Developing an effective system for finding and placing volunteers in Islington- a review by Voluntary Action Islington of our current service with proposals for the future.
 1. Introduction

Islington Council has set up a task and finish group to develop proposals for an effective system for finding and placing volunteers in Islington.

Voluntary Action Islington is pleased to submit a report to the group. This draws on the experience of running the Volunteer Centre since April 2009, when IVAC and IVC merged to become Voluntary Action Islington.  It makes use of some of the early findings from the review of services that Voluntary Action Islington is undertaking. This review was initiated by Voluntary Action Islington’s trustees following substantial cuts in statutory funding for its work.
2. The Islington Volunteer Centre – background information
The Islington Volunteer Centre has existed since 1998. It is the Volunteering England accredited centre for the borough. This means that the Centre delivers and monitors its work in relation to 6 core functions i.e.:
1. Brokerage 

2. Marketing volunteering 

3. Good practice development 

4. Developing volunteering opportunities 

5. Policy response and campaigning 

6. Strategic development of volunteering
Application has recently been made for renewal of this accreditation.

At the point of merger the Volunteer Centre was receiving Local Area Agreement and Trust funding for specific projects. City Bridge supported a project to promote best practice in volunteering. Trusts supported a project working with ex- prisoners and substance mis-users to support them into volunteering. The Local Area Agreement supported a project to provide extra help to people from BME communities and disabled people, enabling them to volunteer. Since April 2011, all of these projects have come to an end.

As funding came to an end Voluntary Action Islington considered its priority in relation to the work of the Volunteer Centre and, in consultation with the borough, agreed that a volunteer brokerage role should be at the core of the work of the Volunteer Centre. This role has now been developed and Phil Boye-Anawomah is in post and undertaking this core role.

3. Our approach to this review

Voluntary Action Islington has been asked to outline its view about what a well developed local volunteer brokerage service in Islington would be like. In order to do this we have:
· Considered an initial analysis of  views of our members as expressed through an on-line survey and visits by trustees to members

· Visited 2 well established Volunteer Centres in London (Southwark and Kensington and Chelsea)  to find out about their work and how they are responding to the current changes in the external environment
· Held discussions with a group of volunteers who have used the Volunteer Centre brokerage service in Islington

· Held a meeting with the Membership and Services Manager from Youth net (who run the Do –it web site) and held a discussion with the Reach volunteer brokerage service
4. The work of the Volunteer Centre in Islington today
The volunteer brokerage service at Voluntary Action Islington is run by one full time brokerage officer and a team of 8 volunteers. The Centre is currently receiving £40,000 per annum of transitional funding from Islington Council to support this work until March 2012. The Volunteer Centre makes use of a variety of methods to recruit and place volunteers.  We recruit volunteers through the Voluntary Action Islington web site and currently more than 400 people each month view the pages about volunteering opportunities. We also use the Do-It web site to recruit volunteers to work with community organisations in the borough. 
We have a general leaflet about volunteering and use this to recruit volunteers. We have drop- in sessions at the Voluntary Action Islington centre on Pentonville Road, at the Central Library and at events such as the Islington Bangladeshi Association day on volunteering, and the Mayton Street festival. We use email and the telephone to recruit volunteers with about 1,800 emails per month and 200 phone calls a week dealt with by the Volunteer Centre.
Some volunteers make contact with organisations through the internet but we find that many benefit from a face to face interview. This service is currently only offered to residents of the borough and the Volunteer Centre has seen a total of 500 people this year, with over 50 of these volunteers being people with disabilities. A total of 3,269 people have registered to volunteer so far this year. (There were 5,589 in total registered last year).
In addition to working with individuals who want to volunteer the Volunteer Centre works with organisations that want to recruit volunteers. Since January 2011 50 new organisations have registered and 266 new roles (representing 2,500 volunteering opportunities) have been publicised. The Volunteer Brokerage Officer is a mentor to people within organisations developing volunteering and is a Greater London Volunteering expert in volunteering. 
An important role of the Volunteer Centre is to celebrate the role of volunteering in the borough. Every year “Volunteer of the Year Awards” are organised with a presentation by the mayor. There are specific awards for young people and older people along with an award for the organisation that most effectively involves volunteers by providing interesting roles and effective support for their volunteers.

