
Introduction
In its second term of office the
Labour government is continuing its
programme of reforming the UK
welfare state, and is increasing the
momentum of its policy
commitment (DSS, 1998) to the
guiding principle that everybody
who can work should be helped to
do so. The government is
determined to tackle social
exclusion by helping people move
away from ‘dependence’ on

benefits and towards greater
financial independence through the
labour market. Increasingly, active
labour market policies are being
extended to groups of people
previously assumed to be
economically inactive, including
lone parents and incapacity benefits
claimants. Welfare-to-work
programmes have been at the
centre of welfare reform, and New
Deal initiatives, initially introduced
in 1998 to reduce unemployment
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Many disabled people take part in voluntary work of all kinds, including
those who also have paid work and those whose main income comes
from social security benefit. The Labour government’s extension of
active labour market policies to groups of people previously assumed
economically inactive has focused attention on ways of helping
incapacity benefits recipients to try to return to work. There is a belief
that voluntary work may serve as a stepping stone into paid work by
increasing the employability of, and opportunities for, disabled people.
In this article the author looks at structural issues within social security
arrangements for disabled people that may influence their participation
in voluntary work. Drawing on her recent research, she discusses
whether and how doing unpaid work can smooth the path to paid
employment for people with impairments or long-term health problems.
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among people under 25, were
quickly extended in the same year
to long-term unemployed people,
lone parents and disabled people,
and the following year to partners
of unemployed people and to
people aged over 50. 

The key objectives of the various
New Deal programmes were
initially slightly different. The aim of
the compulsory programmes for
young people and older, long-term
unemployed people was to improve
employability, while the other
programmes set out to reduce
barriers to work. The general
approach is similar, however. The
focus is on people as individuals,
typically involving an initial
assessment of the benefit claimant,
followed by provision of
personalised advice and support,
with a range of options offered to
help moves towards paid work
(Millar, 2000; Loumidis et al,
2001a). The approach is currently
being further developed by
reorganisation of the benefits
‘gateway’ for people of working
age. ONE, an integrated pilot
service for delivering benefits to
people of working age, was
introduced in 1999. A key element
of the service was a work-focused
interview, which has been taken
forward into Jobcentre Plus, the
new work-focused gateway

currently (2002) being extended
nationally. 

Alongside the development of new
models of helping people into,
towards or back to paid work and
the introduction of a national
minimum wage, there has been a
reform of the tax and benefits
systems in order to make work pay
(HM Treasury, 2000). There has
also been a range of measures
designed to remove some of the
apparent ‘disincentives’ that result
from structural interactions between
earnings, benefits and tax systems,
and the introduction of new
financial incentives which, it is
hoped, will influence attitudes and
behaviour, and act to smooth the
path from benefits to work (see
Corden and Sainsbury, 2001). 

Within this overall programme to
encourage people to do paid work,
voluntary work has been identified
as a potential ‘stepping stone’ that
may enhance employability: for
example, by increasing the
personal assets people have to
offer to potential employers. Taking
part in a period of voluntary work is
one of the options available to
participants in the New Deal for
Young People and the New Deal
for Long-term Unemployed People.
Millar (2000) provides an overview
of findings from a number of
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evaluations. How participants rated
doing voluntary work as a New
Deal compulsory option was related
to how well they thought it met their
needs. Young people who had a
high level of personal commitment
to working in such an area valued
the opportunity, but those less
committed could feel exploited.
There could be problems in finding
an appropriate voluntary opening,
and it could be hard to manage
financially. 

In the non-compulsory New Deal
programmes, voluntary work is also
identified by staff as a potential
stepping stone towards paid work,
as a way of increasing confidence
or social skills or of gaining some
experience in a work environment
(Corden and Sainsbury, 2001). In
the ONE pilot service, some clients
had been able to take part in
unpaid work experiences. These
were considered valuable
opportunities by people who
wanted to test the feasibility of
doing some paid work (Osgood et
al, 2002). Not everybody who
wanted an unpaid work experience
had been found such an
opportunity, however. 

