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People who volunteer their time, skills,
knowledge and experience are part of
the lifeblood of play projects. Not only
do they make it possible for children to
increase their range of play experiences
but they also support paid staff while
gaining skills and experience
themselves. Many of the country’s play
services and adventure playgrounds
rely on the hard work of volunteers to
remain open and in the current
economic climate volunteers are
increasingly important. Many play
projects have been set up by volunteers
from the local community who feel the
need for a service that does not
already exist. 

Although they should not replace paid skilled
staff, volunteers can contribute to many of
the roles in a play project, from working
closely with children to sitting on management
boards or overseeing the organisation’s
financial management. 

In every area there are likely to be a number
of charitable or not-for-profit organisations
providing play services, looking after play areas

and supporting local groups developing their
own provision. These organisations - residents’
associations, friends of parks groups, play
associations, forums and networks, and
social enterprises supporting play - are often
looking for volunteers with a range of skills and
experience.

Not everyone interested in supporting local
projects has the time to volunteer regularly but
there are important contributions they can
make. A few examples include:
• volunteering to go on trips when extra people
are needed

• liaising with other groups, such as friends
of parks groups, to support your local
playground

• organising local Playday events
• helping fundraise for the nearest play project
• recycling items no longer needed 
• helping build play structures and features
• speaking up for play so everyone knows how
important it is

• commenting on local planning applications
to make sure they take account of
children’s play.

Introduction



Why volunteer
People volunteer to work with play projects for
many different reasons. They may have a
personal interest in the project, for example as
a place for their children or grandchildren to
play or they might want to get experience in a
workplace and build their skills to help get a
paying job.

Whatever the reasons, volunteers can benefit
enormously by:
• developing and learning new skills: Everyone
who volunteers brings their own skills but
there are also opportunities for them to
widen their knowledge and experience.

• gaining personal fulfilment: Many volunteers
give their time simply because they get a
sense of personal achievement from seeing
a job well done, knowing they are giving back
to the community and creating a better
environment for all.

• enhancing their career opportunities:
Volunteers can gain technical skills,
knowledge and personal skills attractive
to employers, who are often more likely
to recruit a candidate with volunteering
experience over one without.

• Improving their health: People who
volunteer can have lower mortality rates,
a better sense of wellbeing and lower
rates of depression later in life than
those who do not. 1

The skills and experience volunteers bring
Most people have some knowledge, skills or
experience that can be used in a play project. 

Depending on the type of provision the project
might need people who: 
• understand children and are used to
caring for them 

• are energetic and imaginative
• have practical skills of building, decorating,
gardening, cooking, craft work, art, cleaning
or sports

• are observant and able to spot health
and safety issues 

• have administration and computer skills
• understand financial management
• are good at raising money
• have general management and
organisational skills and can read and
interpret legal and policy documents. 

Very few people have all these skills but most
people have something they can offer.

Case Study 1: Indigos Go Wild
Indigos Go Wild is an environmental play project
created by a group of local parents in Brixham,
Devon. It is a magical play space where children
and young people can build dens, make fires, cook,
grow plants and climb trees. The parents’ group
was established by four mums who identified a
need for play opportunities for their children. 
To create the play space the founders had to
negotiate with a local school to use their land.
Parents drew on their own knowledge to fill out
forms and learned as they went through the
process. Agreeing the lease was only possible
because they won the support of local people and
council officers. 

Being a volunteer

1 Corporation for National and Community Service (2007) Office of Research and Policy Development.
The Health Benefits of Volunteering: A Review of Recent Research, Washington, DC
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The Indigos Go Wild project offers children the
experience of challenging and exciting play
opportunities in a natural environment. The
project is now staffed and managed by Play
Torbay, a local voluntary organisation. Parents
are encouraged to volunteer and develop
new skills and are involved in land manage-
ment, building and maintaining paths and
structures, and organising events and
activities. Since Indigos Go Wild was started in
2003, parents have sustained the project
through successful fundraising, and working
with other agencies including children’s
services and other voluntary and community
groups. The Land – as it is known to the children
– is open during the school holidays, some
evenings and weekends.

Working with volunteers
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Finding volunteers
Volunteers come from many different sources.
They may have children using the project; they
may be local residents or know about the
project through friends, family or neighbours;
they may have contacted a volunteers’
organisation for local opportunities; they may be
from a local school or college or they may work
for a business that offers its staff volunteering
opportunities as part of their personal
development and the company's commitment to
charitable causes.

Recruiting and managing volunteers
People volunteer for many different reasons
and it is always important for the staff, or
those managing the day-to-day running of
the project, to understand a volunteer's
motivation. This will help keep the volunteer
interested and involved and help them to
develop their skills and knowledge. When
advertising for, or recruiting volunteers through
an agency or volunteering programme, remem-
ber to emphasise what they will get out of it, as
well as what they can bring. 

