen Crisis work more closely with organisations to deliver services, including 
providing volunteers to Centres run by other organisations at Christmas. Similar 
models could help to keep volunteers engaged with Crisis and homelessness issues 
throughout the year. One potential way that has been muted is to set up a scheme to 
share volunteers across homelessness organisations. This has potential and could 
help to develop a community of volunteers interested in homelessness issues. This 
could work on a number of different scales and could involve Crisis signposting 
opportunities in other homelessness organisations to volunteers and the development 
of an e-community of volunteers involved in homelessness issues. Investment would 
need to be made to nurture the development of a volunteer community into an 
effective network which could be led and developed by volunteers experienced in the 
field.

4.2.3 A shift in focus towards an empowerment model of volunteering
In many ways, volunteering through Crisis is helping to empower individuals. 
Volunteers feel like they are able to make a difference through volunteering and 
members are developing skills and effecting change in their lives through their 
experiences. Volunteers in leadership roles, including the shift leaders at Crisis 
Christmas, have decision-making powers and high levels of responsibility. There 
is considerable scope however, to further develop the ‘empowerment model’ of 
volunteering.

Volunteering is recognised within Crisis’ strategic plan as a key way to support the 
integration of members into the wider community. Staff widely recognise the value 
of volunteering to members’ personal development and increasing the number of 
member volunteers in Crisis was identified as the main priority for the volunteering 
programme by staff involved in the review. Members who had experience of 
volunteering with Crisis also spoke of the significant personal benefits involvement 
brought to them. Similar impacts have been documented elsewhere (see Bowgett, 
2005).

Comments from staff suggest that in the past the involvement of member volunteers 
has been championed more vigorously which has waned in recent years with shifting 
priorities and resources. The launch of the member volunteering programme in 2009, 
however and the demonstration of the value of this programme will help to some 
extent refocus the attention.
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There is nevertheless considerable potential to further develop member volunteering 
within Crisis. The research points to the need for Crisis to re-consider their approach 
to volunteer involvement by moving more towards an engagement and empowerment 
model of volunteering. Developing the self-esteem, skills and motivation of homeless 
people is at the heart of Crisis and volunteering offers one way to help empower 
members and transform their lives. Crisis needs to strike an effective balance; 
involving volunteers to help meet their business aims, whilst also meeting their wider 
responsibilities to individuals and communities. 

This approach would require a step change in the organisation and support of 
volunteering within Crisis. It would need a greater emphasis on enabling and 
empowering volunteers rather than ‘managing’ them. It would require the support of 
all staff to ensure that meaningful opportunities are created for members and that they 
are sufficiently supported in their role. Involving members as volunteers is likely to 
require more resources in terms of staff time and work will need to be undertaken to 
ensure that staff recognise the value of involving members as volunteers to their own 
work and that of the wider organisation.  

Crisis should also look at how the successful model of Crisis Christmas in involving 
volunteers in the running of services and management of volunteers could be 
replicated elsewhere. Crisis is looking to bring volunteering to the ‘centre’ of the 
organisation and involving volunteers in more responsible and influential roles could 
support this important area of work.

4.2.4 Developing the ‘stake’ of volunteers in Crisis
An important part of the shift towards an empowerment model of volunteering is 
the extent to which volunteers feel they are able to influence the organisation. Most 
Crisis staff feel that volunteers bring good ideas to the organisation and that they are 
central to the ethos of Crisis but most do not agree that they influence the way the 
organisation is run. Crisis’ strategic plan speaks of the need to bring volunteers to the 
‘centre’ of the organisation but it is questionable as to whether Crisis has in place the 
mechanisms to enable volunteers to influence the running of services and decision-
making within the wider organisation. 

Not all volunteers will want to be more involved in the strategic development of Crisis; 
however, it is important that volunteers who want to have a say feel that they are given 
the opportunity to do so and that their views are taken on board. This recognises that 
there is a broad scale of engagement and influence from commenting on detailed 
aspects of running services to full scale decision-making.

Where relevant, volunteers should be invited to feed into developments and new areas 
of work in Crisis and communication should be improved to facilitate this. Mechanisms 
such as the development of volunteer forums, involvement of volunteers in staff 
meetings, and regular updates on changes and developments within Crisis should be 
part of this. Crisis should constantly strive to improve methods of involving volunteers, 
including member volunteers in the decision making around the delivery of its services.
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5. Summary of recommendations
The success of the current Crisis volunteer programme, as highlighted in this review, 
represents a strong platform from which volunteering can grow and develop. The 
organisation has in place good support structures for involving and supporting 
volunteers, the value and contribution of volunteers is recognised by the wider staff 
team and volunteers feel that they are well supported. Volunteering is shown to make 
a significant difference to the organisation as a whole, Crisis’ clients and volunteers 
themselves. 

