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Volunteer policies — the key to diverse volunteer involvement

In March 2000 the Prime Minister set the voluntary sector a challenge to achieve ‘a really diverse involvement
of people with their organisations — a diversity that reflects the nation we live in”.

This information pack will help your organisation meet that challenge by showing how you can be more
welcoming to potential volunteers.

When considering whether or not to volunteer there are a number of questions that potential volunteers may ask
themselves. Your organisation needs to consider how to answer them.

This information can help you to consider why and how you might extend your reach to potential volunteers,
and how you can overcome the barriers that are stopping them from volunteering. It also suggests how you can
support volunteers once they are in place and ways of recognising and rewarding their contribution to your
organisation.

Quite simply, a volunteer policy is the foundation on which your organisation’s involvement of volunteers
should be based.

It forms the basis of your entire volunteer programme, giving cohesion and consistency to all the elements in
your organisation that affect volunteers (recruitment, expenses, health and safety and so on). It is the key to
involving a diversity of volunteers, because it helps to define the role of volunteers within the organisation, and
how they can expect to be treated.

* A volunteer policy demonstrates an organisation’s commitment both to its volunteer programme and to its
individual volunteers. By having a policy in place, you are showing that care and thought has gone into the
volunteer programme.

« It helps to ensure fairness and consistency. Dealing with volunteers means dealing with a diverse range of
people. Being able to refer to a written policy ensures that decisions are not made on an ad hoc basis, and that
all volunteers are treated equally and fairly.

* A policy enables volunteers to know where they stand. It offers them some security, in that they know how
they can expect to be treated, and where they can turn to if they feel that things are going wrong.

« It also helps ensure that paid staff, senior management and trustees fully understand why volunteers are
involved, and what role they have within the organisation.

If your organisation is not yet working with volunteers, drawing up a volunteer policy is the ideal starting point
to consider exactly how you will involve them in your activities.
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The first step in drawing up a volunteer policy is to think about exactly why you are involving volunteers.

How do they fit into the day-to-day life and work of the organisation?

If you are considering introducing volunteers for the first time, this could be very enlightening. You may
discover that different staff have different ideas about why you are bringing volunteers in, for instance.

Always consult as widely as possible when drawing up the policy. The more input you receive, the more
relevant the policy is likely to be — and the more people are likely to feel ownership of it.

Make sure colleagues from all levels of the organisation are involved in the consultation. It’s very important
that you include volunteers, so that they feel the policy is something they have contributed to rather than
something that has been imposed upon them.

Involving paid staff is equally important. If your organisation is planning to involve volunteers for the first
time, employees may be concerned by the implications of this, so involving them from the beginning will help
clarify the role of volunteers in the organisation.

Involvement from senior management is also key, as it helps to ensure that the document is taken seriously
within the organisation.

It’s also a good idea to set up a representative steering group to review the policy regularly. The whole point of
a volunteer policy is that it should reflect the needs of the organisation. If it does not, it will just be filed away
and ignored. Reviewing the policy on a regular basis helps ensure that it stays up to date and ‘live’.

There is no set format for volunteer policies. Each organisation has its own unique needs that should be
reflected in its policy. An organisation that works with volunteers befriending people with learning difficulties
is going to have a different policy to that of one carrying out conservation work, for instance.

Most organisations prefer to have a short volunteer policy that refers to other separate documents (covering
health and safety, for example). This is probably the best option, as a long document can be very
overwhelming. Try viewing the policy as a statement of intent, with the dayto-day nuts and bolts covered in
separate policies or in a volunteer handbook.

There may be no blueprint for the perfect policy, but there are some specific issues that should always be
addressed. The following section looks at these issues, and also sets out some of the questions you should be
asking yourself as you draw up your policy.

Start your policy with an explanation of what the organisation does, and why it involves volunteers in its

work. This helps to put both the policy and the volunteer programme in context. Understandably, volunteers
like to know why they being asked to donate their time, and in what way their efforts are helping the aims of
the organisation.

This is also the place to include a statement of intent, setting out the principles that will inform your
involvement of volunteers — for example, this is where to state that you will not use volunteers to replace paid
staff.
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It’s a good idea to include a couple of sentences about your recruitment process in the policy. Remember, you
don’t have to include everything — you can always refer people on to other documents. But some points are
worth including:

* How will you advertise for volunteers?

» Will you use application forms? If so, they should be very simple — both to avoid putting potential volunteers
off, and to avoid excluding volunteers with poor written English.

* How will you interview volunteers?

* What will you do about references?

* How will you deal with people you feel are not right for the particular volunteer role they are interested in?

* If your organisation works with vulnerable clients, what procedures do you have in place to protect both

them and your volunteers?

It can also be very useful to draw up volunteer role outlines. This will mean that volunteers have a clear
description of the tasks their role involves. Such outlines can always be revised by agreement as part of the
ongoing supervision of the volunteer.