As for the effectiveness of voluntary
work in helping people move
towards paid work, the evidence so
far is rather mixed. Some people do

see opportunities to maintain or
develop skills that may be useful
when they are ready to engage with
the labour market. Others see
voluntary work as a distraction from
job search, or believe the time
would be spent more usefully in
gaining formal qualifications or
training (Elam and Thomas, 1997).
The Department for Education and
Skills commissioned research
specifically to investigate whether
voluntary activity can help people
gain, maintain or improve their
employment (Hirst, 2001). People
who had contact with the
Employment Service (ES) between
July 1999 and June 2000, including
those with and without volunteering
experience, were surveyed in 2000
and any changes in Job-seeker’s
Allowance (JSA) claimant status
were tracked for a further six
months using ES records. The
findings were that volunteering per
se was not associated with shorter
durations of unemployment, and
that volunteers stayed unemployed
longer than people who had not
done voluntary work. Nevertheless,
half those who had volunteered
whilst unemployed believed that the
experience had had a positive
impact on their employment
prospects. Factors identified as
important were the characteristics
of some kinds of voluntary work,
including team working and review
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procedures. The authors concluded
that the impact of volunteering on
enhancing employability was
complex and mediated by personal
attitudes, and that the effects could
take a long time to become
apparent. As a welfare-to-work
mechanism, rather than being seen
as leading directly to employment,
volunteering was as likely to be a
means of supporting self-
development. This might, for some
people, reduce employment market
disadvantages in the long term, or
provide new opportunities. 

Research into the links between
volunteering and employability
began in the early 1980s (Gay and
Hatch, 1983) and the topic has
continued to be explored (Nyazi,
1996; Davis Smith et al, 1998; Gay,
1998; Hirst, 2001). There are
interesting issues of choice and
control in the new environment of
case management of moves
towards paid work: how far
voluntary work represents a
‘positive outcome’ in welfare to
work, and the wider impact of such
conceptualisation of voluntary work
on general social participation and
reciprocity. This article makes a
contribution by specifically
addressing issues relating to
people who are claiming incapacity
benefits. 

People of working age who have
been incapable of work for 28
weeks and who satisfy the relevant
paid and credited National
Insurance contribution conditions
may be entitled to Incapacity
Benefit. Until April 2001, Severe
Disablement Allowance could be
claimed by people without a
sufficient contributions record, and
those receiving Severe
Disablement Allowance in April
2001 may continue to do so. Such
people, along with those awarded
National Insurance credits on the
grounds of incapacity, formed the
main client group for the New Deal
for Disabled People Personal
Adviser Service (NDDP PAS) pilot
projects. Some of these benefit
recipients also received Income
Support with a disability premium. It
was estimated that nationally there
were 2.3 million people in this
target group when the pilots began
in 1998. For the purposes of
deciding entitlement to incapacity
benefits, a Personal Capability
Assessment (previously the All
Work Test) is applied after 28
weeks of incapacity. The test looks
at ability to carry out a range of
activities such as walking, standing
and sitting, and includes an
assessment of mental health where
appropriate.

Where taking part in voluntary work
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is concerned, we might expect
particular issues to arise for some
incapacity benefits claimants: for
example, the kind of voluntary work
they are interested in and able to
access, and how this fits with their
formal assessment of incapacity for
work and any plans for starting or
returning to paid work. We also
know that some disabled people
have increased day-to-day
expenses that might affect their
opportunities to do voluntary work
and/or the impact of their
participation. 

This article draws particularly on
empirical findings from evaluations
of the NDDP PAS pilot projects
(Arthur et al, 1999; Loumidis et al,
2001a) and incapacity benefits and
work incentives (Corden and
Sainsbury, 2001) on which the
author has recently been engaged.
The first part considers how
voluntary work is defined in the
context of incapacity benefits and
the administrative procedures that
regulate disabled benefit recipients
who want to do voluntary work. We
throw some light on the extent to
which incapacity benefits claimants
take part in voluntary work. The
next part presents research findings
about the kind of voluntary work
undertaken by incapacity benefits
recipients, and their reasons for
doing this kind of work. The third

part looks for evidence of whether
doing unpaid work can indeed act
as a stepping stone into
employment for incapacity benefits
recipients. The article goes on to
discuss how opportunities for doing
voluntary work might be increased
for this group of people, but
concludes with the view that policy
emphasis on the potential of
voluntary work as a stepping stone
to paid work must not be allowed to
obscure other valued roles. 