The review has raised specific strategic issues concerning the future direction of the 
volunteer programme, in particular the way in which volunteering is embedded in the 
organisation as a means through which individuals and communities can be engaged 
and empowered. 

The organisation is already pursuing avenues for developing new volunteering 
opportunities to help capture the interest and enthusiasm of volunteers for 
homelessness issues. This will not only enable Crisis to increase their capacity to 
engage with those who are homeless but could help meet the organisation’s broader 
objectives to raise awareness of homelessness and Crisis amongst the general public. 

The number of volunteers Crisis recruits each year is impressive considering the small 
size of the volunteering team and its limited resources. However, Crisis will need to 
ensure that sufficient investment is made in the volunteering programme to ensure that 
volunteers continue to be effectively supported. 

Beyond these more substantive developments, the review also highlights key 
operational issues which Crisis could work towards. Importantly, responsibility for 
these developments lies with the wider organisation, not only the volunteering team.
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OVERALL PROGRAMME

Raise the awareness of the contribution 
of volunteers to the organisation 

•	 Maximise opportunities to 
demonstrate the difference volunteers 
make to Crisis and the wider 
organisation, in particular the role of 
member volunteers

Consistency of support and sharing good 
practice between Centres

•	 Ensure volunteering good practice and 
learning is shared between London, 
Newcastle and future centres

Information and support for staff •	 Improve communication of policies, 
procedures and systems for involving 
volunteers to staff members

•	 Improve guidance on how to best 
identify the skills and motivations of 
volunteers

•	 Improve guidance for staff on how to 
support the progression of volunteers

•	 Encourage the sharing of good 
practice on volunteer involvement 
and management between teams and 
departments

•	 Further develop opportunities for staff 
training in involving and managing 
volunteers

A package of support for member 
volunteers

•	 Develop the support package 
provided to members to enable them 
to reflect on their experiences and 
progress into other opportunities and 
roles

ALL yEAR ROUND VOLUNTEERS

Improve communication •	 Improve communication channels 
between staff and volunteers to 
ensure they are involved in, and 
informed of, issues and changes in the 
organisation
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Opportunities to feed back and influence 
development 

•	 Improve the mechanisms for 
volunteers to influence development 
and input into decision-making within 
Crisis

Progression routes for volunteers •	 Provide further support to volunteers 
to help them to develop and progress 
through their volunteering

Consistent support for volunteers •	 Move towards a more consistent 
approach towards supervision 
and support for volunteers across 
departments and team

CRISIS CHRISTMAS VOLUNTEERS

Increase the accessibility and visibility 
of information for Crisis Christmas 
volunteers

•	 Raise awareness of, and accessibility 
to, different sources of information to 
help prepare volunteers

•	 Develop further opportunities for 
first time volunteers to interact with, 
and learn from, experienced Crisis 
Christmas volunteers

Consistency of support across Centres 
and roles

•	 Work towards a more consistent 
approach to volunteer support, in 
particular improved shift briefings and 
de-briefings

Improve the ‘post volunteering’ 
experience

•	 Improve de-briefing sessions at Crisis 
Christmas Centres

•	 Consider introducing more regular 
e-newsletters for Crisis Christmas 
volunteers

•	 Consider introducing volunteer days 
to keep Crisis Christmas volunteers 
engaged
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Appendix A: Volunteer numbers
The following is a list of Crisis volunteer roles in 2008/9 and the numbers of volunteers 
involved:

Skylight Centres 152

Head Office 71

Crisis Christmas 2008 9,000

Events 2008/9 500

Internships 5

Community Ambassadors 20

Mentors 30

Six month member placements 11

Corporate volunteers 300

Fundraisers* 12,000

Campaigners* 4,000

* Fundraisers and campaigners are not formally considered to be part of the volunteering programme 
and are managed by other teams in Crisis.
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Appendix B: Methodology
This review involved a number of different elements which are summarised below:

Project familiarisation and secondary analysis
Discussions were held with key staff at Crisis responsible for the Volunteer Programme 
to identify the aims of the impact evaluation and to collate key background information 
about the programme.

In addition, a brief review of literature on volunteering among homeless people and for 
homeless charities was undertaken. Given the scope of the project this was a cursory 
review of published literature.  