The merger of IVC and IVAC to form Voluntary Action Islington has presented opportunities not only to share back office functions (such as finance, personnel, ICT and accommodation) but also to integrate the work of the Volunteer Centre with work to support local community organisations and to involve residents. For example the Volunteer Centre helped to recruit volunteers who are involved in the LINk, hosted by Voluntary Action Islington. There is also joint work with the LINk in relation to some outreach work. When Voluntary Action Islington works with community organisations we now refer them to opportunities to recruit volunteers through the Volunteer Centre. We have recently been funded to focus our work with smaller organisations, which are mainly formed by volunteers, to improve the support and increase the number of volunteers involved with small groups.
Since the loss of specific projects we have continued to receive referrals to work with many volunteers with special needs. The service that can be provided is limited and we are considering what options there might be to provide additional support to people with special needs. 

As a result of a partnership with Volunteering England, Islington’s Volunteer Centre is part of an action research project to encourage volunteering during the recession. (See appendix C). This project will work with volunteer involving organisations in the voluntary and statutory sectors to create new, high quality and well supported volunteering roles.  It will recruit a group of volunteers to work on the project who will work with volunteer involving organisations to develop volunteer roles that can be taken up by people who are leaving education and have not yet entered employment and by people who have been out of the labour market for some time. These roles will be supported with education and training opportunities and will provide experience that can form the basis for progression into employment.
Finally the Volunteer Centre works with organisations, which involve volunteers in their work. In the past there has been a forum for volunteer involving organisations. Currently the Volunteer Centre is promoting improved practice using the London Volunteer Charter and by offering a range of training courses such as volunteering and the law and managing volunteers for the first time. We recently won a competitive tender to work with Help on Your Doorstep to develop their use of volunteers. This proposal was developed with Voluntary Action Islington’s network of associates and will link with our brokerage service. It is a new approach to working with local organisations to develop volunteering and it should be noted that it depends on the organisation paying for the service.
5. Feedback from users of Volunteer Centre services

The Volunteer Centre obtains feedback from users by emailing individuals 3 months after initially seeing them, by telephoning a random sample of 50 users each quarter and by asking organisations for information when they place volunteers. From the feedback that we receive the main issue for people interested in volunteering is not the availability of information or resources to support volunteering but the importance of having a person to discuss potential opportunities with. This is essential for volunteers with special needs. The second major issue is the way that volunteer involving organisations make use of database systems, with many not responding to emails from volunteers expressing an interest. Many smaller organisations need help to use the Do-it system, including help with describing volunteer roles. This is something which the Volunteer Centre in Islington does, insofar as the current staffing level allows.

From the on-line survey carried out by Voluntary Action Islington most of the organisations that had used the volunteer brokerage service rated it as excellent, very good or good. Most organisations thought that a high priority should be given to maintaining and developing the service.
There was positive feedback from individuals who had used the service (see Appendix B). There was a general view that the profile of the Volunteer Centre should be raised including clearer publicity about drop-ins and more publicity about specific volunteering opportunities. The people who had used the service thought that outreach was important and suggested that we should consider whether major stores could help to publicise volunteering. The volunteers we spoke to thought there should be a clearer process for dealing with initial enquiries, including clarity about the arrangements for interviews. Volunteers thought the centre had an important role in checking that organisations were genuine, particularly those that are not household names. There was also a potential role for the centre to offer advice, and possibly training, to people who had become volunteers.
6. Databases
Youth net is the organisation that has developed both the V- Base database of volunteering opportunities and do-it.org.uk, the on line system for registering for volunteering and finding out about volunteering opportunities. They are committed to continual improvement of these systems.