Voluntary work and incapacity
benefits
For the purposes of incapacity
benefits, a ‘volunteer’ is a person
engaged in voluntary work
otherwise than for a close relative,
where the only payment received is
in respect of any expenses
reasonably incurred in connection
with that work. What appears a
relatively simple definition may
prove to be a more complex matter,
however, especially in relation to
‘reasonable’ expenses and the
apparently increasing practice of
offering ‘volunteers’ small financial
incentives (Vaux, 2001a, 2001b).
There is no definitive agreement
between the Department of Work
and Pension’s definitions of
voluntary work for the purposes of
benefit entitlement, the minimum
wage legislation guidance defining
a ‘worker’ and the Inland
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Revenue’s rules on tax liability as
an employee or self-employed
person.

Nor does the term ‘voluntary work’
mean the same thing to all
incapacity benefits claimants
(Corden and Sainsbury, 2001). For
some people, voluntary work meant
activities that people undertook as
part of general social life – things
that other people who had paid jobs
might also choose to do in their
private time, such as befriending,
fund-raising, helping with
community activities, and activities
carried out in association with a
specific voluntary or charitable
organisation. It could be hard to
understand why this was any
business of the Benefits Agency.
Others, especially those who were
using the voluntary work rules
within incapacity benefits, used the
term to describe unpaid work or
jobs that other people might do on
a paid basis. Distinctions were not
always clearly made, however.

There is currently no limit to the
amount of voluntary work which may
be done by people claiming
incapacity benefits; the previous limit
of sixteen hours per week was
removed in October 1998 to enable
people to take up more
opportunities. However, people are
advised to seek permission from the

Benefits Agency in advance of
starting the voluntary activity, to
prevent loss of benefit. Applications
must be in respect of a specific
activity, and are dealt with by local
Benefits Agency offices. Information
must be provided about the nature
of the activity, what it entails, the
name of the ‘employer’, the hours of
work and details of any expenses
that the claimant expects to be
reimbursed. No medical opinion is
required, unlike the arrangements
for permitting what was called
‘therapeutic work’. Under current
rules, only expenses for voluntary
work reimbursed retrospectively may
be ignored, but there are proposals
for change, so that people who are
reimbursed in advance may also
have this money disregarded in
benefit calculation. 

When the Benefits Agency has the
information required, a decision
maker decides whether the activity
is to be permitted, taking into
account whether the amount and
type of activity fits the grounds for
claiming incapacity benefit. For
example, an application for
permission to do regular heavy
gardening work from a person
claiming benefit on the grounds of
incapacity for work due to back
pain might be queried. There are
some differences in interpretation of
the rules between individual
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decision makers (Corden and
Sainsbury, 2001), but there is
generally less hesitation among
staff about allowing people to do
voluntary work than in permitting
‘therapeutic work’, for which a
claimant is paid. Discussions with
Benefits Agency staff (Corden and
Sainsbury, 2001) showed that a
rigid interpretation by some
decision makers of the rules
governing therapeutic work could
mean that claimants were required
to undertake a fresh test of their
capacity to do paid work relatively
soon after starting therapeutic work,
but that this was less likely to
happen when people sought
permission to do voluntary work.
Not everyone who undertakes
voluntary activities while claiming
incapacity benefits understands that
they should first seek permission
(Corden and Sainsbury, 2001). This
is partly related to different
conceptualisations of volunteering
as described, and to some
stereotyped images of voluntary
work that associate it with charity
shops and befriending or helping to
care for needy people. There is
some surprise that benefits staff
have any interest in unpaid work.
Inevitably, not all activities which
might be considered relevant by the
Benefits Agency are reported.
While there are reasons why the
Agency continues to seek

information, such as the need to
monitor capacity for paid work, it
would seem that too heavy a hand
might be counter-productive in that
it could reduce spontaneous
participation in society.

