
Reimagining Volunteering,  
The Role of ‘Community Helpers’
In the context of the King’s Coronation

A toolkit for volunteering organisations  
to use to mobilise ‘Community Helpers’
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1. The legacy of the pandemic and Cost of Living crisis:
Informal volunteering rose to prominence during the pandemic. Millions 
of people stepped up to help others in the form of hyper local support 
networks and we’re continuing to see a need for this because of the Cost 
of Living crisis.

2. Decline of formal volunteers:
The rate of people formally volunteering has been declining. Volunteering 
organisations are having to think about how they can get more people to 
give their time, and to think of different ways to recruit volunteers.

3. National moments:
Key national moments are heavily reliant on volunteers to be successful. 
They’re often inherently place based and are open to anyone in the 
community to participate in. 

This toolkit is designed for organisations that use and recruit volunteers. 
To support you to breathe fresh life into your volunteer recruitment  
strategies and to motivate and mobilise those seeking to help out in  
their communities.  

It aims to help you take stock of how you are currently recruiting volunteers 
and encourages you to take the learnings from a national moment like the  
Coronation to support your organisation.

Introduction to this toolkit
We received funding from Spirit of 2012 to understand how people 
across the UK help out in their local community, especially in the  
context of national moments like the King’s Coronation.  

We wanted to explore what ‘helping out’ looks like from the experience 
of those taking part in it, and what can be done to encourage more  
people to get involved.  

This toolkit is relevant for three key reasons: 
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This toolkit has been developed with people who help in their community 
and have helped out in a national moment like the King’s Coronation.

We captured the perspective of those already participating in helping 
out in their community, those aspiring to do so and also people who 
were formally volunteering for a charity or organisation. 

This is an easy to use resource that can inform your recruitment  
strategies, help facilitate workshops or be used as a conversation 
starter for your team or other partners in the sector.

About this toolkit
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Did you know that there is a huge 
underutilised helpforce of two 
types of volunteers?
1. ‘Community helpers’, people

who already contribute and help
out in their community in an ad
hoc way

2. ‘Community helper aspirers’,
people that aspire to help out in
their community, perhaps have
done so in the past,  but aren’t
yet currently.

Our research has discovered that 
there are far fewer formal 
volunteers when compared to 
community helpers and aspirers.

So, these two helper categories are 
making up the bulk of the 
helpforce, rather than formal 
volunteers.

Did you also know that these 
helpers make up the majority of 
the helpforce for some national 
moments? 

• Over 80% of those who helped 
at either the Coronation or the 
Big Help Out were community 
helpers or community helper 
aspirants.

• By comparison formal volunteers
made up 11.6% of the
Coronation helpforce and
13.7% of the BHO helpforce.

Introduction
Given the decline in formal  
volunteers taking part in national or 
regular events, Community Helpers 
can make up that shortfall. But, in 
order for them to do so we need to 
know how to attract and mobilise 
these Community Helpers. 

So, we have developed  
5 key pillars that organisations 
using volunteers can adhere to, in 
order to attract and mobilise  
community helpers: 

We will explore these 5 key pillars 
in detail now, that can form the 
framework for you to reimagine  
how to harness local support for 
your organisation.

Lean into place based opportunities

Focus on what motivates 
people to help out

Mitigate the barriers that prevent 
people from helping out

Diversify communications methods

Make use of formal volunteers skills 
and experience

1

2

3

4

5



In this together

Interestingly, we discovered that helping out has a positive relationship with 
a sense of belonging. Current community helpers, aspirants and also formal 
volunteers strongly relate to feelings of belonging to their local area. 

Many Community Helpers reflected similar sentiments of: “This is my area, 
I was born and bred here. Whatever I can do for the area, I’d love to”.  
(Man, Community Helper, Shaw) 

By comparison, those not interested in helping out in their local area are 
not as likely to feel a sense of belonging to their local area. 

A strong explanation for this is that people’s greater sense of belonging is 
one of the reasons that makes them want to help out, especially in tight knit 
communities. 

This means that feeling a sense of belonging is an important motivator 
for people to want to get involved in helping out locally.

1. Lean into place based opportunities
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Sophie moved to her village about 
10 years ago. The area has a really 
nice feel to it because everyone 
knows everyone. 

Case Study:  
Sophie, Community Helper, Water Orton

She set up a village choir about 
1 year ago because it’s something 
she enjoys, but also because she 
wanted to do something positive in 
her community. The choir now has 
45 members, every member lives in 
the area.