The Volunteer Centre in Islington makes use of the Youth net facilities and is committed to continue to use Do-it because it is the main national on-line system for the promotion of volunteering opportunities with a direct feed to the Direct Gov web site. 28,000 volunteering opportunities are promoted through do-it at any one time. The aim of Do It is to make volunteering easy and the web site is continually being developed. The current website is being re-designed so that email addresses can be verified. A system to provide information about organisation response rates to enquiries is also being introduced. In future it will be possible to intervene if organisations do not respond within 7 to 10 days to expressions of interest from volunteers. Do-it also plans to include more time specific and informal volunteering opportunities. Maps are being added to the system so that people can view the location of volunteering opportunities. The V- base database is also being updated with an enhanced facility for people to list the skills that they can offer and match these to volunteering opportunities. 
The profile of Do-it users is one which we believe it is important for our Volunteer Centre in Islington to encourage into volunteering. 72% of users are under 35, with a high proportion from BME communities and 41% who are completely new to volunteering. A full demographic profile of users of Do It is attached as appendix A.
The profile of Do – it users reflects the current usage of the Volunteer Centre in Islington. There are less old people or people with specific professional skills using the service. Often voluntary organisations with whom we work want experienced people to offer services to their organisation, including potential trustees. In the future it would be useful for the Volunteer Centre to work with another brokerage service, in addition to Do it, in order to promote these more specialist roles. We have had some initial discussions with the Reach service about the development of a working relationship between them and the Islington Volunteer Centre. 

At any one time Reach has about 35 people registered with them who are Islington residents and who are looking for volunteering opportunities. There are a larger group of people working or studying in London who are also potentially interested in volunteering with local organisations. Voluntary Action Islington is proposing to promote Reach alongside the do-it brokerage service. For example by including information on our web site and referring organisations and individuals to Reach as relevant, particularly if they are seeking new trustees. 
7. Learning from other Volunteer Centres
To assist us with thinking about the future Voluntary Action Islington visited Volunteer Centres in Southwark and Kensington and Chelsea.
Southwark is a central London borough (the 41st most deprived in England) with a stand alone Volunteer Centre employing 6 people (10 in the summer). They have a well developed employee volunteer programme where employers pay the centre for their employees to take part in volunteering events. This is particularly busy during the summer. The Volunteer Centre has also undertaken some neighbourhood based workshops to encourage people into particular types of volunteering e.g. volunteering with young people. They have considered (but not implemented) a system of volunteer champions, where people receive some basic training about volunteering and the Volunteer Centre and with whom there is regular contact about particular local volunteering opportunities. Southwark have a large number of volunteer brokers and provide set open times for their drop-in centre, rather than appointments which they found people booked but then did not attend. They register 4,500 volunteers each year and are now giving more attention to converting an interest in volunteering into people taking part in volunteering activity. They are using of their drop-in and social media to do this. Southwark are currently working with some other volunteer Centres to develop a 'Volunteer Bank'. This will enable skilled volunteers to enter a profile on a database that organisations can view and then make contact with the individuals interested in volunteering. This system is currently being developed and may eventually be available to other Volunteer Centres in London.

Southwark receive a core grant from the Local Authority of £52k and then grants for specific projects including a project working with mental health service users’ and a work experience project. They offer accredited training in managing volunteers. A large active citizenship project recently came to an end.
Kensington and Chelsea Volunteer Centre is located in Central London and receives £126,100 towards core costs from the Local Authority. 4,900 volunteers registered with them last year. In addition they run a project to support disabled people into volunteering and a project supported by the Work Programme and a local Trust to provide volunteer placements for people who cannot find employment. They are doing some work on sports volunteering linked to the Olympics. They find that a large number of volunteers referred through Do it do not take up opportunities and are considering no longer providing support to people using Do It. A higher proportion of people take up volunteering opportunities if they make contact through Drop-ins and outreach. They are about to start recruiting volunteers to help with volunteer management roles. They have a Volunteer Development officer who visits organisations to support good practice and design of volunteer roles. They do not provide support to employers interested in employee volunteering and refer to Westminster.
For Voluntary Action Islington there are some useful lessons from these visits. We could take on some volunteers within the Volunteer Centre who would assist other organisations with the development of volunteer roles. We could give some more emphasis to drop-ins and outreach to recruit volunteers. We could consider developing a network of volunteer champions, possibly linked with community hubs. In due course we may want to take part in the “Volunteer Bank”.
8.  Voluntary Action Islington’s proposals for the development of the Volunteer Centre
Following the reduction in overall resources, the feedback from service users and suggestions from other Volunteer Centres Voluntary Action Islington are proposing the following action in relation to the current Volunteer Centre:

1. To raise the profile of the centre amongst the public and local organisations by increasing publicity and by ensuring that this is distributed through more organisations

2. To regularise the timing of drop-in sessions and increase publicity about them

3. To increase publicity about specific volunteering opportunities – for example opportunities to volunteer to help children with reading

4. To continue to undertake outreach and consider if some outreach work can be undertaken through shopping centres and/or community hubs

5. To ensure that all staff and volunteers are aware of how to deal with initial enquiries about volunteering and provide a clearer message about arrangements for interviewing potential volunteers
6. To develop a partnership with Reach in order to provide local organisations with a better means of recruiting skilled volunteers and trustees and consider involvement in the London “Volunteer Bank” as this develops.
7. To consider what service can be provided to people who are already volunteering – for example advice and/or training opportunities

8. To consider how we can most effectively work with organisations to develop their volunteering roles and support for volunteers – drawing on lessons from the work currently being undertaken with Help On Your Doorstep and piloting the role of experienced volunteers working with organisations to develop the ways in which they work with volunteers
9. To consider the feasibility of the development of a network of local volunteer champions –linked with the local ward partnerships – who would receive information about local volunteering opportunities and be trained to provide basic information and support to people interested in volunteering
9. Recommendations to the Islington review of volunteering brokerage
Voluntary Action Islington makes the following recommendations to the review:
1. It is important to sustain an accredited Volunteer Centre in Islington in order to match thousands of people interested in local volunteering with volunteering opportunities, and to promote volunteering in Islington
2. It is important that there are opportunities for Islington residents to have a personal discussion about their interest in volunteering and potential volunteering roles and not only to rely on the internet to match people to volunteering – this is particularly important for people with special needs

3. The review should recognise that an independent organisation providing volunteer brokerage services can attract additional resources to the borough that may not be available to statutory organisations. For example Voluntary Action Islington have recently attracted funds for a new project to encourage volunteering during the economic downturn

4. The review should consider realistic resources/staffing required for a Volunteer Centre. Volunteer Centres involve volunteers in the work of the centre but if this is to be effective there has to be a reasonable ratio of paid staff to volunteers. When considering the resources needed it would be useful to compare the position in other boroughs. It is also important to take account of  the emphasis to be given to working with volunteers with special needs and the role of Volunteer Centres in working with organisations that involve volunteers to support them to improve and develop their practice
5. The review should recognise the value of having a Volunteer Centre that is an integral part of a generic organisation serving the local voluntary sector. This results in efficiencies including shared accommodation, website, finance, ICT and personnel functions. There is also synergy between work to increase the effectiveness of local voluntary organisations and recruiting and placing volunteers with organisations. For example Voluntary Action Islington’s capacity building work with small groups is now supporting them to develop the role of volunteering within their organisations.
6. The review should support the continued use of the youth net databases in the borough, particularly given the profile of users of do-it and the fact that improvements are being made to the service such as intervention if organisations do not respond to communications from potential volunteers
7. The review should support the use of additional databases to complement do-it. For example Reach and specialist databases of volunteering opportunities suitable for students

8. The review should support the development of links between a borough wide resource for volunteering and community hubs, which have the potential to encourage additional volunteering in neighbourhoods
9. The review should recognise that it is important to work with voluntary and statutory organisations to assist them to develop volunteer roles and provide effective support to volunteers.  It should consider how work with organisations can most effectively be resourced in future
Appendix A- Profile of Doit.org users
Breakdown of volunteer’s equality details. These stats exclude those who chose not to disclose any given piece of information:

Gender

Female – 72.9%

Male – 27.1%

Age Range
Under 15 – 0.7%

15-18 – 13.9%

19-25 – 34.5%

26-29 – 12.9%

30-34 – 10.6%

35-39 – 8.0%

40-44 – 6.5%

45-49 – 4.8%

50-54 – 3.4%

55-59 – 2.3%

60-64 – 1.5%

65 and over – 0.8%

Disability
Not disabled – 95.2%

Self-classified – 4.8%

Ethnicity
White British – 22.3%

White British (English) – 41.7%

White British (Scottish) – 1.5%

White British (Welsh) – 1.0%

White Irish – 1.1%

Other White Background – 5.9%

Mixed White and Asian – 0.8%

Mixed White and Black African – 0.5%

Mixed White and Black Caribbean – 1.0%

Other Mixed Background – 1.3%

Black African – 5.9%

Black Caribbean – 2.7%

Other Black Background – 0.7%

Bangladeshi – 1.4%

Chinese – 1.3%

Indian – 4.6%

Pakistani – 2.7%

Other Asian Background – 1.9%

Any Other Background – 1.9%
Appendix B

Note of discussion with 4 volunteers who have used the volunteer brokerage service