We do not know how many
incapacity benefits recipients
actually do seek permission to do
voluntary work, because there are
no centralised administrative
records relating to this measure.
Disabled people are generally
underrepresented in formal
volunteering, and face barriers such
as discrimination, access problems,
unsuitable training or extra
expenses (Niyazi, 1996; Barnes et
al, 1998). Formal volunteering is
also known to be related to socio-
economic circumstances (Lynn and
Davis Smith, 1991; Macfarlane,
1997), with low-income groups and
people not in paid work less likely
to take part than people with higher
incomes and those already in
employment. Surveys of incapacity
benefits recipients provide some
indications of the extent of
voluntary work undertaken. Among
early participants in the New Deal
for Disabled People Personal
Adviser Service pilot projects
(Arthur et al, 1999), 19 per cent of
those surveyed said they had done
some voluntary work (not otherwise
defined) at some time when
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claiming benefits, and among those
participants surveyed in the summer
of 2000 (Loumidis, 2001a, Figure
4.4) some 3 per cent said that they
had done some voluntary work
during the month immediately
preceding their contact with the
Personal Adviser Service. There
were lower levels of participation in
voluntary work among incapacity
benefits claimants who chose not to
take part in the New Deal.

It is not the case, however, that only
those claimants who are closest to
the labour market get involved in
voluntary work, as shown by a
questionnaire survey by MIND of
members of its local associations
and users of its service networks
(Cobb, 1998). This generated 648
returns, and most respondents were
receiving an incapacity benefit.
Twenty-seven per cent of these
respondents said they were
currently involved in ‘voluntary or
unpaid work’, of whom around two-
thirds were not currently looking for
paid work. Voluntary work clearly
fills a number of roles for people
claiming incapacity benefits, and the
next part explores this further, and
explains why some claimants
volunteer their services and others
do not.

The role of voluntary work
The kinds of activities undertaken
on an unpaid basis by incapacity

benefits recipients are very similar
to those reported by people who do
not have long-term health problems
or impairments. Incapacity benefits
claimants interviewed by Corden
and Sainsbury (2001) variously said
that they were active in residents’
associations, community support
groups and advocacy and self-help
groups; helped at local youth
groups or schools; used their
vehicles to drive elderly or disabled
people; took part in performance
arts activities; and worked in offices
and shops. Participants in the New
Deal for Disabled People who were
doing voluntary work when
interviewed (Arthur et al, 1999)
described a range of similar jobs or
activities: office work, activities in
schools and play-schemes,
administrative work, reception
duties and work in employment
schemes. Most of the voluntary
work reported was done for
organisations in the public or
voluntary sector. 

Very similar activities were reported
in 1996 by lone parents and
unemployed people who were not
receiving incapacity benefits (Elam
and Thomas, 1997). In that earlier
study, Elam and Thomas suggested
that the reasons for doing voluntary
work among people claiming out-of-
work benefits fell into three types:
direct work-related reasons, indirect
work-related reasons, and non-
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work-related reasons.

Findings from research with people
claiming incapacity benefits confirm
that some people with long-term
health problems and/or impairments
also pursue voluntary work for
work-related reasons, but that
reasons associated with the
condition of their health are also of
key importance to some.

Work-related reasons
We know that some incapacity
benefits recipients are encouraged
to take part in voluntary work.
Personal Advisers in the New Deal
for Disabled People Personal
Adviser Service pilot projects and
Disability Employment Advisers
report that they respond to clients’
interest in doing voluntary work and
people’s own suggestions for trying
a voluntary activity, and may
themselves suggest this way of
working to some people. Their
approach is always to try to present
voluntary work as a means of
further progression towards paid
work, rather than as a way of life on
incapacity benefits (Corden and
Sainsbury, 2001). In their
experience, voluntary work can
provide a means of improving
confidence, social skills and
readiness for paid work, and can be
a first step into the work
environment. In this respect, they

saw voluntary work to be especially
helpful if combined with other
provision such as training, or when
a helping agency was working
alongside the client. Their
experience was that additional
opportunities could be created for
clients if employers who were not
currently offering paid jobs were
willing to provide openings for
voluntary work. Such openings
could provide experience for clients,
and sometimes paid jobs did
subsequently develop. They
believed that with long-term support
it was possible for clients who were
some distance from the labour
market to make gradual progression
from voluntary activity to small-scale
paid work using therapeutic work
rules or benefit disregards, and
sometimes to proceed eventually to
part-time work, perhaps supported
by tax credits.

