 Volunteering by Underrepresented Groups: Some Barriers and Ways to Overcome them
By “underrepresented groups” here we mean groups of people who are not represented among volunteers with organisations in proportion to their numbers in the general population – but we’ve narrowed it down further to exclude people whose circumstances unavoidably make it almost impossible to volunteer (some people in acute hospital wards, for example) and some others whose circumstances are very different to the other underrepresented groups, such as commuters from North Essex to London.

There is plenty of information on the web about volunteering by various groups of people, many of whom are underrepresented among volunteers for various reasons. This information is nearly all about “formal” volunteering – where a volunteer makes some kind of commitment to an organisation. In concentrating on this kind of volunteering, we’re not undervaluing informal help, but judging that some tasks require a degree of organisation and consistency – and that overcoming barriers of misunderstanding and discrimination to volunteering by underrepresented groups will generally benefit the organisations, the volunteers and the people getting the service.
Looking at research reports on this subject, you find some messages repeated over and over again. By and large, they fall into three groups:

· Things that are good practice for running any kind of volunteering, but whose absence may particularly discourage people who are vulnerable, unsure about volunteering or nervous about their reception
· Things that don’t necessarily apply to all volunteers but should help several different groups of underrepresented volunteers – for instance, asylum seekers, homeless people, ex-offenders and people with mental health issues

· Things that are specific to the needs and situation of one group.

We’ve summarised these messages below.

Common Good Practice:

Things that are really just good management in most if not all circumstances, but which may particularly benefit underrepresented or vulnerable groups, include:
· Taking up offers to volunteer quickly – in terms of acknowledging written or e-mailed applications, confirming a place and actually finding something for someone to do. Long delays in any of these put people off
· Having an introductory meeting – focussed but not too formal – and clearly explaining the nature of the role and the organisation
· Have clear roles for volunteers – even if they may change and an element of “all mucking in together” is necessary

· For more formal and substantial roles, having some kind of induction

· Listening to the volunteer, finding out what their skills and interests are, and as far as possible taking these into account

· Assessing, initially and at periods thereafter, a volunteer’s training and support needs if any

· Taster sessions can help people uncertain about volunteering to make an informed judgement

· Making sure that a named person is responsible for the volunteer’s support and management (in a team environment this will be the team leader) and that it’s clear to the volunteer who this person is and what their role is

· Periodically assessing with the volunteer how things are going and taking action on any issues, including any unhelpful reactions by other people

· Paying expenses and not letting the impression develop that there’s any pressure on volunteers not to claim

· Not all volunteers will want to claim all expenses. There should be no stigma resulting from claiming (this appears to be particularly a problem with sports volunteering)
· Making sure that the volunteer is thanked, their contribution is recognised and they feel appreciated

· A lot of people who might be interested in volunteering don’t know where to start. Publicity can help, and so can going out to groups followed by word-of-mouth.

· Wanting to put something back into society is a powerful motivator for many volunteers. Publicity shouldn’t discount this in favour of other motivations.

· A clear, attractive web-page with clear, accessible information which sets out what the organisation does and its commitment to welcoming volunteers and to equality and diversity will get results

Issues Common to Underrepresented Groups:

· Not making rigid assumptions about what someone can or can’t do, or about what they want to do, or about how other people will receive them – for example, assuming that someone with past mental health problems won’t be able to handle any kind of stress, or that an old person will prefer to work with and for other old people, or that someone who is ethnically Chinese will be able to interpret for some Chinese people, or that a particular obvious physical impairment in a volunteer will “put off” people using the service, or that someone of Asian background won’t want to go in a pub. If in doubt, ask!
· Understanding your area – for example, its ethnic diversity (including recent arrivals) or age structure, and major areas of religious or cultural sensitivity– is helpful. If in doubt, there are plenty of sources for information.
· Inclusive volunteering is easiest to achieve if everyone in your organisation has bought into the idea. It is best to approach inclusive volunteering as part of a wider diversity strategy, and this works best if senior people in the organisation are actively involved
· The image of volunteering can put some people off, especially young people: it’s often seen as something done by old white women and therefore “not for us”. Publicity can help put this right – without putting off the old white women – but so can the knock-on effect of recruiting and retaining one or two people who don’t fit the stereotype.
· Many people unused to volunteering will be a bit nervous about it, and in some groups – such as asylum-seekers, young people and homeless people – many people will be low on self-confidence. Building their self-confidence and not undermining it will be crucial.

· Mentors for people who are unsure of themselves or who may need help initially with some tasks (for example, some volunteers with learning difficulties or people with limited English) can be very helpful if suitable people are available.

· Keep paperwork to a minimum and try to avoid giving the assessment, appointment and induction processes a formal feel which may seem too much like work to some and threatening to many young people, asylum-seekers, people with learning difficulties and others
· Make sure staff and regular volunteers have some training on equality and diversity, proportionate to their roles, and are encouraged not to stereotype – or to cold-shoulder someone for fear of putting their foot in it! 
· If your organisation has a volunteering policy, it should include a section on equality and diversity

· Employer’s liability and public liability insurance policies should explicitly include volunteers including young volunteers

· Using a range of means of publicity – for example, the internet may work well for young people and professionals, including some asylum-seekers, while establishing relations with key individuals and being prepared to go and meet people at times convenient to them is likely to work well with some ethnic and faith-based groups
· Making the organisation’s firm commitment to equality and diversity clear and visible, for example on the home-page of the website and in the reception area if there’s an office – and then making sure the commitment isn’t just window-dressing

· Positive report-back by volunteers to their communities can be very helpful in attracting more volunteers. This applies strongly to some ethnic groups, including asylum-seekers, but also other groups.

