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Factsheet 5.                                                                                                                                
What Is A ‘Volunteer’?
Introduction

There is no legal definition of the word ‘volunteer’. However, the definition of volunteering used in the ‘2005 Compact Code of Good Volunteering Practice’
 is "an activity that involves spending time, unpaid, doing something which aims to benefit the environment or individuals or groups other than or in addition to close relatives". We believe that a volunteer is also someone who meets an existing need for help.

What is a ‘volunteer’?

The Volunteer Centre Epping Forest subscribes to the four principles of The Compact. We expect those organisations for whom we recruit volunteers, to subscribe to them too:

· Choice: Volunteering must be a choice freely made by each individual. Freedom to volunteer implies freedom not to be involved.

· Diversity: Volunteering should be open to all, no matter what their background, race, colour nationality, religion, ethnic or national origins, age, gender, marital status, sexual orientation or disability.
· Mutual Benefit: Volunteers offer their contribution and skills unwaged but should benefit in other ways in return for their contribution. Giving time voluntarily must be recognised as establishing a reciprocal relationship in which the volunteer also benefits and feels that his or her contribution is personally fulfilling. 
· Recognition: Explicit recognition that valuing the contribution of volunteers is fundamental to a fair relationship between volunteers, voluntary and community organisations and Government. This includes recognising the contribution to the organisation, the community, the social economy and wider social perspectives. 

A volunteer is not…
· An employee or a substitute for one.
· Someone who has a role created to suit their skills or needs. This includes someone who needs to gain particular work experience to further their training.
· A general ‘helper’ with no clear role or responsibilities.
· Someone who is instructed or obliged to give their time without payment in order to meet the requirements of other organisations. This includes placements required to keep receiving government benefits and activities pressed upon an individual such as by their family, social worker or CPN.

What is ‘paid volunteering’?

A new term, ‘paid volunteering’ seems to be being used more, especially by Government departments. ‘Paid volunteering’ refers to the practice of providing financial inducements that go beyond the reimbursement of expenses or a subsistence allowance. For the Volunteer Centre Epping Forest, this is a contradiction in terms. Volunteering is about undertaking activities that are useful to others without an expectation of payment other than to cover the volunteer’s expenses.
 

Some organisations provide non-financial inducements to volunteers such as free training courses. Such benefits are fine as long as they are relevant to the current or future role of the volunteer. Most volunteering programmes do not offer volunteers anything beyond expenses or a subsistence allowance but there are some exceptions. These include residential volunteer placement schemes that give participants an allowance that goes beyond what could reasonably termed subsistence expenses. Some volunteer-involving organisations give flat-rate payments or honoraria. Also, there are Government community service or work placement programmes that describe themselves as ‘voluntary work’ or ‘volunteer initiatives’.

Paying volunteers can give the impression that the schemes are a cheap form of labour. This could damage the image of volunteering and may put people off voluntary work. Paying volunteers blurs the distinction between volunteering and paid work. It can create the expectation among volunteers that their work entitles them to some financial incentive. Paying volunteers can also cause administrative complications as it may lead to the creation of a contract. In some cases, this means ‘volunteers’ acquire the same legal status as employees. Volunteer-using organisations may then find themselves being taken to court by ‘volunteers’ for not following the law as it applies to employees. There have been recent high-profile examples of these involving national charities.

The Volunteer Centre Epping Forest does not criticise all programmes that pay participants more than for their expenses and subsistence. Work placements and community service schemes can be very helpful to all concerned. However, applying the terminology of volunteering to them can create confusion about what volunteering really means.

� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.thecompact.org.uk" ��www.thecompact.org.uk� or www.activecommunities.homeoffice.gov.uk


� Volunteers should be entitled to reimbursement for all reasonable expenses and encouraged to claim.
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