Interviews with incapacity benefits
claimants show that some people
do undertake a voluntary activity
with the specific aim of making
progression towards paid work,
especially where they are receiving
support from professionals such as
occupational therapists, a Personal
Adviser or staff on employment
programmes (Corden and
Sainsbury, 2001). Being able to
choose when to work or how much
work to do can fit fluctuating health
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conditions better than a regular
paid job. The thought of having to
take time off from a job for which
they are not paid, or of having to
give up the job altogether, can
seem less a case of ‘letting down’
employers and work colleagues
than if the people concerned were
part of a paid workforce. As we
might expect, some people prefer
the financial security of remaining
on incapacity benefits and perceive
less ‘risk’ in working on a voluntary
basis.

However, many people do not have
enough accurate information to
understand how this kind of
progression through the benefits
and tax credits systems might work
for them (Corden and Sainsbury,
2001), and some fear loss of
benefit as a result of showing
interest in any form of work. There
is not widespread understanding
among incapacity benefits
claimants of the rules that permit
them to do voluntary work (Corden
and Sainsbury, 2001; McCormick,
2000).

Other reasons
In the same way as non-disabled
non-working people (Elam and
Thomas, 1997) and disabled
people actively seeking work
(Goldstone and Derwent, 2000),
incapacity benefits recipients

describe non-work-related reasons
for doing voluntary work. Such
activities can provide something to
do, a focus of interest, a way of
getting out of the house, a means
of gaining self-respect and an
opportunity to make a contribution.

Among incapacity benefits
recipients, however, there tends to
be a greater emphasis on the likely
effects on their health or condition
as a reason for doing unpaid work.
Participation in structured activity
outside the home can hasten
recovery from some illnesses, such
as some forms of depression, or
make it easier to manage the
symptoms of other conditions, such
as pain, sore and stiff joints,
addiction and alcoholism, and some
kinds of anxieties and psychoses.
When people are unable to do paid
work, a voluntary job can provide
just such an appropriate structure
and level of activity, and in this way
can help to maintain quality of life,
and in some cases prevent relapse
or deterioration (Corden and
Sainsbury, 2001; McCormick,
2000). Medical staff may suggest a
voluntary activity as a way of
managing symptoms or improving
health. However, not everyone is
interested in this way of working.

Reasons for not doing voluntary work
Working without being paid is
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unacceptable to some people
claiming incapacity benefits, who, in
the same way as some non-
disabled benefits recipients, believe
that they would have nothing to
gain and that voluntary work means
being used or exploited.
Stereotyped perceptions of
voluntary work can inhibit the
identification of opportunities that
might be acceptable. For some
people, time spent doing voluntary
work might seem better spent on a
training course or in searching for a
suitable job. While non-disabled
benefit recipients sometimes
emphasise their reluctance to be
taken for granted or their belief that
increased levels of volunteering
would lead to a general reduction in
paid opportunities within the
community (Elam and Thomas,
1997), incapacity benefits recipients
are more likely to cite aspects of
their health or condition as reasons
why voluntary work is not for them
(Corden and Sainsbury, 2001).

Some incapacity benefits recipients
are very ill, or their impairment
imposes major constraints on what
they can do on a day-to-day basis.
Others who feel well enough for
some form of activity but fear that
they may not be able to sustain the
activity feel they should not offer
their services on a voluntary basis if
they are likely to prove unreliable to

an organisation or agency that is
doing important work. Some
disabled people have personal
experience of being let down by
poor-quality services from voluntary
agencies, and do not want to risk
contributing to such outcomes for
other people. It is interesting that
the same anxiety about one’s ability
to sustain work can be used either
as a reason for choosing to work in
a voluntary capacity (as described
in the previous section) or a reason
not to do so, according to the
individual’s perceptions of his or
her social responsibility. Anxieties
about not being able to sustain
voluntary work are not unrealistic.
In both recent studies of incapacity
benefits claimants (Loumidis et al,
2001a; Corden and Sainsbury,
2001), people reported that a
deterioration in health had led to
their giving up voluntary activities.