· The sharp distinction between the helper and the helped can be a barrier, but when clients become volunteers, it may be necessary to remind them that they’re in a different role with different responsibilities while they’re volunteering.

· The evidence on whether volunteering is an effective “pathway to work” is mixed, but it is often effective for socially excluded people short of confidence and social skills – for example, some homeless people or refugees who have had very bad experiences. Gaining confidence and social skills can be crucial in preparing for work, as can experience of some structure where that has been lacking in their lives.

· Being as flexible as possible about times: for some groups such as young people at school or college, frail older people, migrant workers or single parents – or people in rural areas dependent on public transport - traditional times may be difficult

· CRB checks, though necessary in some roles, can be very off-putting for some volunteers who thereby feel under suspicion, for example older people used to more informal systems. If applied or interpreted inappropriately, they can rule out potentially good volunteers who are asylum-seekers or (to a lesser extent) migrant workers because of the difficulty of checking and proving records, or ex-offenders whose offence may be irrelevant to the risks in the volunteering role. For more information and guidance on this see…
Issues for Particular Groups:

· For fifty/sixty-somethings:

· Pre-retirement courses are an excellent opportunity to alert people who will soon have much more free time to volunteering opportunities, but often this opportunity is missed. As an employer or a trainer, try to make sure this doesn’t happen. As a voluntary organisation, can you influence courses going on?

· People in their 50s and early 60s have a low rate of volunteering, but getting involved in volunteering at that age prepares someone well for more volunteering when retired

· Post-retirement courses aimed at people who have been retired for six months or so and they’ve felt and had time to think about the impact of retirement might be effective

· For older people:
· Reasons for older people volunteering include for something to do, to divert attention from bereavement, to reconnect with a community they might have had little to do with while employed, to make new friends and to reassure themselves that they can make a positive contribution

· The supply of retired people in good health is expanding fast, both because of demographic changes and because healthy life expectancy is increasing (by over one year since 1997)

· 11% of people over 65 would like to volunteer but are prevented. Barriers include: no internet access; mobility problems (50% of respondents); lack of self-esteem; discrimination (22%); cost (36%) and “failure to make the appropriate approaches to older people” (49%)

· Insurance restrictions on older people working (particularly as drivers) can mostly be overcome if you shop around 
· Some older volunteers seek in volunteering a structure and routine they knew at work and now miss, while others seek a complete break from work experience. Some are motivated by a wish to put something back into society and others by a hunger for new experience

· Most older volunteers are recruited through word-of-mouth. This is effective, but tends to perpetuate the characteristics of existing volunteers and fail to draw in different kinds of people

· An Extra Support Needs Project (quoted by Chelmsford Volunteer Centre) showed 11% of people over 65 would like to volunteer but are prevented. Barriers include no internet access, mobility problems, lack of self-esteem, cost, lack of appropriate approaches to older people and discrimination
· For older Black and Minority Ethnic people:
· Organisations often fail to recruit many older volunteers from BME groups. This may be down to lack of resources for outreach and misunderstandings about volunteering and its image. Where organisations succeed, they’ve worked with community leaders and gone out to meet groups
· For ethnic minority groups, especially refugees, asylum-seekers and migrant workers:
· “Volunteering” is an alien concept in some cultures. Other words like “helping” may be better understood.

· Poor English language skills are often a barrier

· For asylum-seekers and migrant workers, organisations’ uncertainty about the equivalence of foreign experience and qualifications can be a problem in considering skilled volunteering as it is for paid work. 
· Volunteers in schools can support children using the same language as themselves and advise teachers on background and culture as well as passing on their own particular skills, for example in I.T.

· “Elaborate and formal interview techniques” are a major disincentive
· For asylum seekers:
· The Home Office issued guidance for volunteering by asylum-seekers in 2001, stressing that:

· The activity must be genuine volunteering and not disguised unpaid employment (the Refugee Council can advise on this distinction, but in general it disallows work the agency would normally have to pay for, such as interpreting)

· Expenses must be fully refundable as actual costs and not as a flat rate.

· It may need stressing that only asylum-seekers are subject to restrictions. Once someone is given refugee status they can work or volunteer on exactly the same basis as a citizen

· CRB checks can be a problem for asylum-seekers as they will not have been in the U.K. for the required ten years. Advice from agencies facing this issue goes: “Run the check for the length of time they have been in the U.K., obtain references from any U.K. sources if appropriate and just make sure they are not left alone with children.” Asylum-seekers are generally very short of money and unable to get credit, so volunteering must be cost-free

· Asylum-seekers and refugees are often traumatised and very short on confidence

· For BME and religious groups:
· In some groups, some kinds of activities may be seen as “not for them” and parental objections may stop some activities for young people. While it may be advisable to respect this, it may also be worth seeking to talk to the parents or leaders and overcome misunderstandings or provide reassurances.
· For young people:
· Expenses being paid is particularly important for this group – but also for other groups likely to be short of money such as unemployed people

· Many young people will be motivated by “rewards” such as something positive to put on their CV or the opportunity to travel – or just having fun
· Employers considering job applications from young people straight out of education will give weight to volunteering experience

· While “lack of time” may be an excuse for some non-volunteers, young people do tend to overestimate the amount of time volunteers have to give, and this puts some off

· Peer pressure is important for most young people: they won’t do something that might get them laughed at by their friends, but may well join their friends in something

· Messages that convey a sense of empowerment such as “It’s your choice” or “It’s up to you” tend to be effective

· Role models well-known to young people can be influential, perhaps especially if they have something in common with the young people such as a similar background. Celebrities who support the project can have a big impact, but only if they show genuine commitment to it.
· Transport difficulties, especially in rural areas, prevent many young people from volunteering

· Where volunteering is mostly by young people, they want real influence on what’s being done

· The location of the volunteering, especially if it’s mostly by young people, is important, as some areas are seen as unsafe for some young people

· This may seem very obvious, but activities  timed when young people are in school will rule them out

· Use simple language and do not attempt to reproduce “youthspeak”

· A checklist for organisations wanting to attract young volunteers includes the following questions: 
· Does your organisation offer volunteers roles that would appeal to young people?