It has become more than a choir, 
it has become an outlet for them  
to do something positive in the 
community. 

Recently they raised £1,500 for a 
local school that needed support. 
They also supported the King’s 
Coronation street party by  
performing a song. Also, a lot of the 
members helped it in other ways, 
like supporting in the set up of the 
event,  providing food and inviting 
others  in the community to help 
out. 

Ultimately, in their tight knit  
community the choir contributes 
to people feeling a stronger  
sense of belonging.
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Helping out has a positive relation-
ship with a sense of belonging. So, 
local place based opportunities are 
likely to be a significant enabler to 
get  
people involved in helping out, es-
pecially within tight knit communi-
ties.

For instance, we found that  
Community Litter Picks were the 
most common activity for people to 
want to help out at, as they provide 
an opportunity to do something 
positive in the community and con-
tribute to their place. 

In order to lean into place based  
opportunities volunteering  
organisations should:

How to lean into 
community based 
opportunities:

Things to think about:

1.	 Ensure that your opportunities 
have a place based element to  
appeal to those who want to  
connect with their community.

2.	 Utilise hyper local networks for 
recruitment, or individuals who are 
strongly embedded in the area to 
reach out to those aspiring to help 
out.

3.	 When advertising opportunities  
focus on how it is likely to help or 
support the local area. It will  
motivate more people to help out.

1.	 What role does your organisation currently play in local communities?
2.	 How can you play more of a role in local communities through your  

volunteering opportunities?
3.	 How are you collaborating with other local organisations?
4.	 How many local channels or hyper local networks are you connected to?
5.	 Are there opportunities for you to review your current comms and  

marketing strategy?
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2. Focus on what motivates people
to help out
People’s motivations to help out are not always altruistic, they need to find it 
rewarding to get involved. Fundamentally, it has to benefit those 
participating in it as well as those receiving help.

“There has to be a reward for everything that you do. I’m part of a church 
band and my reward is giving back to God. There always has to be some 
sense of reward and that doesn’t have to be financial.”  
(Man, Formal Volunteer, Wythenshawe)

Helping out is also about having fun, helpers want to enjoy what they’re 
doing and they are more likely to take part if they’re going to have fun  
doing it. 

Other common motivators relate to wanting to feel part of and giving back 
to the community. As well as wanting to give back to others who need it, 
so they feel like they are getting involved in something that is rewarding. 
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Farah received a Cancer  
diagnosis about 6 years ago.  
She was in hospital for a long time 
and felt really supported by  
hospital staff and other patients. 

She is now fortunately in remission. 
But, when she was in Hospital  
somebody said to her when you’re 
better you’ll be able to support other 
people who are going through  
something similar. You’ll be able  
to relate to them, feel a sense that  
you’re giving back, but also get  
something positive out of it yourself. 

This is what she does now, she  
supports Cancer fundraising events 
but she also supports people that 
have just received a Cancer  
diagnosis to know what to expect.  
It’s something that she’ll keep doing 
forever because of the positive  
effect it’s had on her and the  
people she has been helping.

Case Study:  
Farah, Formal Volunteer, 
London
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People are most likely to give their 
time to something that they find 
rewarding and for an initiative or 
activity that they will get something 
positive out of.

In order to motivate more  
Community Helpers volunteering 
organisations should:

1. Root people’s motivations into 
the development and delivery 
of opportunities. Ensure that 
you’re always listening to what 
participants want to get out of 
these opportunities, especially 
as opportunities/events change 
or alter overtime.

2. When advertising 
opportunities highlight these 
key motivations. Share the clear 
benefits that 

How to motivate people 
to help out:

Things to think about:
1. How are you positioning your opportunities for people to help out at?
2. What are your expectations for people who can help out and how does

that match with their expectations?
3. How flexible is your offering, are you able to give people different

options to get involved in helping out?
4. Have you asked people what is motivating them to help out?
5. Can you use people’s motivations to help out as hooks, in the

development of opportunities?

participants will receive, as well 
as how their time will be used  
valuably.  

3. Always remember that participants
want to have fun and their 
motivations aren’t always altruistic, 
so ensure that their perspective is 
at the forefront.
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3. Be flexible, accommodate those
who don’t want to commit
We found that over half of respondents want to help out when they can 
but not regularly. People are happy to give some of their time, but they 
don’t want to make huge commitments.

In fact, lack of time and other conflicting priorities are huge barriers that 
prevent people from helping out.