The fear that the Benefits Agency
may reassess their ‘incapacity’ if
they undertake some form of work
or activity can, for some people, be
another powerful deterrent to doing
voluntary work. Many people do not
understand that they are permitted
– indeed, are increasingly
encouraged – to try working while
claiming, and seek to avoid doing
anything which might affect the
outcome of their Personal
Capability Assessment or their next
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review of Disability Living
Allowance. Again, this illustrates
how individual perceptions of the
‘risk’ involved to a person’s
financial security can be either a
reason for doing voluntary work
while claiming incapacity benefits
(see previous section) or a reason
for not doing so.

A stepping stone to paid work?
Policy makers have a keen interest
in finding out whether doing
voluntary work does help incapacity
benefits recipients to move into or
towards paid work, and if so, what
resources and services best help
people to find openings as
volunteer workers. Findings from a
number of recent studies throw light
on these issues. 

In the evaluation of the New Deal
for Disabled People Personal
Adviser Service pilot projects, 9 per
cent of the participants who
reported undertaking any work-
related activities after meeting with
a Personal Adviser said they had
started some voluntary work, and
around one-third of these said that
they were unlikely to have done so
without talking to their Adviser
(Loumidis et al, 2001a). Twenty-
four per cent of participants who
said they had started paid work
since meeting with their Adviser
said they had been involved in

some form of voluntary work while
claiming incapacity benefits.
However, 73 per cent said they had
not been involved in voluntary
work, and a statistical technique,
logistic regression modelling,
showed that participants who were
not involved in voluntary work while
claiming incapacity benefits were at
least twice as likely to have worked
since meeting with an Adviser than
those who had been involved.

Further analysis carried out to
evaluate the New Deal for Disabled
People (Loumidis et al, 2001b)
included a postal survey of
incapacity benefits recipients during
April-June 2000, where some 3 per
cent said they were currently doing
some voluntary work (Table C6). In
interviews with a sub-group of
respondents judged to be ‘closer to
the labour market’, there was
majority agreement that doing
some unpaid work could improve
self-confidence or people’s chances
of getting a job (Table 4.3). Among
this sub-group, people who had not
done voluntary work whilst claiming
incapacity benefits were found less
likely to have done paid work
during the previous two years than
those who had engaged in
voluntary activity, although this
association was not statistically
significant (Table 5.4).
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Care must be taken in interpreting
such findings. Personal Adviser
Service clients who, when
interviewed, said that they had
been involved in voluntary work but
had not started paid work since
meeting an Adviser may have been
engaged in an activity that was
taking them closer to paid work.
Indeed, qualitative interviews with
NDDP Personal Adviser Service
clients showed that some clients
needed considerable time as a
volunteer worker, sometimes years,
to build up the confidence to move
on, for example to therapeutic work
(Loumidis et al, 2001a). In Corden
and Sainsbury’s (2001) qualitative
study of incapacity benefits
recipients there were a number of
examples of voluntary activities
leading a person closer towards or
directly into work. In most situations
where voluntary work had indeed
acted as this kind of stepping
stone, there was a good fit between
the activity undertaken and the kind
of paid work that the person hoped
to achieve eventually. For example,
involvement in community activities
had led directly to an invitation to
apply for a full-time paid post doing
similar work. This finding echoed
that of Elam and Thomas (1997),
who suggested that the degree of
similarity between the voluntary
activity and the type of paid work
preferred could be a key factor in

the ‘stepping stone’ effect for
unemployed people and lone
parents. Loumidis et al (2001b)
conclude that progress towards
paid work can be slow and difficult
for some incapacity benefit
recipients. They suggest that, for
the purposes of government
support programmes, a period of
voluntary work might be seen as an
intermediate objective.

At the moment, the evidence we
have suggests that being able to do
some work on an unpaid basis
while still claiming incapacity
benefits does help some people to
move towards paid work, and can
contribute to eventual moves off
benefit. This being the case, we
may ask if there are any problems
associated with doing voluntary
work that might be reduced, and
look for ways of improving
opportunities for incapacity benefits
recipients to do voluntary work and
of supporting them. It is also
important to consider the wider
impact of such a policy direction. 