· Offer training and development opportunities?

· Support volunteers to get accreditation or to build evidence for award schemes such as Duke of Edinburgh’s or Millennium Volunteers?

· Recognise volunteers’ achievements and thank them for their contribution? Offer to reimburse volunteer travel expenses?

· Offer support to complete forms?

· Offer a range of placement lengths including short, fixed-term?

· Offer volunteers the opportunity to complete project work or take responsibility for a piece of work?

· Would your volunteer social events appeal to young people?

· For younger people and some minority ethnic groups:
· Younger people and some minority ethnic groups are more likely than others to say they want to volunteer to gain confidence
· For disabled teenagers:
· Disabled teenagers are often bullied by other teenagers and sometimes feel unwelcome at leisure facilities
· A checklist for organisations includes the following questions specific to young disabled people: Does your organisation – 

· Offer information about volunteer opportunities in a range of formats?

· Have premises that are accessible?

· Expenses are an issue for young people, particularly disabled young people. Travel to and from the venue, travel while volunteering and food/drink should be included and reimbursement should be prompt or if possible “upfront” and not approximated. The policy and budget should allow for higher travel costs which disabled people may face, for example where taxis are the only option. 

· For disabled people:
· 20% of the UK workforce are disabled, but only 6% of volunteers describe themselves this way. The main barriers appear to be negative attitudes among others (including assumptions that disabled people cannot do skilled or advanced work) and the cost of adaptations

· The underrepresentation of disabled people appears to be, if anything, sharpest among trustees

· Disabled volunteers were more likely to say they volunteered to gain experience, meet new people, do something different or gain confidence, according to a recent Essex survey

· It is estimated that making physical adjustments for disabled volunteers costs on average less than £50 per volunteer (this would, however, mask big variations from minor adjustments to major)
· Skill, the national bureau for students with disabilities, produces a booklet “Into Volunteering” which undermines stereotypes and shows how disabled people can volunteer
· Many disabled volunteers say they’re offered very basic tasks because of an assumption they can’t do skilled tasks

· Many disabled volunteers perceive other volunteers as being uneasy at working with them and think more training in organisations on disability issues would help

· Disabled people wanting to volunteer face the same barriers and difficulties that they do when seeking paid work

· Scope’s Inclusive Volunteering Project promotes volunteering for disabled people, but not in the East of England, though its support could be commissioned. The support delivered by the project includes:

· Training

· Templates and samples, for example of “accessible role descriptions”

· Creating focus groups and advisory panels

· Practical advice on how to recruit and support disabled volunteers

· Volunteering Taster Days for disabled people

· Access to a fund to support reasonable adjustments for disabled volunteers
· For ex-offenders (and age, homelessness, faith/belief):
· Review your equal opportunities policy to make sure it covers ex-offenders – and other groups or issues that weren’t at the forefront ten or so years ago!

· For people with learning difficulties:
· Trained mentors are invaluable – but volunteers shouldn’t be turned down because a mentor isn’t available.
· Specialist advice is available from several agencies for issues concerning particular groups of potential volunteers – for example, NACRO for ex-offenders

·  “Rather than thinking ‘Why don’t young disabled people volunteer with us?’ think ‘Why should young disabled people volunteer with us?’ “

· On physical accessibility, ask these questions:

· Could an electric wheelchair get through?

· Are there steps into or around your building? If so, are there ramps or lifts to allow access?

· Would your evacuation warning system effectively alert people with hearing or visual impairments? If wheelchair access to an upper floor is via a lift, do you have emergency evacuation chairs?

· Is there an accessible toilet?

· Are there clear signs, including in symbols and Braille?
· Be aware of local public transport and how accessible it is for people with a range of impairments. Some volunteers may need support to learn a new transport route or to have confidence to travel alone. Check this. It may be possible to “buddy” the volunteer with someone using the same route

· Disability awareness and equality training for volunteer managers and staff who work with volunteers, delivered by disabled trainers, is crucial

· Ask all new volunteers about their communication needs and how they would like to keep in touch (for example, phone calls etc)

· If possible, communicate at the same height: pull up a chair for a long conversation with a wheelchair user, and if standing, stand back so they do not get a crick in the neck

· If the volunteer has a speech impairment, take time to understand, and if you don’t understand, don’t be afraid to say so
· In printed material, use plain English short sentences etc. It can be helpful to mix written information with pictures or symbols. Make information available in a variety of formats (e.g. audio tape, large print)

· Forms should ask only simple, clear questions; should leave plenty of space for answers; and should state support is available to help complete them

· Many young disabled people use the internet a lot. RNIB and the World Wide Web Consortium offer guidelines on website accessibility (and some local organisations such as EDPA can help too)
· It may be better in publicity to focus on the activity rather than the volunteering: for example, “Do you enjoy swimming? Could you spare a few hours a week to teach children to swim?”