Volunteer survey
An online survey was conducted with Crisis volunteers. This explored volunteers’ 
motivations, experiences and impacts of volunteering. The survey builds on previous 
Crisis Christmas surveys but includes additional questions for all volunteers involved 
in Crisis. This is the first time a survey aimed at all volunteers has been conducted by 
the organisation. For some questions focused on Crisis Christmas it has been possible 
to compare the 2008 results to previous years. 

The survey was sent out to all volunteers registered with Crisis on December 30th 
2008, a total of 8,234 volunteers who were involved across Crisis between January 
2008 and December 2008. In total, 3,203 volunteers responded to the survey, 
representing a response rate of 39%. 

Most of the volunteers responding to the survey had volunteered at Crisis Christmas 
2008 (3,158 of the 3,203), however 146 of these were also involved in other volunteer 
roles. Figure B1 below shows the number of respondents broken down by their 
volunteer role.

Figure B1: Number of respondents by volunteer role

ROLE
NUMBER OF 
RESPONSES

CRISIS CHRISTMAS 
VOLUNTEERS

3158

Shift leader 20

Assistant shift leader 24

Key volunteer 191

Other volunteer 2893

 - General volunteer 2306

- Support volunteer 109
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- Services volunteer 348

- Learning and skills volunteer 143

- Set up volunteer 45

- Other 63

ALL yEAR ROUND 
VOLUNTEERS

15310

Mentoring 28

Office roles 34

Crisis Skylight 36

Employee volunteer 12

Fundraising 73

Campaigning 13

Speakers network 11

For Crisis Christmas volunteers, figure B2 shows the proportion of respondents who 
volunteered at each Centre.

Figure B2: Breakdown of respondents by Centre

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

% OF 
RESPONSES

Centre 1 548 17%
Centre 2 369 12%
Centre 3 169 5%
Dependency Centre 366 11%
Women’s Centre 309 10%
Quiet Centre 423 13%
Broadway Day Centre 202 6%
Deptford Day Centre 162 5%
Rough Sleepers Centre 759 24%
Warehouse/Ops Centre 157 5%
Cardinal Hume Centre 10 0.3%

NB: Respondents could choose multiple Centres

 10. Some volunteers are involved in multiple roles
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Figure B3 and B4 shows the length of time all year round volunteers have been 
volunteering with Crisis and the frequency of their involvement.

Figure B3: Length of time all year round volunteers have spent with Crisis

 

% OF RESPONDENTS

Less than one year 44%

One to five years 45%

Six to ten years 7%

Eleven to twenty years 5%

Number of respondents: 124

Figure B4: Frequency of involvement 

% OF RESPONDENTS

Daily 2%

Weekly 9%

Once every two or three weeks 2%

One-off events 53%

It varies 34%

Number of respondents: 182

The demographic characteristics of the respondents to the volunteers’ survey are as 
follows:

Figure B5: Sex of respondents

Male 31%

Female 69%

Number of respondents: 3202
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Figure B6: Age of respondents

Under 18 1%

18-24 11%

25-34 35%

35-44 23%

45-54 17%

55-64 10%

65+ 3%

Number of respondents: 3005

Figure B7: Ethnicity of respondents

White 78%

Asian or Asian British 7%

Black or Black British 6%

Chinese or Chinese British 2%

Mixed 4%

Other 4%

Number of respondents: 2984

Figure B8: Experience of homelessness of respondents

HAVE yOU EVER BEEN HOMELESS?

yes, I am currently homeless 0.4%

yes, in the past 6%

No 94%

Number of respondents: 3010
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Volunteer focus groups
In order to gain a more in-depth view of the experience of being a volunteer, and the 
impact of involvement, three focus groups were held with a sample of volunteers. 
These included:

•	 One focus group with Crisis Christmas shift leaders and assistant shift leaders 
(attended by ten people);

•	 One focus group with Crisis Christmas volunteers (four volunteers attended including 
two general volunteers, one services volunteer and one support volunteer);

•	 One focus group with all year round volunteers (eight volunteers attended including 
five learning zone volunteers, one office volunteer, one mentor involved in an 
employee volunteering scheme and one former all year round volunteer).

Staff survey
An online survey was conducted with Crisis paid staff in March 2009. This looked 
to explore their reflections on the involvement of volunteers in Crisis, the impact of 
volunteers on staff and identify areas for the development of the volunteer programme.  
All 133 Crisis staff were sent the survey and 69 responded, representing a 52% 
response rate. Most of the responding staff members either directly managed or 
helped supervise volunteers (figure B9) and had direct contact with volunteers at least 
weekly (figure B11).