“Time is the ultimate gift, once you give it, you can’t give it back.” 
(Man, Formal Volunteer, Wales)

This is especially true at the moment due to conflicting priorities and the 
squeeze caused by the CoL crisis, which has made helping out without 
financial compensation difficult. 

With this need for flexibility, people’s volunteering journeys are not  
always linear; they don’t always want to work their way up the ladder to 
gain more responsibility, skills or experience and volunteering organisations 
need to be accommodating of that. 
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Case Study:  
Omar, Community 
Helper, Shaw
Omar has three kids and a full time 
job.  At the moment he’s really busy 
and his main priority is supporting his 
family. 

He is happy to give some of his time 
as and when he can, especially if it’s 
for something that he cares about 
or that his kids can get  involved in.  

But, he doesn’t want to be overly 
committed when it comes to  helping 
out.

He’s helped out a few times, like  for 
the Eid event in the park where  he 
brought food and drink, which  he 
really enjoyed doing, but for him 
that’s enough. He just doesn’t have 
the time to be organising events  or 
for it to become a regular thing  in his 
life.
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For those who want to help out, 
flexibility is key and the way that 
volunteering infrastructure is set 
up needs to be accommodating of 
that. 

In order to accommodate this need 
for flexibility volunteering  
organisations should be mindful to:

1.

	

Set up timetables and

  

structures that allow people

  

to fit helping out into their

  

schedules. I.e. they don’t have to

 

help out on the same day every

 

week or an initiative or organisa-
tion for a set amount of time.

  

How to be flexible to those 
who don’t want to commit:

Things to think about:
1.	 How is your current volunteering infrastructure set up?
2.	 What support are you offering for community helpers to get involved 

and how can that benefit them?
3.	 How much commitment are you requiring of people to get involved?
4.	 What things need to stay the same, and what can change?
5.	 What could the benefits be for your organisation in shifting how your 

volunteering infrastructure is set up?

2.	 You can over recruit community 
helpers so that your event is well 
supported by those who are  
motivated to help out in an ad 
hoc way.  

3.	 From the outset ensure that 
community helpers are clear 
on their roles and what they are 
offering so they don’t feel that 
their time is being wasted.  

4.	 You don’t have to factor in  
giving community helpers more 
responsibility, skills or  
experience as they are likely to 
not want to work their way up 
the volunteer ladder.
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4. Diversify communications methods
There are lots of fantastic opportunities to help out and many platforms that 
host and advertise them. However, a huge barrier that prevents people 
from helping out is simply not knowing about the opportunities.

“In my Church we have a great platform to disseminate opportunities for 
people to help out, but a lot of people aren’t aware of that.”  
(Man, Community Helper, Birmingham)

Social media was noted as the best way to find out about opportunities 
like neighbourhood communications groups on Whatsapp or Facebook. 
Especially to get the younger generation involved. 

Others reflected on the power of word of mouth through friends, family 
or neighbours. 

Tools like leaflets or flyers being posted through people’s doors or hung 
up in community spaces were also seen as valuable.



15 Reimagining Volunteering

Reimagining Volunteering

Maryam lives in quite a tight knit  
community in London. Her community 
is based on an estate where everybody 
sort of knows everyone, and they  
regularly do events or activities in the 
park around the corner. 

The community really came  
together through Covid, a lot of them 
went through hard times so they  
supported each other. 

Her upstairs neighbour Phyliss, was 
the one that really instigated all of 
this. She started a neighbourhood 
WhatsApp group, so now anything 
good or bad that’s happening  
within the community gets posted on 
the WhatsApp chat, so no one ever  
really goes through something alone. 

Recently, they had a Coronation 
street event, again that was instigated 
by Phyliss, but everyone got involved 
bringing food, drinks, seating and the 
music of course. It turned out to be a  
really good day with a huge turnout 
mainly supported by the WhatsApp 
group and then just word of mouth.

Case Study:  
Maryam, Community Helper, 
London
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National Moments 
A focal point for helping out
National moments are an  
interesting lens to discover how 
people are helping out in  
communities. 

They are often heavily reliant on 
volunteers to be successful  
whether that be formal or informal 
volunteers. 

They are also usually place based, 
hosted in one location or tied to our  
experiences as a community or  
nation. They can also be a catalyst 
for people to get involved in helping 
out especially for a short period of 
time. 

The majority of people do feel that 
big national moments are a good 
focal point to get people involved  
in helping out. 

However, for most it’s not about the 
national moment, it’s about using  
it as an excuse to get people  
together and to create a platform 
for people to help out.

As well as meeting new people in 
the area, contributing to people’s 
sense of belonging to the  
community.