· Places to advertise to attract young disabled volunteers include:

· Pubs and clubs
· Youth centres

· Accessible sports centres

· Schools, colleges, universities

· Job Centres, Connexions

· Churches and other faith centres

· Hospitals

· Disability organisations, clubs and groups

· Volunteer Centres

· Residential homes

· Community centres

· Shopping centres, supermarkets

· Local newspapers and radio

· Young people’s and disability magazines

· Volunteering websites such as Do-it

· Music and sporting websites and publications

· Teletext

· People who have experienced discrimination may need reassurance to apply. State your commitment to equal opportunities and to making reasonable adaptations

· The first contact is important. Respond promptly and be welcoming but realistic, explaining any process

· If you do not have a placement, suggest someone else

· In advertising, explain the support available such as training and expenses, and give them a chance to ask questions, checking if people need help to complete forms (some people will be embarrassed to ask if you don’t raise the issue)

· Find out what the volunteer can do and wants, and don’t assume because they’re disabled they can’t do responsible, creative or difficult things, but ask about support needs
· Carry out an induction procedure to introduce the new volunteer to the organisation

· Someone with a good understanding of disability equality should be designated to support volunteers

· There should be regular one-to-one review meetings with the volunteer

· Find ways of recognising volunteers’ contributions 

· Offer a full programme of training

· Have a clear procedure in place for dealing with concerns or complaints

· Parents may be protective of young disabled people and worried about them volunteering. An informal meeting with both the young person and the parents can identify and deal with concerns

· Volunteering should not affect state benefits, but people often fear it will. It is up to the volunteer, not the placement organisation, to inform the Benefits Agency. If benefits advisors ask for documentation about the nature of the voluntary work, provide it

· If possible, organisations should set aside budgets to cover adjustments for disabled volunteers. Include these costs and volunteer travel expenses in funding applications (the Compact supports this)
· Millennium Volunteers can help meet travel expenses of 16-24 year olds signed up to their scheme

· Funding for involving young people as volunteers may come from v charity, Big Lottery or Opportunities for Volunteering (OFV)

· Research shows that once a disabled person has been turned down for voluntary work because of their impairment, they are unlikely to apply again
· The National Trust has introduced an Equality and Diversity policy; a (disability or equality, presumably) training programme for all staff and volunteers; regional managers being accountable for leading on access issues; and accessibility audits for all premises
Tracker 3 etc:

· Disabled volunteers were more likely to say they volunteered to gain experience, meet new people, do something different or gain confidence.
ETHNICITY

Toolkit for Involving Older Black and Minority Ethnic Volunteers

· Organisations can increase their chances of attracting BME volunteers by:
· Demonstrating a clear commitment to equality of access and provision
· Creating an environment where BME volunteers feel comfortable (prayer provision, food, language may all apply)

· Asking the volunteer if they would like to talk about their customs and what implications these might have for their volunteering roles (asking, listening and not making assumptions are good practice themes repeated for other groups)
· Remembering that BME communities, and even groups within them, are not uniform

· Be aware of the demographic and ethnic make up of your area

· Find out about major religious events in the calendar and take them into account in arranging events

· Make sure you have an equal opportunities policy and that it is effective (look at whether you are providing services to various groups and if you get volunteers from them)
· Always include equality and diversity issues in induction and other training

· Share good practice with other organisations and learn from them
Mind the Gap Campaign Launched

· Survey of people from BME groups in the East Midlands found:

· 62% of respondents thought their area needed improving

· The same proportion said that if asked, they would volunteer to help achieve this

· More than half did not know where to go to find out about voluntary work

· BME volunteers are underrepresented among mainstream charities

· 72% of BME people think charities would benefit from having more BME volunteers

· 63% of employers in the East Midlands think employees who volunteer improve their job prospects

· 85% of employers believe volunteering adds skills to their workforce
Civic Volunteering – Research Highlights Differences among Ethnic Groups

· People from ethnic minority groups often mentioned fear of crime and racism

· Almost half the respondents in the study were unsure of or did not know about community activities in their area

· Language training could help overcome some barriers

· Partnerships between national and “community-level” organisations could spread understanding and good practice
How to Increase Inclusion of Black and Ethnic Minorities in Greenspace Work

· A high proportion of BME people live in deprived urban areas lacking good quality greenspace
· A volunteering day organised for East European refugees from a rural environment who were living in central Glasgow was organised at a VCS-run farm on the edge of Loch Lomond. This was extremely successful and the initial all-male group of volunteers expanded to include women and children. The benefits included gains in self-confidence and mental health for the volunteers and work they did which enabled visitors and other volunteers to learn about the experience of the refugees

· A project to run trips to greenspace areas for BME groups in Edinburgh led to a plan for a greenspace cultural festival

· Outreach like this can lead to regular, sustained volunteering in areas of work where the volunteers already had some knowledge or interest, but lacked the knowledge or confidence to access the activity
· It takes time and effort to build trust

· However, it should not be assumed that approaches to people as members of one ethnic group will suit all. Some black Glaswegians, for example, may identify more with Glasgow than with their ethnic group

· Projects should take into account the needs and desires expressed by the group workers are reaching out to

· Providing contact details of another group you have worked with can help establish trust

· Make sure the first project is manageable and deliverable quickly (otherwise, people, seeing no returns, will lose interest). Once you have a success under your belt, you can move to bigger projects

· It is not necessary for a representative of a VCS group engaging with a BME group to be from that same ethnic group

· Identify at least two people in the BME group to work with, and introduce a second person from your organisation – so nothing is dependant on one individual

· Make the first contact by phone – then follow up with a letter and ask for a meeting

· Discuss the nature of the project with them, adjusting to their needs, and make clear the scope and limitations of the project and your own involvement
· Assess if interpreting or translation is required