Figure B9: Level of contact of responding staff members with volunteers

LEVEL OF CONTACT NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

% OF RESPONDENTS

Directly manage 29 43%

Help supervise 19 28%

Work alongside 16 24%

None 3 5%

Number of respondents: 67
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Figure B10: Volunteers’ activities

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

% OF RESPONDENTS

Admin tasks 45 70%

Legal guidance 5 8%

Classroom/workshop 
assistance

22 34%

Reception work 11 17%

Research tasks 19 30%

Other 18 28%

Number of respondents: 64

Figure B11: Regularity of contact with volunteers

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

% OF RESPONDENTS

Daily 25 39%

Less than daily, but at 
least weekly

30 46%

Less than weekly, but at 
least fortnightly

4 6%

Less than fortnightly, but 
at least monthly

3 5%

Less frequently than once 
a month

3 5%

Number of respondents: 65
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Figure B12: Departments of responding staff members

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

% OF RESPONDENTS

Chief Executive’s Office 1 2%

Client Services 24 42%

Communications 4 7%

Corporate Services 7 12%

Fundraising 16 28%

New Developments 2 4%

Policy and Research 3 5%

Number of respondents: 57

Client interviews 
Twenty semi-structured interviews were conducted by the Crisis Research Team with 
Crisis members and guests who have received support or help from volunteers at 
Crisis. These interviews explored their reflections on the contact they had had with 
volunteers and the difference they made. Those interviewed included:

•	 Ten Crisis Christmas guests from the Rough Sleepers Centre; and
•	 Ten Crisis members who attended classes or workshops (this included five current 

or former member Crisis volunteers).

Interviews with Crisis staff
A series of face to face and telephone interviews were conducted with members 
of Crisis staff who have high levels of involvement with Crisis volunteers or the 
development of the volunteer programme. These include the Crisis CEO, Volunteer 
Manager, Head of Crisis Christmas, Services Manager, Corporate Partnerships 
Manager, the Volunteer Co-ordinators in London and Newcastle, Head of London 
Skylight and Head of Newcastle Skylight.
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Appendix C: Results from the volunteer survey
Crisis Christmas volunteers: results from the volunteer survey

Getting involved in Crisis Christmas

Figure C1: Ease/difficulty of applying online for Crisis Christmas 2008

Figure C2: The length of time taken to process volunteer applications

2008

2007

2006

Very easy Easy Neither easy
or dif�cult

Dif�cult Very dif�cult

53%

40%
38%

35%

41%
42%

8%

11% 11%

3%

6%
7%

1%
2% 2%

0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Number of respondents in 2008: 2848

How easy did you �nd it to apply online?

2008

2007

2006

Very quick Quick Slow Very slowNeither quick
nor slow

Number of respondents in 2008: 2881

0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

How would you describe the length of time
it took Crisis to process your application?

37%

45% 44% 44%

12%

23%

31%

10% 11%

4% 4%
1% 1%

19%

13%
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Very useful

Number of respondents: 2651

Useful Neither useful
or not useful

Not very useful Not at all useful

41%

32%
28%

4%
2% 3% 3%

0% 1% 1%

10% 10%

52%
54%

58%

0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

2008

2007

2006

How useful did you �nd the website
for �nding out information about Crisis

Figure C3: Did you receive a confirmation letter or confirmation by phone/email prior to your shifts?

2008 2007 2006

yes 98% 93% 93%
No 2% 7% 7%

Number of respondents in 2008: 2879

Figure C4: Usefulness of the website

Figure C5: Did you use the volunteer secure area of the website?

ALL VOLUNTEERS FIRST TIME VOLUNTEERS

yes 79% 83%

No 21% 17%

Number of respondents in 2008: 2879
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Figure C6: Reflections on the usefulness of the volunteer secure area of the website

C7: Reflections on the Crisis Christmas volunteers’ handbook

2008

How useful did you �nd the volunteer secure area of the website?

2007

2006

Number of respondents: 2260

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Very useful Useful Neither useful
or not very useful

Not very useful Not at all useful

31%

21% 22%

56%

42%

49%

9%

29%

24%

4% 4%

0%
3%

1%

5%

2008

2007

2006

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Very useful Useful Neither useful
or not very useful

Not very useful Not at all useful

28%
30%

32%

64%

57%
55%

13%

7%

1% 1%0% 0% 0% 0%

12%

What did you think of the Crisis Christmas volunteers’ handbook?