Introduction

All 4 volunteers were Islington residents. One person had been unemployed for 9 months and had been advised to contact Voluntary Action Islington by the Job Centre. One person had found out about the centre through Ingeus because she wanted to change career. Although an Islington resident she was steered to a Volunteer Centre in another borough but Islington was most local and it was also not possible to get an appointment at another Volunteer Centre. Another volunteer wanted to do voluntary work close to home. She had applied for some roles on do-it but was not sure what she was applying for and ended up coming to the Islington Volunteer Centre. Another person had started volunteering but had been having difficulty getting a CRB check and came to the Volunteer Centre to find out about this. They had been referred to the centre by a local councillor.

The view was expressed that the Volunteer Centre did not have a high profile. For example the centre was not advertised in the Islington Council magazine.

Experience of using the centre

In general there was a problem about phoning and emailing the centre and a lack of response and difficulty finding a person who could help. Although one person said they had a quick response to an initial email.

One volunteer said when they emailed Phil (Voluntary Action Islington; Volunteer Brokerage Officer) he got back straight away and was “brilliant” but it had been a nightmare getting to Phil. He got things sorted.

There was some initial concern that interviews would be held in the shop front. Interviews are useful but it needs to be clear that the space where they will be conducted is private (this volunteer was relieved when they came upstairs for the interview).

One volunteer said if they had not heard about the centre through Do It they would not have known about Voluntary Action Islington. They thought the site was easy to use and that it was great to be able to type in your post code and find out about opportunities nearby.

One volunteer said they could not find any other help in Islington. They compared using the Volunteer Centre favourably with their experience of using the LBI Adult and Community Learning Service

There was a general view that the Centre should advertise itself more. One volunteer did not like the term “voluntary action”. 

There was concern about the lack of customer service skills of some staff at Voluntary Action Islington – particularly the Future Jobs staff (who have now left). For example the lack of a greeting and not being offered a seat. People should be pro-actively greeted. Better training was needed for people on reception because sometimes people do not get a positive reception. Phil was described as very professional and always providing a response. “If I had not met Phil I would have walked”

Should be clearer whether the front desk is a reception area or an interview area. It is small and also a thoroughfare for people attending meetings.

Greater prominence should be given to volunteering opportunities in the shop front- so people know it is a place to find out about volunteering. It was good when Phil was downstairs as he dealt with the enquiry straight away. 

Referral to an organisation

Many organisations take a long time to get back to people offering to volunteer and some do not get back at all. One person mentioned that she had contacted the Met Police through Do it but they did not get back. One person said she found an organisation (a museum) through Do It and just called in and asked them rather than contacting through Do It. One person said Phil had found 3 possible opportunities but she had not yet made contact with them.

Some organisations were concerned about a lack of qualifications of volunteers contacting them.

Do-it is great for those used to the internet.” I use it and I refer other people to do it” but it will only reach a certain number of people.

We should know more about Voluntary Action Islington.

You have to do volunteering now to build up experience in order to get a job. People are sent by colleges to volunteer in order to get on a course. 

Drop-in

Having a drop in is very important. There should be certain days allocated to drop-in and these should be publicised with more information about volunteer opportunities. 

Leaflets

Important but nobody had seen the leaflet. It should be delivered through people’s doors. We should get coverage of the Drop-in in the Islington Tribune “What’s on “section. 

Should have leaflets in GP surgeries and other public places including libraries

Face to face contact

It is important for some people. I could have done what Phil did without coming to a building but some people need hand holding. Voluntary Action Islington should promote volunteering through libraries and shops such as Waitrose and Sainsbury’s. The Volunteer Centre should go out to people more.

Phone

Telephone contact with the Volunteer Centre has been especially difficult. Communication by phone is important.