· Share experience with other groups and projects

· Always check it is acceptable to take photos. It may be more acceptable for the group to take their own photos and pass them on to you

· Make sure the group and individuals’ work is recognised and recorded

· Bear in mind that unusual barriers may come into effect – for example, someone may have a fear of public transport but be helped by being given a lift

· Consider innovative ways of recording volunteers’ experience such as drawing pictures to represent it
Black and Minority Ethnic Elders Work

· Islington Age Concern’s website specifies various services working with BME elders including support for organisations and encouraging people to point out ways in which services are difficult for BME elders to access. The page is in plain English and a good example of how to communicate with disadvantaged groups
A Review by BEMIS of Engagement by Volunteer Centres in Scotland

· The study is based on a postal survey of volunteer centres (VCs) in Scotland. 21 replied (46%). Five (including one rural VC) consistently demonstrated good practice and four more had done some good work on engaging with BME groups
· Many VCs were unaware of ethnic minority area profile and service data collected by public sector agencies. Others had and used profiles
· There were examples of successful outreach to BME communities, especially when linked to employment or learning. Conversely, VCs that made no specific efforts tended to miss out on BME volunteers

· Best practice should be shared between VCs and the effectiveness of action should be monitored. Through joint training, seminars and more informal contacts best practice can also be shared more widely, for example with public sector agencies
· Buddying and tailored personal development training were effective in encouraging recruitment of BME volunteers. Many other techniques recognised as effective in attracting and retaining volunteers from socially isolated, confidence-lacking or non-traditional groups will be effective for BME volunteers too
· Encouraging feedback from volunteers provides lessons that can be applied to attract and retain more volunteers

· Setting targets and monitoring performance (for example of volunteer recruitment and throughput for various ethnic and other groups) can effectively highlight issues and trends

· Other agencies, for example public agencies, put out targeted publicity and VCs may be able to piggy-back on this

· “Advocates” or “ambassadors” for volunteering from particular communities were effective in several cases

· Cross-referral and joint publicity with a multicultural association worked well for some

· Links with a BME employment project – taking referrals from there – were effective

· A wide range of other events and organisations can be approached – for example, English language training facilities and events, jobs fairs, asylum/refugee organisations

· VCs effective in engaging BME volunteers were generally organisations positive about and good at partnership

· Promotional material can usefully include case studies of volunteers

· Some VCs took a totally “colour-blind” approach and did not recognise any need for specific outreach or checking on uneven take-up – some seeing such approaches as discriminatory. Where the decision had been taken that no specific action was needed, it did not seem to be evidence-based
· VCs can share good practice on volunteering and volunteer management with BME organisations

· “Try not to make assumptions about individuals’ needs as volunteers. If you are not sure, ask”
BME Volunteers

· Barriers to BME volunteering are both practical and psychological
· Volunteering may be seen as something done by wealthy, white middle-class people

· Working without pay may be unattractive to poor people

· Contact points such as volunteer centres may appear unwelcoming because the people there are all, for example, white and middle-class

· Formal volunteering is an alien concept to some cultures, though informal help may be widespread

· Lack of confidence is often a factor

· It may not be easy for people not in the know to find out where and how to volunteer. It may even not have occurred to them

· Over-formal recruitment procedures can put people off (this too was repeated for other groups)
· “If numbers of BME volunteers are to be increased within Kent, they will have to be actively sought out and engaged with. We cannot just rely on them to walk through the door.”
Volunteering and Social Exclusion

· A 1997 study in Luton found that 96% of volunteers in mainstream organisations were white 

· A 2000 study by the National Coalition of Black Volunteering found that 41% of charities have no black volunteers, and 43% have no black trustees

· However, the Home Office Citizenship Survey in 2001 found that 39% of white people took part in formal volunteering, compared to 42% of Black people and 25% of Asian people

Volunteering in Retirement

· Organisations had failed to recruit many older volunteers from BME groups. They suspected this was down to lack of resources for outreach and misunderstandings about volunteering and its image. Where organisations had succeeded, they related this to working with community leaders and groups

Sporting Equals – Black and Minority Ethnic “Volunteering for Communities” in Sport Report

· BME volunteers tend to get involved at a practical level (in sports volunteering) rather than in management, which can seem remote and bureaucratic
· In some BME communities there is a lot of informal volunteering seen as mutual support. This can compete with formal volunteering commitments and may not be recognised as volunteering

· The volunteer centres involved had very little experience of sport volunteering but had some links with sport agencies and partnerships

· The main reasons for VCs non-involvement in sport volunteering seemed to be:

· Lack of understanding of needs of sports organisations and how this differed from other organisations

· Little awareness of the organisational structure of sport and how to engage

· Limited resources

· Timing of sport volunteering opportunities mainly at evenings and weekends, outside VC operating hours (unsure why this is a problem: surely the VC can, in its office hours, arrange a placement that occurs outside working hours)
· The VCs involved all prepared for the project by meeting and developing links with sport organisations. This was essential

· Sports organisations had little knowledge of the potential of VCs. This was best overcome by local outreach, often involving visits

· Some of the barriers identified by project workers on outreach were:

· Many sports organisations had no policies for volunteers and some were put off by the requirements of the VC before they could be signed off as suitable to receive volunteers
· Sports organisations tended to perceive volunteering narrowly in terms of specialised, qualified roles such as coaches and not be alert to wider volunteering opportunities
· The short-term nature of the project put off some partners who wanted a long-term relationship

· Some sports organisations disliked the term “volunteer” and did not see as volunteers people who were in fact volunteering

· Lessons learnt from the project (other than those already listed) included:

· VCs would welcome training on sports volunteering

· Sports organisations do need volunteers in a number of roles, but these are mostly weekend or evening, not weekday

· Sports volunteers are often participants (e.g. football team members) or relatives of participants

· Developing the VC – sports organisation relationships takes time and cannot be rushed
EX-OFFENDERS

Involving Ex-offenders in Volunteering
· Many ex-offenders are put off volunteering because they do not want to disclose their offences and are worried about how they will be treated

· The great majority of offences have no relevance to risks in the volunteering opportunities ex-offenders are seeking, but some organisations turn volunteers down because of irrelevant or very minor criminal record issues

· A third of all men have been convicted of serious criminal offences. Many other people will have been cautioned or convicted of less serious offences

· While some ex-offenders seeking volunteering openings will have special support needs because of, say, continuing mental health or drug problems, most will not

· Equal opportunities statements should include mention of ex-offenders

· Spent convictions under the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act should be disregarded unless they are relevant to the safety of children or vulnerable adults

· Cautions, reprimands and final warnings, which are not covered by the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act, should generally be disregarded as they will relate to minor offences

· It is important to understand the definitions attached to exceptions to the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act, in particular what precisely constitutes “working with” vulnerable people or children, and what “vulnerable people” means. Many CRB checks are improperly demanded and conducted through misunderstanding these rules. “Vulnerable adult” is defined in law as someone 18 or over who has either “a substantial learning or physical disability” or a “physical or mental illness or mental disorder, chronic or otherwise, including an addiction to alcohol or drugs, or a “significant reduction in physical or mental capacity”. Thus it does not, for example, automatically apply to old people
· Enhanced Disclosures in CRB checks, unlike Standard ones, include rumours and unsubstantiated allegations. These are clearly distinguished from convictions, cautions and so on. This information should not be disregarded, but should be treated with caution: NACRO can advise

· Since Disclosure checks will not identify many people who are risky to place with vulnerable adults or children, there is no substitute for interviews, references, supervision and review for these roles

· Good management – for example, reducing lone working, making sure clients feel free to and have every opportunity to talk about their experiences, reviewing volunteers’ performance – reduce the risks whether volunteers are ex-offenders or not
· If you carry out disclosure checks, you are legally bound by the Code of Practice, which requires:

· The organisation to have a written policy on the involvement of ex-offenders (NACRO has a sample it can share)
· Applicants to be given written notice if a disclosure will be required – on the application form, or if there is no application form, by other written means

· On the application form or other recruitment material you must state that a criminal record will not necessarily be a bar to voluntary work (blanket bans are illegal)

· Before a voluntary position or offer of a position is withdrawn as a result of a Disclosure, the position must be discussed with the applicant

· No unfair discrimination on the basis of material in a Disclosure 

· Disclosure information never to be passed to people not authorised to receive it and to be kept in locked cabinets

· Ex-offenders are often very concerned about confidentiality, so it makes sense to stress commitment to the rules on confidentiality

· The relevance of any offence should be considered in the light of the nature of the role. For example, a drink-driving conviction would be irrelevant to most roles with vulnerable adults or children, but relevant for a driver

· Remember that loaded terms like “sexual offence” or “drugs offence”, while they may relate to very serious offences, may relate to minor ones. The sentence generally indicates the seriousness, so a discharge or a fine suggests the offence was at the lower end

· Knowing the circumstances around the offence can help clarify its seriousness: for example, an assault might be unprovoked or planned, or might consist of hitting first someone who had just approached you and threatened to hit you 

· If a person has a pattern of repeated offences up to the near present, it is reasonable to be sceptical about their reformation – but most offenders put their offending behaviour behind them at some stage, and someone who has not committed an offence for a long time is unlikely to repeat it

· Many people offend when young but stop when they take on family responsibilities or a regular job. Remember this when assessing the relevance of an old recorded offence

· Keep records of decisions, for example of why an offence was not considered to indicate a risk and of any support or risk management procedures agreed

· Prisoners on day release very rarely offend and the experience of volunteering can be a crucial part of their rehabilitation. Recently released prisoners are often more of a risk and may need extra support, as reoffending is often the result of struggling unsuccessfully with finances, addiction, questions of self-worth and so on
Volunteering and Social Exclusion

· Research confirms the value of volunteering to ex-offenders by building up skills and confidence and providing a reference
GENERAL

Volunteering and Social Exclusion (xref: Ethnicity; Disability; Ex-offenders)
· The 1997 National Survey of Volunteering found underrepresented groups in volunteering to be:

· Young people (precise definition not given in this document)
· Unemployed people

· Older people (precise definition not given in this document)
· BME groups

· Disabled people

· A 1997 study in Luton found that 96% of volunteers in mainstream organisations were white 
· A 2000 study by the National Coalition of Black Volunteering found that 41% of charities have no black volunteers, and 43% have no black trustees

· However, the Home Office Citizenship Survey in 2001 found that 39% of white people took part in formal volunteering, compared to 42% of Black people and 25% of Asian people

· A study by RSVP in 2000 found that of the organisations studied, less than 2/3 had volunteers with disabilities and very few had disabled people as trustees

· Barriers to disabled people entering the labour market are reproduced in volunteering
· Research confirms the value of volunteering to ex-offenders by building up skills and confidence and providing a reference
Report on the Findings of the Volunteering Strategy Workshops

(This is not purely focussed on underrepresented groups, but it does address their issues and also list many points of relevance to attracting and keeping volunteers from these groups as well as from others)
· Volunteering is a way of overcoming rural isolation

