
Cultural Volunteering in the UK:

What have we learned

and what’s next?



1997



What did it look like?

• Volunteering underpinning the sector

• Profile – either retired people or students

• Lack of good volunteer management

• Volunteering not seen as a profession – lack of 
recognition for skills

• Organisational ignorance of value

• Unions/staff councils concerned about 
volunteering – ‘job replacement’



Regional networks

• Cultural volunteering – institution based or 
devolved / remotely managed committee 
structures (Art Fund, NADFAS, National Trust)

• Mainly retired arts enthusiasts – social aspect 
of volunteering/status important

• Challenges – sustainability, profile, remote 
management









Institutions

• Lottery capital development projects – more 
people required to meet operational 
requirements

• No volunteer management expertise – added 
on to existing roles

• Staff finding things for volunteers to do!

• ‘Friends’ organisations – grey area 
(time/money)



Opportunities

• Funding – Lottery, trusts and foundations, 
European (e.g. ESF)

• Volunteering as a way of diversifying 
participation – ‘not for the likes of us’

• Voluntary sector strategic leads starting to 
work together to tackle recognition/value 
issues







2002





Imperial War Museum 
North

• New site, opening up collections to the North

• Trafford, Manchester – regeneration area

• Wanted local people involved from the start –
‘in with the bricks’

• £250,000 European Social Fund plus Lottery

• Targeting social exclusion

• National Vocational Qualifications in Cultural 
Heritage – visitor welcome





Imperial War Museum 
North

• 250 local people involved before museum 
opened

• Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
‘exemplar’ in Third Sector Strategy





2008



A complex landscape

• Financial crash

• Public funding cuts – arts and volunteering

• The Big Society – cultural venue/library 
closures or community ‘ownership’

• High unemployment brings opportunities for 
volunteer involving organisations

• Olympic bid – volunteering central to delivery



Where are we now?



Challenges

• ‘Traditional’ volunteer pool disappearing

• People have less time and more choice –
sandwich generation

• Cultural organisations still struggling financially 

• Sustainability of programmes – how?

• Reduction in volunteering infrastructure







The good news

• Volunteering profile / Olympics 2012 legacy –
did we do volunteering before …?!

• Progress in top down recognition of value 

• Volunteering is a profession

• Investment in volunteer management

• Diversity and inclusion

• Mutually beneficial



Change as opportunity

• Pushing boundaries, taking risks and dispelling 
myths

• Volunteers can do same jobs as paid staff

• Involving volunteers for skills / specialisms at 
every level

• Volunteers shaping what happens in 
organisations, not just delivering



What does it look like?















Volunteering to engage

• Leicestershire County Council 

• ‘Hitting the streets with heritage’ – Century of 
Stories project

• Get Set – work experience for young people

Inclusion, access, co-production/creation – what 
do people want and how do they want it? 

New models emerging









Doing things differently

• IWMN – creative partnership working 
delivering across agendas: employability, 
inclusion, health

• Natural History Museum – diversifying 
volunteering through interpretation and 
increasing productivity

• Silk Mill\Leicestershire County Council – co-
production: how do you want your heritage?





Polesden Lacey, 
National Trust

NT – 5,000 staff, 64,000 regular volunteers

•One team approach – no ‘us and them’

•Staff and volunteer Sounding Board

•Volunteers leading volunteers

•Volunteers involved at every level

•Dynamic and flexible opportunities to suit 
individual needs, e.g. speed volunteering













Fit for purpose and the 
future

• Clear vision and top down commitment

• Resources – invest in people and money

• Training in volunteer management = 
confidence and capability

• Have to offer what volunteers want 

• Highly competitive market

• Change can be painful – staff and volunteers



Work placements, interns and 
volunteering









Getting value

• Flexibility – part-time, weekends, evenings

• Real work experience and supervision

• Training

• Networking opportunities

• Short-term opportunities

• Employer’s references



What’s next?



Ongoing challenges

• Ongoing fear job displacement/replacement

• Change takes time, money and skill

• Lack of infrastructure for brokerage

• Huge competition for developmental cultural 
volunteering opportunities

• Opportunities restricted to privileged few?

• But … more flexibility / credit for volunteers



Resources



Resources

http://www.yahoogroups.com/group/UKVPMs

https://www.ncvo.org.uk/ncvo-volunteering

http://www.ivr.org.uk

https://volunteermanagers.org.uk

https://volunteeringforwellbeing.org.uk

http://www.nhm.ac.uk/take-part/volunteer/short-
term-volunteering.html

http://www.yahoogroups.com/group/UKVPMs
https://www.ncvo.org.uk/ncvo-volunteering
http://www.ivr.org.uk
https://volunteermanagers.org.uk
https://volunteeringforwellbeing.org.uk
http://www.nhm.ac.uk/take-part/volunteer/short-term-volunteering.html


Resources

http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-
faculties-and-institutes/business-and-law/human-
resource-management/crowe-research-
themes/unusual-and-atypical-work-
contexts/national-trust-project.aspx

http://www.internaware.org/about_us

http://www.heritagevolunteeringgroup.org.uk

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/
download-file/internships_in_the_arts_final.pdf

http://www.dmu.ac.uk/research/research-faculties-and-institutes/business-and-law/human-resource-management/crowe-research-themes/unusual-and-atypical-work-contexts/national-trust-project.aspx
http://www.internaware.org/about_us
http://www.heritagevolunteeringgroup.org.uk
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/internships_in_the_arts_final.pdf


• http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-
practice/new-approaches-to-
volunteers/16092013-leicestershire-county-
council

• http://www.centuryofstories.org.uk

• http://getsetleics.co.uk

• https://www.voluntaryarts.org/why-were-here

• https://nadfas.org.uk

http://www.museumsassociation.org/museum-practice/new-approaches-to-volunteers/16092013-leicestershire-county-council
http://www.centuryofstories.org.uk
http://getsetleics.co.uk
https://www.voluntaryarts.org/why-were-here
https://nadfas.org.uk


Thank You!

Coaching and Consulting –

Arts and Heritage

lynn@lynnblackadder.com

www.lynnblackadder.com

+44 (0)7966 253577
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