Shaping the Debate 

Key findings

Disabled volunteer involvement amongst all participating organisations was encouraging and there was evidence of a desire to increase existing levels. There appeared to be significantly more disability organisations working with disabled volunteers but there appeared to be no particular concentration of disabled volunteer engagement in specific core activities within organisations.

Recruitment of disabled volunteers was encouraging amongst both the disability and non-disability organisations. However there were reported difficulties in recruiting via their local volunteer centres, many of which did not directly target or support disabled volunteers.
Support for disabled volunteers showed marked differences between organisations that had planned and funded support in place and those organisations that did not, who had more concerns about costs of support. This indicated a need for greater funding to meet the cost of making adjustments and/or providing specialist support. Whilst attitude to disability-related support was positive, there was still a need for a general increase in disability awareness and equality training.

Policies and procedures were recognised as essential elements of a volunteering programme. However some organisations operated without a volunteer policy and preferred to work without a written volunteer agreement for fear of contract-related litigation. 

Disabled volunteers’ experiences were generally very positive. Moving out of volunteering and into employment was one of their main concerns, as many had been in voluntary work for several years and sometimes within the same organisation. This could suggest a lack of opportunity and/or encouragement.
Conclusions and recommendations

The findings provided in this report are intended to give practitioners and policy makers information about current good practice, issues and trends relating to the involvement of disabled volunteers. The data generated suggested a positive climate existed within organisations. There appeared to be a growing recognition of the value of disabled volunteers, which was reflected in the number of respondents keen to involve disabled volunteers. There were, however, two main areas of concerns that came out of the research.  

Firstly, there was evidence to show that many local volunteer centres were unable to meet demand. Whilst many operated special support schemes that targeted and supported disabled volunteers into volunteering, a significant number offered no provisions for disabled people. A follow-up survey carried out as part of the project, involving 20 London-based volunteer centres, showed that only six had a specific project in place that targeted disabled volunteers. Whilst it was recognised that the funding structure across the volunteer centre network contributed to the current inconsistency in service provision for disabled volunteers, it was felt that a comprehensive and full review of the existing structures could serve as a good starting point towards rectifying the situation.

Secondly, many respondents felt that more funding could increase their capacity to engage more disabled volunteers, in particular those with higher support needs. This reinforced the current on-going debate amongst many practitioners for an access to volunteering scheme similar to that of the ‘Access to Work’ scheme for disabled employees.  