Number of respondents in 2008: 1475
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2008

2007

Very helpful Helpful Unhelpful Very
unhelpful

Neither
helpful or
unhelpful

53%
51%

39% 38%

10%

6%

1% 1% 0% 0%
0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Number of respondents in 2008: 911

How helpful was the induction
session for new volunteers?

C8: Did you attend an induction session for new volunteers?

2008 2007 2006 2005 2004

yes 45% 44% 32% 46% 50%
No 55% 56% 68% 54% 50%

Number of respondents in 2008: 2024

C9: Reflections on the usefulness of the induction sessions for new volunteers
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C10: Usefulness of the training on the volunteer secure area of the website

C11: Whether volunteers attended an induction session and the extent to which they felt informed and 
prepared for their first shift with Crisis Christmas

2008

2007

19%

64%

44%

12%

37%

5%
2% 2%

0%

15%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Very useful Useful Neither useful
or not useful

Not very useful Not at all useful

 Number of respondents in 2008: 1019

Did you �nd the training on the volunteer
secure area of the website useful?

Yes, attended induction

No, did not attend induction

18%

59%

42%
44%

3%

8%

1%
2%

19%

6%

0

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Very well Well Neither well
nor poorly

Poorly Very poorly

Number of respondents: 2013

Did you attend an induction for new volunteers and how informed
and prepared did you feel on arrival at your �rst shift?
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Support and management at Crisis Christmas

Figure C12: Whether volunteers’ name is on the shift list on arrival

Figure C13: Usefulness of the Crisis Christmas briefings and de-briefings

Always

Sometimes

Never

2008 2007 2006

79% 80%
83%

12%
10%

8%
6%

11% 11%

0

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Number of respondents: 2848

Was your name down on the volunteer list
when you arrived for your shift(s)?

Brie�ngs

De-brie�ngs

34%

51%

44%

26%

10%9%

4%
1%

3%

17%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Very useful Useful Neither useful
or not useful

Not very useful Not at all useful

How useful were the shift brie�ngs and de-brie�ngs?

Number of respondents: brie�ng question 2814, debrie�ng question 2751
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Figure C14: Usefulness of the shift briefings, by centre

VERy 
USEFUL

USEFUL

NEITHER 
USEFUL 
OR NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
AT ALL 
USEFUL

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

Centre1 31% 52% 12% 4% 1% 498

Centre 2 40% 51% 7% 2% 1% 334
Centre 3 21% 46% 16% 13% 5% 135

Dependency 
Centre

31% 56% 10% 2% 1% 319

Women’s 
Centre

33% 55% 7% 5% 0% 279

Quiet Centre 35% 51% 10% 3% 1% 380
Broadway 
Centre

28% 49% 15% 6% 2% 180

Deptford 
Centre

38% 48% 10% 4% 0% 139

Rough 
Sleepers 
Centre

40% 47% 7% 4% 2% 689

Warehouse 18% 57% 14% 7% 4% 123

Cardinal 
Hume 
Centre

13% 13% 38% 25% 13% 8

 
Figure C15: Usefulness of the briefings, by role

VERy 
USEFUL

USEFUL

NEITHER 
USEFUL 
OR NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
AT ALL 
USEFUL

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

General 
volunteer

38% 52% 7% 3% 1% 2277

Support 
volunteer

21% 54% 14% 6% 4% 94

Services 
volunteer

22% 47% 20% 7% 4% 318

Learning 
and skills 
volunteer

16% 46% 23% 12% 4% 140

Set up 
volunteer

22% 51% 16% 5% 5% 37
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Figure C16: Usefulness of the shift de-briefings, by Centre

VERy 
USEFUL

USEFUL

NEITHER 
USEFUL 
OR NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
AT ALL 
USEFUL

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

Centre1 15% 42% 27% 13% 3% 491
Centre 2 22% 47% 21% 7% 3% 329
Centre 3 9% 36% 30% 18% 7% 132
Dependency 
Centre

18% 42% 28% 8% 4% 315

Women’s 
Centre

22% 45% 23% 7% 3% 277

Quiet Centre 18% 45% 26% 9% 2% 368
Broadway 
Centre

15% 42% 25% 14% 4% 175

Deptford 
Centre

16% 56% 19% 6% 4% 135

Rough 
Sleepers 
Centre

15% 43% 28% 10% 3% 670

Warehouse 11% 34% 37% 12% 6% 117

Cardinal 
Hume 
Centre

0% 43% 14% 14% 29% 7

Figure C17: Usefulness of the de-briefings, by role

VERy 
USEFUL

USEFUL

NEITHER 
USEFUL 
OR NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
USEFUL