· A serious dampener is when volunteers do not know their role, perhaps because the organisation is not clear about it itself

· Another is volunteers not feeling valued – for example because they are excluded from meetings. Volunteers should be treated as equals to paid staff within organisations
· Induction for volunteers is important, as is training generally. Training is particularly important where volunteers are trustees etc
· Small organisations may struggle to use volunteers because they cannot afford to employ a volunteer co-ordinator

· Recruitment and use of volunteers should be carefully planned

· Government benefits officers are often unclear about the rules on volunteering and often disallow benefits in error. This is a training issue
· The common perception (in Northern Ireland) is that volunteers are retired people with nothing else to do. A strong media campaign is needed to overcome this
· Volunteer profiles of individuals in local media can help

· Websites should be “dynamic and promote a trendy image of the organisation” to attract younger volunteers

· Groups not coming forward to volunteer included:

· Ethnic groups (Polish, Irish travellers, Chinese: for these and for disabled volunteers a buddy system is suggested)

· Hearing impaired people (lack of provision to overcome disability within mainstream groups)

· Carers (rule themselves out because of lack of time, not knowing about short-term opportunities)

· Older people (often not aware of the opportunities)

· Younger people (including students and young mothers)

· Disabled people (lack of provision; difficulties of travel)

· People on benefits (afraid of losing them)

· People lacking in confidence (NIACRO identified this as a major barrier)
· Clear signs of recognition for volunteers help – certificate of achievement, mention in magazine, being thanked etc

· Volunteers should have regular assessments with their co-ordinator or manager and opportunities to talk over problems

· Sometimes role of volunteer is undefined and unclear

· Volunteers can be overloaded and burn out

· Volunteers sometimes do not understand when to pull back from personal involvement in a client’s problems or from crossing a boundary into someone else’s responsibility (training issue?)

· It is the responsibility of local organisations to look at their community and make sure they are being inclusive

HOMELESSNESS

Homeless People and Volunteering

· Research with disadvantaged groups shows that people from these groups who volunteer find it provides structure and meaning to their lives, improves social networks, develops various skills and improves chances of employment (Institute for Volunteering Research, 2003)

· Research with homeless people also shows that 13.5% of respondents had volunteered since becoming homeless, but 78% thought it would be a positive step towards resettlement (“No Home, No Job”, Singh, Off the Street, 2005)
· “Homeless” does not just mean “street homeless”: people living in hostels or sleeping on a succession of friends’ floors are included, for example

· One factor pushing up volunteering by disadvantaged groups is Government and charitable trust pressure for user involvement in organisations. However, many agencies working with homeless people give this a low priority, saying that there are more urgent priorities and that clients are unlikely to be interested. Homeless people identified this as a training issue
· 71% of homeless respondents to the survey described in this interview said they would like to volunteer at some time in the future and 29% said they would like to volunteer now. None of them said they would never want to. Of the 71%, half cited not finding the right opportunities as a reason for postponing volunteering, suggesting that actually they would be interested in volunteering now if they thought they had a chance to do something meaningful, for example “with people whose problems I can relate to”, Just 21% of this group said they would reconsider volunteering when and if their lives became more stable – suggesting this is not a major barrier to people being ready to volunteer, though agencies may think it is

· “Volunteering helps you to keep a foot in the mainstream and stops you from sinking further down” – a respondent

· Current homeless volunteers cited the following points which prompted them to volunteer:

· Improving employability (15%)

· Boredom (25%)

· Wishing to give something back (55%).

Past volunteers also cited a wish to feel better about themselves (13%)

· 79% of the people currently volunteering had not done so before they became homeless. The experience of becoming homeless seemed in most cases to act as a spur to wanting to volunteer

· While many homeless and unemployed people did see volunteering as improving their chances of getting a job, this was rarely the main motivation. “Feeling better about themselves” counted for much more

· 100% of respondents felt volunteering helped homeless people to widen their social circles, 92% felt it helped them “gain experience” and 91% felt it helped them gain confidence

· All the individuals who had volunteered said overall it had been a positive experience

· Volunteering was often seen as helping someone to test whether (s)he could cope with things (s)he had struggled with in the past or feared might be too much for him/her, and hopefully as a way of gaining confidence toward employment (so they will want to be challenged and taken outside their comfort zones)
· There is little research on the extent to which volunteering actually does help unemployed people find and keep jobs, and some suggests the effect is minimal – but this is not true of people who are socially excluded, as volunteering helps develop social networks and skills (Hirst, 2001)
· The development of “soft skills” is a crucial gain from volunteering and will tend to increase employability, but is hard to measure and so may be ignored or even disincentivised in Government-backed programmes aiming to be SMART

· The experience of helping someone else is valued for itself but contributes to increased confidence and sense of self-worth

· The great majority of respondents preferred the idea of volunteering for a homelessness agency – but many such agencies ban homeless people from volunteering with them

· Many homeless volunteers in related roles saw themselves as representing homeless people’s views and experience

· 54% of respondents who had volunteered found this opportunity through being a service user and 23% found it through support workers at homelessness agencies. It appears that many homeless people are not aware of volunteering opportunities outside the homelessness field or do not know how to access them

· Only 6% of respondents mentioned volunteer centres as a way of accessing volunteering

· There was little interest in full-time volunteering

· 88% of respondents would like the chance to do one-off volunteering, and saw it as a taster and something they could build on