Recruitment should ideally also involve a diversity Policy. It’s important to look at the methods of recruitment
and the messages you use, to ensure you draw upon as wide a pool of potential volunteers as possible.

A sample diversity policy:

Write a diversity policy that suits your organisation. A simple statement for small organisations might look

like this:

“Our organisation is firmly committed to diversity in all areas of its work. We believe that we have much to
learn and profit from diverse cultures and perspectives, and that diversity will make our organisation more
effective in meeting the needs of all our stakeholders.

We are committed to developing and maintaining an organisation in which differing ideas, abilities,
backgrounds and needs are fostered and valued, and where those with diverse backgrounds and experiences

are able to participate and contribute.

We will regularly evaluate and monitor our progress towards diversity.”

An important step in getting volunteers from a diverse range of backgrounds can be creating the right
recruitment materials. Here are some pointers to consider, whether you’re designing posters and flyers yourself
or briefing a designer (don’t assume they know these guidelines):

» Use images that present a positive image of volunteering and reflect how you would like to see the ethos of
your organisation.

* Ensure that the pictures ‘speak to’ the section or sections of the population you want to recruit from, but be
careful not to fall into stereotypes. For example, not all older people have grey hair and not all gay men go
clubbing!

* Do you need to translate your poster or flyer into other languages? Try and get it translated by a professional
agency, if you can. Whether or not you can afford an agency, always get any translations double-checked, just
as you would proof-read any document — sometimes words can lose their meaning, particularly if the word
can’t be translated literally (some languages don’t have a word for ‘volunteering’ or ‘caring’, for example).
» Keep accessibility in mind, so partially sighted readers can read your materials. This is not just an issue of
type style and size, but colours too. For example, black text on a yellow background is easier to read than white
text on a red background.
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The Royal National Institute for the Blind (RNIB) produces a set of guidelines on legibility including, for
example:

— avoid italic, simulated handwriting and ornate typefaces as these can be difficult to read.

— avoid glossy paper because glare makes it difficult to read. Choose uncoated paper that weighs over

90gsm. As a general rule, if the text is showing through from the reverse side, then the paper is too thin.

For more on accessibility visit

www.rnib.org.uk/seeitright/welcome.htm#3

* Accessibility is more than just how you present your message; you also need to think about the words you

use. Don’t use jargon, acronyms or excessively complicated words.

* Accessibility extends to your web promotions too. Some partially sighted readers have special computers
which read text on websites and relay it audibly. While there are several packages you can use to check that
your site is readable in this way, Bobby Worldwide is perhaps the best known. For more information visit:
www.cast.org/bobby/

* Remember that printed material may not be the best way to reach your target audience at all. You may

want to consider: — producing your information on tape, video or in Braille. Again, the RNIB has information
on this.

Try to include some information about how volunteers are inducted and trained in your organisation. How are
you going to make sure that volunteers are welcomed into the organisation? And that they are equipped with all
the information and skills they need?

You may wish to have a trial period, which also allows volunteers to discover whether or not they feel
comfortable in their role.

How will the volunteers be able to access training? Remember that to avoid the possibility of creating a
contract of employment with the volunteers, all training should be relevant to their role.

* Think about the target audiences you want to reach and where they might go. You might want to consider
community centres places of worship, supermarkets, local shops, cafes, clubs, libraries, colleges, gyms...

* Always ask permission of the owner before putting up any posters. In most areas there are local by-laws
against fly posting (putting up posters without permission). So don’t put up your posters in disused
buildings, lamp-posts, tube stations, street furniture, pub toilets or other such public places.

- talk to your local radio and see if they’ll run a recruitment promotion.
- give talks to local community groups.

* Try and work out what would ‘hook’ the audience you’re trying to reach. If you’re trying to encourage local
students to volunteer, talk about how volunteering can enhance their CV. If, on the other hand, you want to
recruit retired people, emphasize that volunteering can help put their skills to good use, or give them the
opportunity to try something new, meet new people etc.

Expenses are extremely important to volunteers, and are also important to your organisation in helping to attract
a diverse volunteer ‘workforce’. Reimbursing volunteers’ expenses means that volunteering is accessible to all,
regardless of income. Including information about the reimbursement of expenses in your policy makes it clear
that your organisation values its volunteers and is actively making sure that barriers do not exist to volunteer
involvement. However, it is important that volunteers are paid out-of-pocket expenses only, or your
organisation could fall foul of national minimum wage legislation. Let volunteers know that reasonable
expenses will be reimbursed. You could list such expenses — travel, meals, child care and so on.
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This section could be particularly important in reassuring paid employees, who may worry about who is going
to support volunteers in the organisation and what their own role will be in relation to them. The kind of
support that you provide for volunteers will depend on the type of work they are involved in. However, in most
cases volunteers should have a named supervisor and regular supervision meetings to discuss any problems or
issues that may arise.