There are legal requirements that any
project working with volunteers must adhere
to. These include legislation aimed at safe-
guarding children, health and safety and equal
opportunities. Good practice requires managers
to be aware of employment law and also new and
developing policy about community involvement. 

If volunteers work closely with children on a
regular basis they will need to have their
backgrounds checked through the Criminal
Records Bureau.

Project managers should always treat
volunteers with the respect they offer to all
staff and should:
• make sure the role given to the volunteer
fits their skills, knowledge and interests

• check regularly with them that the post is
giving the volunteer the satisfaction they
were hoping for

• offer them training, support and supervision
so they can develop and extend themselves,
possibly gaining qualifications
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• ensure they are recognised and working
well as part of the team

• cover their expenses such as travel
and food.

However, if a volunteer does not demonstrate
the agreed commitment, is unreliable or
undermines the project, there is no obligation to
keep working with them. Sometimes interest
and enthusiasm drop off over time, or
volunteers’ circumstances change, and they can
leave abruptly with little or no notice, so there
should always be contingency plans.

Case Study: London Borough of Southwark
volunteering credit scheme
In the south London borough of Southwark
the council and play service recognise the
importance of volunteers and the excellent
service they can provide to the borough’s 13
adventure playgrounds and play projects. They
also recognise the importance of training
and improving the skills of the current and
future play workforce. To demonstrate this
commitment, and to help attract and support
volunteers, the play service are piloting a
volunteering credit scheme. 
This scheme offers volunteers opportunities for
training and development, increasing their
potential for moving into paid work. Volunteers 
can swap credits, which they earn for time spent 
volunteering at play settings, for training and
development opportunities. The types of training
available include Skills for Life NVQ level 2, a
personal development plan and shadowing of a
senior playworker or the play service manager.
The play service is also considering additional
options for younger volunteers to swap their
credits for non-training related benefits such as
access to leisure facilities in the borough.

Volunteering is a great way for individuals
to better themselves while contributing to
projects that are highly valued by communities.
Working alongside skilled playworkers,
volunteers can make a real difference to the
quality of play opportunities available to children
and young people, and this in turn can bring a
range of wider benefits to the community. 
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It is worth contacting your local volunteering bureau or community voluntary service for advice on
recruiting and supporting volunteers.

Directgov
Directgov provides a range of resources and links for individuals who want to volunteer and
employers wanting to set up volunteering schemes.
www.direct.gov.uk/en/HomeAndCommunity/Gettinginvolvedinyourcommunity/Volunteering/index.htm 

Volunteering England
Volunteering England works to support and increase the quality, quantity, impact and accessibility of
volunteering throughout England. The good practice bank has a range of resources that cover
issues from volunteering recruitment to health and safety.
www.volunteering.org.uk

Playful Communities
Playful Communities provides information, advice and resources for individuals, local community
groups, third sector organisations and others who are developing play provision in their local
neighbourhood. The website includes resources for local people involved in managing staffed play
projects and volunteering, as well as for those supporting or maintaining play areas.
www.playfulcommunities.org.uk

Adventure playgrounds: Built by communities
This booklet shows the impact volunteers can have in creating innovative, imaginative spaces for
children. It features case studies illustrating how voluntary managed adventure playgrounds have
become hubs for different types of community action and involvement.
www.playengland.org.uk/builtbycommunities

Managing volunteers
The National Council for Voluntary Organisations produces a checklist for managing volunteers.
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/advice-support/workforce-development/hr-employment-
practice/managing-volunteers/checklist

Recruiting, retaining and developing disabled volunteers
Volunteering England have produced guidance for including disabled volunteers.
www.volunteering.org.uk/resources/goodpracticebank/Specialist+Themes/Disabled+People

Risk toolkit
The Institute for Volunteering Research and Volunteering England have produced a guide for
organisations on how to take care of the risks involved in recruiting and supporting volunteers.
www.ivr.org.uk/evidence-bank/evidence-
pages/Risk+Toolkit.+How+to+take+care+of+risk+in+volunteering.+A+guide+for+organisations.htm

Community Service Volunteers (CSV)
CSV is a charity which works to encourage volunteering and volunteering opportunities. It provides
training opportunities for individuals, voluntary organisations and public sector organisations and
finds volunteers for projects.
www.csv.org.uk

Do it: volunteering made easy
Provides a national database of volunteering opportunities in the UK.
www.do-it.org.uk

Vinspired
An independent charity that aims to inspire young volunteers aged from 16 to 25 years and provides
support to voluntary organisations to create diverse volunteering opportunities.
http://vinspired.com

Useful resources
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For further information about the Engaging Communities in Play programme visit
www.playengland.org.uk/our-work/engaging-communities-in-play 

Play England promotes excellent free play opportunities for all children.

We believe that all children should have the freedom and space to play enjoyed by previous
generations.

This involves more than just providing well-designed play areas; it requires the commitment
of local and national decision makers to create more child-friendly communities.

By making play a priority we can create healthier and happier communities for all.