Email

A professional response received from Phil

Phil went out of his way to find something like what I wanted to do

Work with organisations

Some organisations want volunteers but we are not sure who they are. It is important to check organisations. This is a very important part of the remit of the Volunteer Centre. It is important to liaise with organisations. Make sure they are safe- especially if we have not heard of them.

Borough boundaries

You can live in one part of the borough and step over the footpath and you are in Camden. I think Do It is great. I would not just want to go onto an Islington web site. Another volunteer thought an Islington specific list of opportunities would be useful.

Volunteering Opportunities

It is important that information about volunteering opportunities is kept up to date on Do it.

There is a lot of interest in volunteering. I know somebody who was disappointed at not being accepted as and Olympics volunteer. A lot of younger people want to volunteer.

Interviews

Some people find interviews helpful. Some people only need to be referred to an organisation. One person thought it was particularly important for the Volunteer Centre to offer interviews.

Volunteering champions

A goof idea to have local volunteering champions but it would be better if it was part of the role of a paid person (not a volunteer). One volunteer said it was important to appreciate the work done by volunteers. 

Priorities for outreach

To promote volunteering effectively in what order would you place community centres, shops (i.e. Sainsbury’s/Waitrose) and libraries?

1. Sainsbury/Waitrose

2. Libraries

3. Community Centres – nobody had been inside a community centre

It is important that the people doing outreach are engaging. They need to be properly briefed and trained. There would need to be specific opportunities available – not just a general introduction to the Volunteer Centre.

Training

Some people may be interested in training. For example students or people who do not know what they want to do. One volunteer said training on the law, health and safety and first aid was important. People who work get training but volunteers are often excluded. There should be more emphasis on training for volunteers. 

Other comments

Don’t like the word brokerage- sounds like making money

There was very positive feedback about the Voluntary Action Islington web site.

Appendix C

Executive Summary of the Islington Project within the Volunteering England Big Lottery funded programme

Islington is one of the poorest boroughs in the country and is experiencing one of the highest levels of cuts in public spending. Demand for services provided by many local organisations is increasing and the capacity to provide services has reduced as a consequence of cuts in statutory funding. Alongside this, through the Islington Giving initiative in which Voluntary Action Islington is a partner, our borough is leading the way in creating new opportunities for local residents to give both time and money to projects which relieve poverty and reduce isolation.
This new project will work with volunteer involving organisations in the voluntary and statutory sectors to create new, high quality and well supported volunteering roles.  We will recruit a group of volunteers to work on the project from Higher Education and Professional backgrounds. They will work with volunteer involving organisations to develop volunteer roles that can be taken up by people who are leaving education and have not yet entered employment and by people who have been out of the labour market for some time. These roles will be supported with education and training opportunities and will provide experience that can form the basis for progression into employment. We will work with the adult and community learning service, with local employers through Islington Working, and our own training provision to provide learning opportunities for people involved in the project. We aim to create new volunteer roles in caring, health promotion, education, advice, befriending, customer service, sports, arts, fundraising, environmental projects, outreach and administration. We will be working with some organisations that are new to involving volunteers in their work, including organisations in the statutory sector.  With organisations that are new to volunteer involvement we will assist with the provision of basic policies and procedures to support volunteer involvement. We will identify organisations that are keen to develop new roles for volunteers through our involvement with borough networks –in the voluntary, statutory and private sectors.
We will recruit 400 unemployed people to this project and introduce them to volunteering and its potential to enable them to gain experience that is relevant to their future employment and personal development. Our Volunteer Centre already has contact with an increasing number of people who are without work, including many people with disabilities. This project will enable us to provide a dedicated service to people with additional needs who are not in employment. Our Project Worker and team of project volunteers will provide additional advice and support to people who do not traditionally get involved in volunteering. In this project we will work closely with local education providers, Job Centre plus and with Islington Working, a Local Authority initiative working with local employers and placing local people into employment. We will also work with Islington Working for Parents, which has a similar role supporting parents into employment as part of Islington’s initiative to reduce child poverty. We will provide these organisations with volunteer work experience options for their clients and ensure that volunteering experience through the project can assist people to progress into employment and further education, including apprenticeships where relevant.
Mike Sherriff
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