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Barriers to volunteering caused by the benefits system will be all too familiar to many volunteer-involving organisations and infrastructure bodies. A new national project, bringing together Jobcentre Plus and the volunteering sector aims to speed up the pace of change in tackling this long-running challenge.

The ‘benefits barrier’ is one of the volunteering barriers raised most often with Volunteering England. It covers a range of related difficulties which can be faced by those wanting to volunteer while receiving state benefits. Jobseeker’s Allowance, which gives rise to most complaints, has very straightforward guidelines. An individual can volunteer as much as they like, so long as they are still meeting the requirements of JSA, chiefly that they are actively seeking work.

Despite this, problems persist in some areas. Some volunteers report being given incorrect advice by Jobcentre Plus advisors – for example being told that they cannot volunteer at all while claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance or can only volunteer for 16 hours per week. The ‘16-hour rule’ is a common myth, passed on both by some Jobcentre Plus staff and some volunteering organisations. Let’s be clear – there has never been a 16-hour rule for Jobseeker’s Allowance. A similar rule did apply to some other benefit claimants, but was scrapped in 1998! While many issues focus around implementation of the rules, others focus on the lack of positive encouragement and support for volunteering. Some potential volunteers report being actively discouraged by a Jobcentre Plus advisor who doesn’t recognise the valuable role volunteering can play. 

The difficulties are not universal, but widespread enough to cause concern. Given that extreme cases involve volunteers having their benefits incorrectly stopped, it is an issue which can have quite a serious impact on some volunteers. The challenge is to ensure the right information is understood and used, and that advisors actively encourage volunteering as a positive step.

Making progress

Volunteering England started working with national Jobcentre Plus officers to tackle these problems following the Commission on the Future of Volunteering and has made good progress since. Information on the benefits of volunteering has been included in internal Jobcentre Plus and Department for Work and Pensions magazines. Clear information on the rules around volunteering while receiving benefits has been added to the Jobcentre Plus intranet and is easily accessed by advisors. In addition, VE has secured various changes to the national guidance booklet Volunteering while receiving benefits and developed its own improved information sheet.

A national strategic relationship with Jobcentre Plus

While these improvements have made a difference, we felt that to have a deeper impact, Volunteering England needed to build a more strategic relationship with Jobcentre Plus not only to tackle problems as they arise, but also to take a longer term approach to dealing with the underlying causes. To achieve this, a national agreement between Volunteering England and Jobcentre Plus was launched earlier this year.

A clear plan for improvement

The agreement is to be underpinned by an action plan, which will drive collaborative projects to deliver improvements. The plan is currently being finalised, but some of the key steps are clear. 

· Research to provide an insight into the underlying causes of the benefits barrier is expected to be carried out in the autumn. Attention often focuses on the problems faced by volunteering organisations, rather than asking advisors what challenges they face in supporting volunteering as part of their day-to-day work.
· Our work in the area has uncovered some excellent examples of local Jobcentre Plus offices and volunteering organisations working closely together, with real benefits to volunteers. A publication will be produced pulling together good practice case studies and highlighting hints and tips on how to build a successful local partnership. 

· Understanding the rules around benefits is key. New, more accessible, means of explaining them will be created, both online and in print. This will include a simple ‘myth-busting guide’ covering benefits and related issues. 

How you can help

This work relies on advice from volunteer-involving organisations and volunteering infrastructure bodies. If you have examples of good partnership working between a local Jobcentre Plus and volunteering organisations, please feed these into the project at the email address below. We are actively gathering ideas on what type of information and support organisations would value, and there is still time to submit your requests for activities which should be included in the action plan for the project. We look forward to receiving your ideas. Please send any ideas to me (see left for contact details).
Links and contact details

Download the national agreement between Volunteering England and Jobcentre Plus from:  http://bit.ly/vejcplus2
Some volunteers report being given incorrect advice by Jobcentre Plus advisors – for example being told that they cannot volunteer at all while claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance or can only volunteer for 16 hours per week.  





Renewed efforts to tackle the ‘benefits barrier' to volunteering


Alan Strickland, Senior Policy and Information Manager, Volunteering England explains on how it is tackling this long running challenge.
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