NOT 
AT ALL 
USEFUL

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

General 
volunteer

18% 46% 23% 11% 3% 2234

Support 
volunteer

14% 32% 36% 10% 8% 88

Services 
volunteer

12% 36% 34% 10% 8% 305

Learning 
and skills 
volunteer

18% 42% 30% 5% 5% 139

Set up 
volunteer

16% 40% 34% 3% 8% 38
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Figure C18: Reflections on satisfaction with support received at Crisis Christmas

Figure C19: Reflections on satisfaction with support received at Crisis Christmas 2008, by Centre

VERy 
WELL

WELL

NEITHER 
WELL 
OR 
BADLy

BADLy
VERy 
BADLy

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

Centre1 40% 40% 15% 4% 1% 500
Centre 2 39% 44% 14% 2% 1% 336
Centre 3 15% 38% 27% 14% 6% 144
Dependency 
Centre

40% 47% 11% 2% 0% 324

Women’s 
Centre

36% 45% 15% 3% 1% 279

Quiet Centre 37% 44% 17% 2% 1% 382
Broadway 
Centre

34% 41% 20% 4% 2% 179

Deptford 
Centre

30% 48% 20% 2% 0% 138

Rough 
Sleepers 
Centre

41% 45% 11% 3% 1% 688

Warehouse 30% 43% 19% 6% 1% 139

Cardinal 
Hume 
Centre

0% 38% 50% 0% 13% 8

37%
Very well

15%
Neither well or badly

1%
Very badly

4%
Badly

43%
Well

Number of respondents: 2845

How well supported did you feel in your volunteer role?
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Figure C20: Reflections on satisfaction with support received at Crisis Christmas 2008, by role

VERy 
WELL

WELL

NEITHER 
WELL 
OR 
BADLy

BADLy
VERy 
BADLy

NUMBER OF 
RESPONDENTS

General 
volunteer

39% 43% 13% 3% 1% 2265

Support 
volunteer

31% 42% 21% 7% 0% 107

Services 
volunteer

31% 42% 20% 5% 2% 343

Learning 
and skills 
volunteer

22% 44% 25% 8% 1% 139

Set up 
volunteer

34% 37% 17% 10% 2% 41

Figure C21: Reflections from volunteers on how their time was managed at Crisis Christmas 2008

Very well Well Neither well
or badly

Badly Very badly

How well managed was your time?

Number of respondents: 2848
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20
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40%

50%

60%
2008
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2006

21%

30%

26%

49% 50%
52%

21%

10% 10%

6%

9%
7%

3% 4% 3%
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Figure C22: Reflections from volunteers on whether they were given opportunities to try different tasks, by 
year (includes volunteers involved in all roles)

2008 2007 2006 2005 2004

yes 87% 87% 83% 96% 94%
No 13% 13% 17% 4% 6%

Figure C23: Reflections on the way shift leaders managed Crisis Christmas shifts

48% 48%

38%
36% 37%

11% 11% 12%

3% 2% 2% 1% 1% 1%

49%

Very well Well Neither well
or badly

Badly Very badly

Number of respondents: 2814

How well did the Green Badges (Shift Leaders) run the shift?

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

2008
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Well

Neither well 
or badly

Badly

Volunteers
are valued
by Crisis

Volunteers
are provided

with info/
training to

do their work
effectively

Volunteers
get the

support they
need to
do their

volunteering
effectively

Volunteers
are thanked

appropriately
for the

contribution
they make

Volunteers
are made
aware of

other
volunteering
opportunities

in Crisis

Volunteers
are provided

with info/
training to

do their work
safely

85%

10%

18%
15% 17%

11%

29%

44%

27%

5% 5% 4% 5%
2%

78%
81%

78%

87%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Number of respondents varies from 2916 to 2943

How well does Crisis provide the following aspects to you?

Figure C24: The extent to which Crisis Christmas volunteers felt various aspects of support were provided 
to volunteers

Volunteers were also asked the extent to which various aspects including information 
provision, training and support were important (from 1 ‘very unimportant’ to 5 ‘very 
important’) and the extent to which these aspects were delivered by Crisis (from 1 
‘very badly’ to 5 ‘very well’). Overall, volunteers reflected positively on these aspects. 
However in some areas, there was a gap between what volunteers thought was 
important and what they felt they were receiving – particularly in terms of being made 
aware of other volunteering opportunities in Crisis.
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Figure C25: The extent to which Crisis Christmas volunteers think aspects of support are important and 
how effective Crisis is at delivering these aspects

Returning volunteers 
Twenty-nine per cent of Crisis Christmas 2008 volunteers were returning volunteers. 
Over half of these (55%) had volunteered at Crisis previously only once. Eleven 
percent had volunteered with Crisis Christmas five times or more (figure C26).