Increasing opportunities
Stereotyped perceptions of
voluntary work are probably
hampering the identification of
opportunities for some forms of
unpaid activity that incapacity
benefits recipients might do. A
related point is that people who are
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averse to the ‘labelling’ or
categorisation of disabled people
associated with certain types of
fund-raising by voluntary and
charitable organisations may rule
themselves out of ‘volunteering’. On
the other hand, there is some
evidence that people may get
‘stuck’ in voluntary activities, just
because they fit the stereotyping
imposed upon them. There are
good reasons for some people to
participate in self-help and
advocacy organisations with others
who have similar experiences of
illness or impairment – but there
are dangers in assuming that this
kind of voluntary activity is the ideal
(see ‘Third sector employment’,
page 19, Barnes et al, 1998).

There are some sectors where it is
hard to find opportunities for unpaid
work: for example, in the
construction industries and in
technical and industrial trades. As a
result, unpaid work experience is
more acceptable as a criterion of
suitability for a paid position in the
social or caring professions than in
it is industrial sectors. It is hard to
know what potential there might be
for increasing the availability and
acceptability of voluntary workers in
sectors in which there is currently
little tradition of unpaid work. Also
relevant is the fact that some
incapacity benefits recipients prefer

not to share their personal details
with potential ‘employers’. It is likely
to be hard to arrange voluntary
openings in some sectors of
employment without giving an
explanation of health status. 

Also, incapacity benefits recipients
may receive less support in finding
voluntary work if professionals such
as Disability Employment Advisers
and Personal Advisers perceive
that providing such support does
little to help them meet their own
work performance targets.

The perceived impact on their
continuing eligibility for benefits is
likely to remain a key determinant
of how ready some recipients are to
consider voluntary work. In so far
as people believe that volunteering
might result in loss or reduction of
their incapacity benefits, Disability
Living Allowance or the Invalid
Care Allowance of the person who
supports them, some will be careful
not to take such risk. Changes in
benefit rules and practice to
encourage voluntary work will be
effective only in so far as they are
understood and trusted, and this is
likely to take time.

It could be useful to look in more
detail at the question of expenses
reimbursed for voluntary work done
by incapacity benefits recipients.
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There is little information available
about whether organisations
involving volunteers recognise the
extra expenses of day-to-day living
incurred by some disabled people –
for example, travelling, suitable
clothing and footwear – and how far
the reimbursement of expenses
covers the actual financial costs
incurred by disabled people. The
possibility of being out of pocket as
a result of their voluntary activity is
likely to be an important deterrent
for many people living on out-of-
work incomes. From April 2002,
new rules on permitted work for
incapacity benefits mean that
people may receive up to £20 a
week without effect on benefit, and
this may make some situations
easier.

Discussion
The evidence is that a period spent
doing voluntary work may help
some incapacity benefits recipients
who want to move towards paid
work, by enhancing their
employability, reducing some of the
barriers they face or bringing them
into closer touch with paid job
opportunities. It may take a long
time, however, for such effects to
become apparent. Nevertheless, it
seems important for professional
advisers to be supportive and
helpful to incapacity benefits
recipients who are interested in

voluntary work, and to suggest
such a direction to people for whom
it might be appropriate. Although
professionals base their
judgements about the people for
whom voluntary work might be
appropriate as a stepping stone to
employment on considerable
expertise and experience, there is
little systematic information
available to them about the kind of
person who might particularly gain
from being helped towards
voluntary work, or the kind of
organisation or activity that might
provide the most appropriate
stepping stone. This suggests that
it is important both for voluntary
work to continue to be promoted
and supported in welfare-to-work
programmes for incapacity benefits
recipients and for there to be
further investigation into what works
well and how the barriers might be
reduced.

At the same time, the potential of
voluntary work as a stepping stone
towards paid work for people
claiming incapacity benefits should
be recognised as being only one of
a number of possible roles for
volunteering, and it should
therefore not be over-emphasised
in ways that devalue other roles.
Some disabled people value
voluntary work as an alternative to
paid work, or as an activity they
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would like to undertake in addition
to a paid job (Barnes et al, 1998).
Other authors have focused on the
various roles of volunteering, and
on the cultural and ethical
constructs of volunteering (for
example, Lukka and Ellis, 2001).
The aim of this article has been to
contribute to the debate about the
regulation and control of the
volunteering industry, and the
structural interface with social
security arrangements, against the
background of policy makers’ beliefs
about how voluntary work may
improve a volunteer’s prospects of
paid employment.
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