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Reduce barriers to volunteering 
for unemployed people
Volunteering to improve employability

Volunteering is acknowledged by the Government in 
its ‘Action Plan for Jobs 2013’ as providing signifi cant 
opportunities to provide and derive skills, experience and 
develop new competences, which can assist people, 
including young people, in gaining a foothold in the labour 
market. The plan includes an action point to facilitate the 
increased participation in volunteering opportunities by 
unemployed people.

The National Economic and Social Council’s 2012 report 
“Promoting Economic Recovery and Employment in Ireland” 
outlines the “huge importance” of bringing imagination and 
energy to the creation of opportunities for unemployed 
people to exercise the skills they have in a voluntary capacity 
so as to allow them to contribute to society, and for society 
to benefi t from their skills. 

Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer Centres play a positive 
role in achieving this goal by providing opportunities for 
those who are unemployed and underemployed to put their 
expertise and qualifi cations to use, develop new skills and 
gain work experience. Volunteering can help job seekers 
fi ll gaps in a CV, expand their professional network and 
improve their employability. 

Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer Centres have seen 
an increase in the numbers of individuals volunteering 
for professional benefi t or as a step towards gaining paid 
employment. So far this year, over 10,000 volunteers have 
registered through volunteer.ie and local Volunteer Centres. 
The most popular reason for volunteering among newly 
registered volunteers has been to ‘gain or improve skills’. 
Almost one-in-four volunteers have cited reasons linked 
to gaining employment when registering to volunteer. 60% 
of volunteers registered this year have never volunteered 
before. 

Eligibility for Voluntary Work Option

Under the Voluntary Work Option for Job Seekers, job 
seekers are eligible to engage in voluntary work providing 
that they continue to satisfy the statutory conditions 
necessary to be available for paid employment. Job seekers 
wishing to volunteer are required to fi ll in an application form 
(VW1), which is then assessed by a deciding offi cer in their 
local social welfare offi ce. 

The criteria listed on the Department of Social Protection 
website for the Voluntary Work Option are broad. The 
policy on the level and type of volunteering activity deemed 
acceptable under the scheme can differ greatly between 
different social welfare offi ces, with evidence to suggest 
that the guidelines for the Option are being interpreted in 
quite different ways.  Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer 
Centres have received feedback from volunteers that VW1 
applications can be refused, leaving job seekers unable 
to volunteer. Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer Centres 
would like to see clearer internal and public guidelines for 
the Voluntary Work Option developed and made available to 
job seekers. As the national volunteer development agency, 
Volunteer Ireland would welcome the opportunity to assist 
the Department of Social Protection in the creation of these 
guidelines.

What can be done to enable and encourage 
more unemployed people to volunteer in 
Ireland?

As of July 2013, there are 419,200 individuals on the Live 
Register. Ireland’s youth unemployment rate is currently 
at 30.4%. Now more than ever it is vital that those who 
are unemployed and underemployed have access to 
volunteering opportunities in their community to develop 
new skills, put existing qualifi cations and skills to use and 

Volunteers who have registered 
through volunteer.ie and local 
Volunteer Centres have clocked up an 
incredible 320,000 hours of voluntary 
work so far this year. This work has 
an equivalent economic value of over 
€7,000,000.

Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer 
Centres call on TDs to support our 
campaign to reduce barriers to 
volunteering, working towards the 
formation of a national strategy to 
support volunteering in Ireland. Our 
key priority is to:

• Reduce barriers to volunteering for   
   unemployed people
• Reduce Garda Vetting waiting times  
   for volunteers
• Formation of a national strategy to  

   support volunteering in Ireland  

U16

16-25

26-35

36-49

50-59

60-70

Over 70 261

333

827

1860

3078

4019

225

Age group of volunteers 2013 to date



gain experience that may help in securing paid 
employment. 

It is vital that those who are currently 
receiving Job Seekers Allowance are aware of 
opportunities to volunteer and that no barriers 
are in place to prevent them volunteering. 
Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer Centres 
would see it as necessary that:

•  Current internal guidelines for the Voluntary 
Work Option are updated to ensure that no 
anomalies occur between deciding Social 
Welfare Officers

•  Public guidelines for the Voluntary Work 
Option are updated to ensure that job 
seekers can clearly find eligibility criteria for 
the programme and examples of suitable 
roles and acceptable levels of voluntary work.  

•  Volunteering is promoted within Social 
Welfare Offices across Ireland. 