Figure C26: How many times before have you volunteered at Crisis Christmas?

Once 55%

Twice 18%

Three times 9%

Four times 7%

Between 5 and 10 times 9%

More than ten times 2%

Number of respondents: 711

Effectiveness

Importance

Volunteers are made aware
of other volunteering

opportunities in Crisis

Volunteers are thanked
appropriately for the

contribution they make

Volunteers get the support
they need to do their

volunteering effectively

Volunteers are provided with
the information/training they
need to do their work safely

Volunteers are provided with
the information/training they

need to do their work effectively

Volunteers are valued
by Crisis

0 1 2 3 4 5

Mean score
1 ‘very unimportant’ or ‘very badly’
to 5 ‘very important’ or ‘very well’

How important are the following aspects to you
and are they delivered by Crisis?
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Staff view:
effectiveness

Staff view:
importance

Volunteers’ view:
importance

Volunteers’ view:
effectiveness

4.22

4.7

4.25

3.86

4.05

4.45

4.11

4.12

0 1 2 3 4 5

Volunteers are thanked
appropriately for the 
contribution they make

Volunteers are valued 
by Crisis

How important are these aspects of recognition and how well
does Crisis deliver these to volunteers?

Mean score
1 ‘very unimportant’ or ‘very badly’
to 5 ‘very important’ or ‘very well’

3.9
4.51

3.96
4.24

3.81
4.46

4.09
4.17

3.86
4.46

3.88
4.24

0 1 2 3 4 5

Staff view:
effectiveness

Staff view:
importance

Volunteers’ view:
importance

Volunteers’ view:
effectiveness

Volunteers get the
support they need

Volunteers are provided 
with the information/ 
training they need to do
their work safely

Volunteers are provided 
with info/training to do 
their work effectively

How important are these aspects of support and to what
extent does Crisis deliver them to volunteers?

Mean score
1 ‘very unimportant’ or ‘very badly’
to 5 ‘very important’ or ‘very well’

All year round volunteers
As with Crisis Christmas volunteers all year round volunteers and staff were asked the 
extent to which various aspects including information provision, training and support 
were important (from 1 ‘very unimportant’ to 5 ‘very important’) and the extent to 
which these aspects were delivered by Crisis to volunteers (from 1 ‘very badly’ to 5 
‘very well’).

Recognition

Figure C27: The importance of recognition and the extent to which it is delivered to all year round volunteers

Support

Figure C28: The importance of different elements of support and the extent to which it is delivered to all 
year round volunteers
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Awareness of other volunteer roles

Figure C29: The importance of awareness of other volunteering opportunities

Motivations of volunteers

Figure C30: Motivations of Crisis volunteers, by age

18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

I wanted to help homeless people 78% 78% 75% 71% 62% 69%
I wanted to get a better understanding 
of the issues facing homeless people

54% 47% 40% 44% 45% 48%

I had time to spare 46% 48% 46% 45% 41% 45%
I knew of the work of Crisis and 
particularly wanted to work with this 
organisation

27% 31% 37% 47% 52% 58%

I wanted to meet people and make 
friends

26% 22% 19% 12% 12% 8%

I wanted to use my existing skills and/
or experience

17% 23% 27% 26% 29% 24%

I wanted to learn new skills 28% 15% 13% 9% 8% 7%
To help get on in my career 7% 4% 2% 2% 1% 0%
I wanted to do something different 52% 45% 39% 38% 29% 23%
I wanted to feel like I was doing 
something worthwhile

77% 77% 81% 78% 78% 77%

NB: Percentages do not add up to 100 as respondents could choose more than one option

3.3

3.93

3.23

3.92

0 1 2 3 4 5

Staff view:
effectiveness

Staff view:
importance

Volunteers’ view:
importance

Volunteers’ view:
effectiveness

Volunteers are 
made aware of
other volunteering
opportunities
in Crisis

Mean score
1 ‘very unimportant’ or ‘very badly’
to 5 ‘very important’ or ‘very well’

How important is it that volunteers are made aware of different
volunteering opportunities and how effectively does Crisis

deliver this to volunteers?
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Appendix D: Results from the staff survey
Impact on individuals and teams

Figure D1: How well do you feel you work with volunteers within Crisis?