Insurance is a very important issue, but one that many people forget about in relation to volunteers. Including

a sentence about how volunteers are insured is an easy way of making sure that everyone who comes into
contact with your organisation can see that volunteers are covered.

Volunteers should be insured under either public or employer’s liability cover.

While volunteers are generally not covered by equal opportunity legislation, it is clearly good practice to
include them in your equal opportunities and/or diversity policy. Ideally all your policies will have a
commitment to equal opportunities and diversity at their heart. Restating your commitment to offering equal
opportunity to volunteers from different backgrounds within your volunteer policy shows that you take the
issue seriously and should indicate that all your organisation’s other policies have been written with inclusivity
in mind.

Many organisations are now becoming aware of the benefits of having a diverse volunteer ‘workforce’.

A diverse group of volunteers makes your organisation more welcoming to and more representative of the local
community. Involving people from differing backgrounds, ages, cultures, genders and outlooks helps throw up
new ideas and fresh approaches. Having a diversity policy in place helps move toward increasing the diversity
of your volunteers.

For more information see the diversity challenge website (www.diversitychallenge.org)

Organisations have a duty of care to avoid exposing volunteers to risks to their health and safety. Your
organisation should have a health and safety policy in place, with volunteers being made aware of the policy
and practical safety issues as part of their induction. Including basic information about the policy in your
volunteer policy is a good way of reminding people about it and signposting them to the health and safety
policy proper.

What will you do if a volunteer has a grievance with your organisation? Or if a volunteer has acted in an
inappropriate manner? Including information about grievance and disciplinary procedures shows that you
have a well-planned strategy around involving volunteers and have thought ahead about how you would deal
with any problems.

Make sure that you have clear procedures in place to deal with complaints by or about volunteers. It’s a good
idea to have separate procedures from those for paid staff, both to ensure that they are as understandable and
userfriendly as possible, and to keep some distinctiveness between staff and volunteers.

Volunteers should be bound by the same requirements for confidentiality as paid staff. Including information
about this in your policy may well be helpful in calming some of the fears that staff or people working with
your organisation may have about volunteers being ‘unprofessional’.
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Once the policy is written, your main task is to ensure that it doesn’t sit unread in a filing cabinet. If it is to be
implemented properly, people need to know the policy exists and to understand its purpose. Having a
commitment to diversity and good practice means ensuring that the policy becomes part of the everyday life of
your organisation.

It’s often useful to introduce the policy with a meeting, which gives a chance to talk people through the policy
and explain its importance.

All staff and volunteers should receive a copy, including those staff that will not be supervising or working
alongside volunteers. Making it part of your induction pack will guarantee that new staff and volunteers will all
receive a copy, and discussing the policy should be a part of each volunteer’s induction.

The policy itself makes a decent framework for induction meetings with volunteers, as it refers to most of
the issues that it is important for volunteers to be aware of, such as health and safety and equal opportunities.

Displaying a copy of the policy on noticeboards will give it some prominence, but you could be a little more
creative. One idea may be to ‘advertise’ the policy internally — make up posters with key phrases from the
policy together with images of volunteers.

You may also want to use the policy as the basis of the information that you give to the people you work
with about why you involve volunteers. Sometimes people can be worried about accessing services
involving volunteers and can feel that volunteers are amateur or untrained. A good volunteer policy can
help to show why and how your organisation chooses to involve volunteers in its service delivery.

Try to make your volunteer policy as accessible as possible. Working with a diverse range of staff and
volunteers means taking care to be as inclusive as possible.

Make sure the policy is written in clear English. If it reads like a legal or technical document, then it isn’t
fulfilling its purpose. Volunteer policies are meant to be guidelines that everyone is aware of. If they are
unnecessarily complicated or difficult to understand, then they will not be followed.

Discussing the policy with volunteers at induction, as mentioned above, helps identify needs — for instance,
volunteers with English as a second language or a learning difficulty may require some parts of the policy
to be clarified. It may be appropriate to provide translations.

Look at the format of the policy itself, too. As with all written documents, care should be taken to ensure that it
is clearly readable by people with sight problems. Stay away from ornate typefaces. A sans serif font such as
Arial is easier to read. Use a minimum size of 12-point type — 14-point is preferable, according to the Royal
National Institute for the Blind.

You may be tempted to design the policy to look as attractive as possible, but remember that black text on a
white or yellow background without columns or boxes are easier to read.

Bullet points can be a clear and easily readable way to emphasize certain parts of the policy.

The flexible nature of volunteering means that circumstances can change much more quickly than with

paid staff, so it makes sense to review the policy every year to adapt or improve it. As when writing the policy,
input from volunteers and paid staff will help in evaluating its relevance and usefulness. Having such a

process in place helps keep the policy a living document — even if very little is revised, the act of looking
through it underlines its importance within the organisation.
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