•  All Social Welfare Officers are encouraged to 
promote volunteering as an option available 
to job seekers and are made aware of 
volunteering services available in their locality.

•  Information on the Voluntary Work Option is clearly and 
easily accessible on www.welfare.ie  

Reduce Garda Vetting waiting 
times for volunteers  
Another barrier to volunteering in Ireland is the current 
waiting times for Garda Vetting applications for volunteers. 
In January 2013, Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer 
Centres, together with Age and Opportunity, The National 
Youth Council of Ireland, The Wheel, and Voluntary Service 
Overseas Ireland, called on the Department of Justice to 
invest in the Garda Vetting Unit to ensure that the Unit was 
adequately resourced to cope with increased demand 
arising from the introduction of the National Vetting Bureau 
(Children and Vulnerable Persons Act) 2012. Following the 
announcement of the transfer of 25 staff members to the 
unit, the group of voluntary sector leaders were reassured 
that reducing waiting times for Garda Vetting was a priority. 
With the legislation due to commence before the end of this 
year, Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer Centres remain 
very concerned by the current waiting times for Garda 
Vetting. 

At the time of writing this document, the average waiting 
times for vetting is 9-14 weeks. During the summer 
months waiting times rose to as high as 20-24 weeks. 
Excessive waiting times for Garda Vetting act as a 
barrier to volunteering and a disincentive to volunteer 
with thousands of volunteer-involving organisations that 
work with and for young people and vulnerable adults in 
Ireland.  The legislation, when it commences, will require 
thousands of new and existing volunteers to be vetted for 
the first time and will significantly increase the level of Garda 
Vetting applications to the Garda Vetting Unit. Volunteer 
Ireland and local Volunteer Centres have worked closely 
with the Garda Vetting Unit to date and appreciate the 
challenges the Unit has faced with limited resources. It is 
however critical that now more than ever, waiting times are 
reduced and no longer act as a barrier for volunteering. 

Ensure the sustainability and 
development of volunteering 
in Ireland: development of a 
national policy or strategy on 
volunteering.
Government has supported and invested in volunteering 
infrastructure since 2005. Volunteer Ireland and local 
Volunteer Centres believe that now is the ideal time for a 
national policy or strategy on volunteering and welcome 
the Department of Environment, Community and Local 
Government’s commitment to do so. A national policy 
/ strategy on volunteering would act as a statement of 
continued support for volunteering in Ireland, recognising the 
impact and value of volunteering and helping to ensure that 
volunteering is continued to be supported and developed 
in Ireland. Volunteer Ireland and local Volunteer Centres 
believe that a national policy on volunteering is required to:

•  Address barriers to volunteering and set objectives 
and goals for ensuring that everyone has access to 
volunteering opportunities.

•  Help to ensure that volunteering is measured and valued 
– undertake regular national surveys (e.g. the census 
and quarterly household survey) to measure levels of 
volunteering in Ireland, which can be used to inform 
national policy and the goals and objectives of the 
volunteering infrastructure. The introduction of the 2013 
Quarterly Household Survey module on volunteering is a 
great step towards this.

•  Provide for consistent and sustainable nationwide 
supports for volunteering.

•  Provide strategy and direction for the existing volunteering 
infrastructure to deliver national priorities at a local level 
and contextualise the achievements of Volunteer Centres.
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18 Eustace Street, Temple Bar, Dublin 2
www.volunteer.ie

t:  (+353) 1 636 9446 
f:   (+353) 1 672 9198

About Volunteer Ireland and 
local Volunteer Centres

Volunteer Ireland is the national volunteer development agency and a support 
body for all local Volunteer Centres in Ireland. Our vision is every person 

connected to and participating in their communities to build a better Irish society. 
Volunteer Ireland works to increase awareness of, access to and quality in 

volunteering in Ireland. In addition, Volunteer Ireland supports Volunteer Centres 
and the development of best practice in volunteering and Volunteer Centres, 
including the evaluation of Volunteer Centres according to a quality standard 

framework. 

Volunteer Centres offer advice and support to both volunteers and volunteer-
involving organisations through a range of services that include information 

provision, consultation, training and Garda Vetting. Volunteer Centres’ primary 
function is to match individuals and groups interested in volunteering with 

appropriate volunteering opportunities. 

Volunteer Ireland works collaboratively with the network of local Volunteer Centres 
in managing I-VOL (the national database of Irish volunteering opportunities and 
listings) and striving to achieve our shared objective of an Ireland where everyone who 

wants to, can volunteer.


