
Issues and challenges affecting recruitment of volunteers for older peoples’ 
services 
 
1 Introduction 
Older peoples’ services in Edinburgh are reporting increased difficulty in attracting 
and retaining suitable volunteers.  There is increased expectation that services are 
delivered by volunteers; the role of volunteering as a preventative service is also 
being acknowledged.   
 
2 Volunteering in Edinburgh – general facts regarding recruitment 
It is estimated that 34% of Edinburgh’s population regularly volunteer. 
In 2013/14 VCE gave face to face information and advice on volunteering to 5,675 
people through our drop in centre and outreach services.  We recruited volunteers 
for around 1200 different organisations – with around 900 different volunteering 
opportunities being advertised at any point.  Opportunities are posted under two 
specific categories – one for “client group” and the other for “type of work” e.g. a 
volunteer catering assistant in an older peoples’ lunch club would be posted under 
“Elderly” and “Catering”.  This is an important point to consider with regard to 
targeting potential volunteers with specific skills or motivations.   
 
VCE’s online and social media services grew by 16% over the past year to reach 
63,000 individual web visitors.  Unique volunteer opportunity searches for “Elderly” 
were 4367 – however, remember that many individuals may have secured 
volunteering in older peoples’ services by accessing other categories e.g. driving, 
care.   
Our experience tells us that volunteers who find a suitable opportunity via online 
services rarely feedback to us (or to the organisations they eventually engage with) 
where they have obtained information from.   
 
3 Volunteering opportunities with older people 
There has been a steady increase in volunteering opportunities with older people in 
the past 2 years.  VCE currently has 80 live opportunities for “Elderly” (within 5 mile 
radius of EH1 postcode) comprising: 
2 admin/office 
8 info/advice 
4 arts 
5 catering (lunch clubs) 
3 charity shops 
1 committees 
20 care and support 
16 befriending mentoring 
3 conservation gardening 
9 driving/escorting 
5 fundraising 
1 home based 
2 management/ business 
3 practical/DIY 
1 short term 
1 sports/outdoor 
1 tutoring 



An initial look at website data shows that relative to other categories e.g. 
“Health/Hospitals” the public search less on “Elderly”.  Voluntary Service Managers 
(VSMs) in NHS Lothian, and indeed across NHS Scotland, report continued high 
volume of potential volunteers and ongoing difficulty in placing all of the people who 
wish to volunteer with them. 
The NHS has traditionally attracted people wishing to enter medical, nursing or allied 
health professions training (volunteering required as part of application process).  In 
recent years VCE has worked with NHS Scotland to acknowledge the relevance & 
transferability of experience gained within non-NHS services.  
 
4 The changing profile of potential volunteers 
For more people, volunteering is a “means to an end” e.g. to paid work, better health, 
happier old age.  VCE’s specialist services have traditionally promoted and 
supported this.  Last year our Health and Wellbeing service supported 87 people 
with mental health problems, disabilities, offending histories & other support needs to 
engage in volunteering; our employability services enabled 168 people to volunteer 
as route to paid employment (in many cases within health/care sectors).    
The demand from health, social care and employability services to place their clients 
in volunteering continues to rise.  Workers from 160 health/social care agencies and 
90 “Joined Up For Jobs” partners regularly refer clients to VCE services.  
Volunteering features more prominently in dialogue between advisors and customers 
in Job Centre Plus (and there is a subsequent challenge to ensure that volunteering 
remains voluntary amid DWP back to work programmes)       
 
5 Recognising that demand for volunteers in older peoples’ services is 
increasing, and that supply is decreasing (or changing) there are a number of 
possible actions we could take 
 

1 Undertake more analysis of existing VCE data regarding volunteer enquiries 
and throughput as a means of identifying which locations, tasks and services 
are more/less popular with members of the public seeking to volunteer.  
Identify and learn from influencing factors e.g. under “type of work” are people 
more likely to search under “befriending” than “care”? 
 

2 Identify how current volunteers are finding current opportunities - A snap shot 
of VCE Community Connecting volunteers identified that 20% came from VCE 
sources; majority from “direct marketing” (posters, events, job websites) and 
from relationships with e.g. employability services 
 

3 Look at how opportunities are marketed; consider redesigning existing 
opportunities or identifying and developing new ones to best capitalise the 
interests and availability of potential volunteers.  VCE will support on an 
individual or collective basis. 

 
4 Consider and undertake collective marketing/recruitment.  In the longer term 

we could approach Council for resources for wider publicity & advertising e.g. 
for bus adverts; in short term we could undertake collective recruitment at 
Volunteer Recruitment Fair on 24th September and look at ways of maximising 
the presence of older peoples’ opportunities on VCE website.   

 



5 Work with colleagues in the NHS who have an over-supply of volunteers – 
consider ways of channelling these “surplus” individuals.  This may involve 
redesigning existing roles or commitments. 

 
6 Consider how we capitalise on the assets of potential volunteers who have 

support needs (of the last 46 clients placed by our Health & Wellbeing Team, 
only 6 have been linked with older peoples’ projects).  How do we effectively 
use the resources of social care/employability agencies to engage volunteers 
who require additional support? 

 
7 Can we look at the experience of organisations who have a strong track 

record of engaging volunteers with support needs and learn from them?  
 

8 Ensure that these issues and challenges are shared within all key strategic 
arenas.  The most obvious is the city’s Implementation Group for the 2012-17 
Community Planning Volunteering Strategy (partners in Council, NHS and 
Police to ensure volunteering outcomes are embedded in city wide strategies 
and services including poverty and inequality, employability, community 
learning and development, health inequalities and the Edinburgh Community 
Plan). 
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