Number of respondents: 67

Overall, how well do you feel you work
with volunteers within Crisis?

16%
OK

50%
Well

34%
Very well

0%
Not at all 
well

0%
Not very well
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Figure D2: Impact of volunteers on teams and individuals

AGREE
NEITHER AGREE 
NOR DISAGREE

DISAGREE NOT RELEVANT

Volunteers make 
an important 
contribution to my 
team

92% 4% 0% 3%

Volunteers bring 
different skills to my 
team

78% 15% 5% 3%

Volunteers 
bring different 
perspectives to my 
team

73% 17% 8% 3%

Volunteers help 
make my job 
easier 

76% 18% 3% 3%

Volunteers 
contribute to my 
own awareness and 
thinking

65% 27% 5% 3%

Volunteers 
contribute to my 
own personal 
and professional 
development

56% 33% 8% 3%

Volunteers take up 
too much of my 
time and energy

10% 23% 65% 3%

Volunteers distract 
me from getting on 
with my job

10% 28% 60% 3%

Volunteers 
undertake work that 
I would otherwise 
perform

47% 23% 26% 5%

Number of respondents ranges from 65 to 68
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Training
Over three in four responding staff members (77%, 51 respondents) had not received 
training from Crisis in working with volunteers. Twenty-one of these staff members 
directly managed volunteers (most of whom were in contact with volunteers at least 
once a week) and fourteen helped to supervise them (figure D3).

Figure D3: Number of responding staff members who have received training

LEVEL OF CONTACT 
WITH VOLUNTEERS

yES, HAVE RECEIVED 
TRAINING

NO, HAVE NOT RECEIVED 
TRAINING

Directly manage volunteers 7 21
Help supervise 3 14
Work alongside 3 13
None 2 1

Impact of volunteers on Crisis

Figure D4: Reflections on the contribution of volunteers to Crisis

AGREE
NEITHER AGREE 
NOR DISAGREE

DISAGREE

The involvement of 
volunteers is central to 
the culture and ethos

94% 6% 0%

Volunteers are highly 
valued by Crisis

89% 10% 2%

Crisis would not 
be able to deliver 
the services it does 
without volunteers

95% 3% 2%

Crisis is over reliant on 
volunteers

24% 33% 43%

The main reason for 
involving volunteers is 
that their time is free

22% 18% 62%

There is too much 
focus on Crisis 
Christmas volunteers 
and not enough on all 
year round volunteers

40% 33% 27%

Number of respondents ranges from 62 to 63
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Figure D5: Reflections on the contribution of all year round volunteers to Crisis

AGREE
NEITHER 
AGREE NOR 
DISAGREE

DISAGREE

Volunteers bring additional 
capacity to Crisis

99% 2% 0%

Volunteers increase the 
number of services we 
provide to our members

84% 11% 5%

Volunteers enhance the 
services we provide to 
members

89% 11% 0%

Volunteers provide high 
quality support to our 
members

74% 24% 2%

Volunteers bring good ideas 
to the organisation

83% 16% 2%

Volunteers bring additional 
skills to Crisis

95% 5% 0%

Volunteers influence the way 
the organisation is run

31% 42% 27%

Volunteering increases 
community access to our 
centres

46% 44% 11%

Encouraging our members to 
volunteer offers opportunities 
for members to integrate into 
the wider community

89% 10% 2%

Crisis should involve more 
members as volunteers

82% 15% 3%

Becoming a volunteer can 
help members’ personal 
development

98% 2% 0%

More volunteers have become 
involved in the organisation in 
recent years

50% 48% 2%

Number of respondents ranges from 61 to 62
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Figure D6: Priorities of staff for the development of the volunteering programme

RANK (FROM 
ONE MOST 
POPULAR)
1 Increase the number of member volunteers in Crisis
2 Develop a wider variety of opportunities for all year round volunteers 

in Crisis
3 Support the sharing of good practice on volunteer involvement and 

management between staff and departments
4 Develop and improve accreditation schemes for volunteers
5 Make all year round volunteer roles more clearly defined
6 Improve induction and training for all year round volunteers
7 Improve training and support for staff that manage volunteers
8 Improve supervision and support for all year round volunteers
9 Increase the number of all year round volunteers in Crisis
10 Improve the ways volunteers are able to move between different 

roles and across departments
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