· Of respondents with experience of volunteering, 81% felt homeless people faced barriers to volunteering, while 65% of those with no experience of volunteering thought this – suggesting the barrier of pessimism about how one will be received is insignificant but negative experiences are rife. Most of the barriers identified concerned stigma and attitudes (both lack of confidence among homeless people and prejudice among non-homeless people including those working for homelessness agencies), but 27% identified practical issues such as having no fixed address. However, most homeless volunteers had been given some support in volunteering by staff of homelessness agencies
· People volunteering with non-homelessness agencies had not disclosed that they were homeless

· 35% of respondents thought volunteering would result in them losing welfare benefits and 80% of these were so informed, incorrectly, by the benefits office

· 89% of respondents thought volunteering mentors to help them find and keep opportunities would be helpful

· Word of mouth is a crucial route to volunteering for most people, but if people are socially excluded this becomes much harder

· Links between homelessness agencies and volunteering centres (and other routes into volunteering) would be valuable so homeless people can find the right advice on opportunities
LEARNING DISABILITIES

Developing Volunteering Opportunities for People with Learning Disabilities

· Volunteer Centre Westminster employs a part-time Development Officer who works with an advisory group of volunteers with learning disabilities to help promote volunteering for people with learning disabilities and find and support placements

· The project provides volunteers who can provide on the spot job coaching for volunteers with learning disabilities starting their placements. This helps alleviate concerns by stretched organisations about the extra support such volunteers may need

· A wide variety of placements was secured
· Group volunteering activities are organised for people who do not feel ready to volunteer on their own

· Guidelines have been produced for use with the project by organisation taking on volunteers with learning disabilities. They explain the role of the Development Officer and include the following points:

· The initial meeting with the volunteer is usually more successful if it is fairly informal

· If the organisation has any concerns these are best aired before the initial meeting

· Taster sessions work well

· The organisation should have a clear idea of what the role of the volunteer should be

· The volunteer should be introduced to the person who will be supervising his/her work; progress into the role should usually be gradual and should always be monitored
· There are also more punchy, bullet-pointed guidelines for working with people with learning disabilities: for example, “explain any change in routine clearly” and “don’t be afraid to stretch the volunteer if they want to try new tasks”. 
WRVS Riverside Community Learning Centre

· The description of the centre includes the following: “WRVS works with a range of volunteers including those with severe learning difficulties who volunteer with a personal support worker and those with milder learning difficulties who volunteer in much the same way as anyone else.”
Other Sources of Information

I e-mailed a number of local “umbrella” organisations representing some of the groups in question, plus three national ones. Two of the national ones responded and their responses included material covered under the research studies above. The response from local organisations was small, but included the following points:

· As existing volunteers leave and are not replaced, the pressure on the remaining volunteers increases – which may cause them to leave

· The average age of volunteers is increasing and the older ones are not being replaced by younger ones in sufficient numbers

· CRB requirements are perceived by many older people as being invasive and “big brother”. CRB umbrella services such as run by Essex Disabled People’s Association and some other VCS infrastructure organisations can ease and humanise the process, but nonetheless it can put people off, especially when they are new to volunteering, moving from one organisation to another, or subject to periodic re-applications as requested by some funders

· The loss of D1 on new driving licences means that volunteers under 25 are virtually disqualified from being mini-bus drivers. This has a serious effect on clubs mainly for young people, especially sports clubs
· The age bar at 70 for minibus drivers is illogical and discriminatory and rules out capable volunteers

· EDPA has tried to overcome the increasing difficulties over minibus drivers by offering free training for volunteers

· Public Liability and Personal Accident insurance are now “almost mandatory” for clubs even if their only purpose is recreational. The cost of over £250 is a serious burden on small outfits. EDPA provides subsidised group insurance

· Funders’ demands for number of policies and procedures is a serious burden on small volunteer-based groups applying for small grants. EDPA attempts to overcome this by registering standard policies and procedures with national accreditation bodies and securing the adherence of small groups to these standard policies. Essex County Council has not accepted this approach (as I understand it, ECC would dispute that statement – but there seems to be a failure  of communication over what is acceptable)
I was also invited to a meeting of the Participation Network Forum, bringing together disability organisations. The following points were made there:

· Volunteers who are HIV positive experience discrimination and are reluctant to face the stigma
· People living in remote rural locations find volunteering difficult

· There is an assumption that people will want to volunteer in areas relevant to their main “conditions”, for example people with mental health problems in mental health charities. This is often not so

· Reactions to volunteers with histories of mental health problems or with physical ill-health are often patronising. These volunteers do not always need special help

· Internet application forms are often overcomplicated

· Sometimes the time commitment involved is misrepresented – for example, being a school governor or joining a board is not just a matter of three or four meetings a year, but of other meetings, events and paperwork. Volunteers who find themselves overloaded can be put off

· CRB checks deter many people

· Fear of losing benefits deters people, and incorrect advice is given by benefits officers

· Many potential volunteers do not know about the variety of opportunities available

· Tax offices have given incorrect guidance about reimbursement of travel costs for volunteering being taxable. EDPA has challenged this but expects the problem to recur as staff move on and knowledge is not communicated
Some Questions

· People perceive volunteering in retirement as closely linked to lifelong learning. How can this link be exploited and developed?

· Lessons on getting through to BME groups are drawn mainly from places where such groups are relatively numerous and organised. How do we apply or adjust this in Essex, especially areas like Rochford, Maldon, Braintree, Tendring and Uttlesford?

· If VCS groups, including volunteer centres, do not perceive a problem or a need for outreach or to be more culturally sensitive, what message may get through to them?

· What can we do to stop misuse of CRB checks?

· If the cultural gulf between VCs and sports organisations exists in Essex and is a barrier to recruitment of volunteers for these organisations through VCs, is the answer to amend the VCs’ requirements, to educate the sports organisations or something else (in between)?
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