
 
 

 
Cancer Research UK response to the Morgan Inquiry into Young Adult 

Volunteering 
 
About Cancer Research UK 
 
Cancer Research UK1 is the world’s largest independent organisation dedicated to 
cancer research, with a research spend of over £315m in 2006/07.  We have over 
45,500 volunteers, one million regular donors and directly engage with around 3 
million people every year. 
 
Overview of young adult volunteering at Cancer Research UK 
 
Cancer Research UK has 45,500 volunteers of all ages in a number of diverse roles. 
We have a significant number of younger volunteers, particularly recruited through 
the Cancer Research UK website where almost half of applicants for volunteer roles 
advertised on our website are 17-25 year olds, and through our award winning 
internship scheme, where a majority of interns are aged between 18-24 years old. 
Quantitative research2 has also shown an increase in the number of people under 35 
who volunteer for Cancer Research UK in our shops. In 2007, almost 35% of 
volunteers recruited for our shops were under 35 (compared to 17% of existing retail 
volunteers who are under 35). 
 
Whilst we draw out key points in our response, we believe that it is important to bear 
in mind that ‘young adults’ are not a homogenous group and issues will differ 
depending on a number of variables, for example, location, gender, education etc. 
The volunteering opportunities available at Cancer Research UK are diverse and we 
try to incorporate a variety of opportunities for a broad range of people and young 
adults. 
 
Advantages of young adults volunteering 
 
There are numerous advantages to young adults who volunteer. Most often we have 
found that young adults volunteer for work experience and use the opportunity to 
build their CV to help them stand out amongst other applicants. As the charity sector 
becomes an increasingly desirable route of employment for young adults, many are 
also volunteering to give them the experience to help them secure jobs in the sector. 
There are also increased opportunities for young adults to train whilst they volunteer 
in order to gain qualifications. At Cancer Research UK, we offer NVQ levels 1, 2 and 
3 in retail operations, customer services and team leading. This scheme is 
advertised, where appropriate, in our recruitment materials and has proved to be 
popular with young people who appreciate the chance to develop their skills, as well 
as the opportunity to be recognised for the experience that they gain whilst 
volunteering.  
 
Moreover, volunteering gives young adults an opportunity to build their skill set as 
well as their confidence. We often find that providing a range of stimulating 
volunteering opportunities can help to increase confidence and self-belief. This is 
                                            
1 Registered charity no. 1089464 
2 Volunteer survey carried out by MSB Consultancy in May/June 2007 
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particularly the case for volunteers with disabilities. Cancer Research UK has a 
number of volunteers with disabilities and we have found that our volunteering 
programme has been vital to developing language and social skills, as well as an 
increased sense of purpose and self-esteem.  
 
Volunteers of all ages are a huge benefit to charities and we believe that there are 
advantages to organisations who try to involve young adults in volunteering 
schemes.  Young adults bring enthusiasm, energy and eagerness to their work. They 
can also be less resistant to change and they can bring crucial fresh perspectives 
and new ideas to the workplace.  
 
Barriers to volunteering for young adults 
 
While there are numerous advantages of young adults’ volunteering, both to the 
individual and the organisation, there are a number of barriers that can prevent and 
discourage young adults from volunteering. The recruitment and set-up processes 
involved in volunteering are often seen as long, onerous and complicated. For many 
young adults this lengthy process can appear daunting and time-consuming, 
particularly CRB checks.  
 
Another barrier to volunteering is an increasing lack of time to participate. This is 
particularly the case with young adults, many of whom have hectic lives and do not 
feel comfortable making long-term commitments. Also, some volunteering 
opportunities may be seen as a luxury that they find hard to justify – volunteering will 
mean that they are not earning income and furthermore, they have less time to 
actively look for full-time paid jobs. In addition, young adults can experience some 
difficulty in finding opportunities to volunteer as there is no single obvious place to 
look for comprehensive information about volunteering – for example, if young adults 
were to do an internet search on volunteering in their area, they would find an 
extensive range of websites offering different information and advice. This means 
that finding volunteering opportunities can be confusing and time-consuming.  
 
There are also some negative perceptions associated to the term ‘volunteering’ – 
young adults can find the term old fashioned and they associate volunteering with 
very low level tasks such as photocopying or filing. At Cancer Research UK we have 
overcome this issue by introducing an award winning internship programme. The 
idea of an ‘internship’ has shifted the perceptions of volunteers. Our internship 
scheme offers a challenging programme of work experience that young adults enjoy 
and value.   
 
Enablers to young adult volunteering 
 
At Cancer Research UK we have found that creating flexible volunteering 
opportunities to suit young adults’ busy lifestyles has increased the number of young 
adults that volunteer for us. For example, we have created a scheme whereby people 
can sign up to being interested in volunteering for Cancer Research UK – they are 
added to a database and contacted when ad-hoc opportunities become available in 
their area (for example, if there is an event that needs volunteers). They can choose 
whether they would like to volunteer and they have no responsibility to take up the 
position. This flexibility allows people to help out when they can, but does not require 
them to set aside or commit for a length of time.  
 
Communication is also key. Young adults need to be contacted through their normal 
communication channels. We have found that the internet, social networking 
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websites and text messages are all useful channels of communication. We have also 
found that it is important to be as clear as possible about the details of the 
volunteering opportunity. Cancer Research UK creates clear role profiles for 
volunteering opportunities that outline how much time we think they will take up, as 
well as the benefits to them and the organisation. We have found that this 
encourages young adult volunteers and sets out clear expectations and benefits 
upfront.  
 
Finally, we believe that it is important to offer a range of volunteering opportunities to 
young adults. The work offered must be worthwhile and give the volunteer a sense of 
achievement. We have found that our internship schemes are so popular with young 
adult volunteers because we offer them challenging projects and work that makes a 
real difference.  
 
Moving forward 
 
It is important that volunteering, and particularly young adult volunteering, is 
encouraged, nurtured and promoted. However, the current volunteering climate and 
infrastructure can be confusing. With the current focus on securing funding and 
grants for volunteers we believe that it is important to remember that volunteers 
should be taken on board for mutual benefit to the individual and the charity. We 
believe that volunteering should be a meaningful experience, and opportunities 
should not simply be created in order to secure funding or grants.  
 
Furthermore, there appears to be considerable duplication within the volunteering 
infrastructure. There is widespread confusion about the roles and remits of various 
organisations (for example Volunteering England, NCVO, CVS, CSV, VSO, 
Timebank, Youthnet, Do-it.org.uk website, Student Volunteering England and 
organisations in the devolved nations). If the third sector itself finds these various 
organisations’ roles and remits complicated, potential volunteers will undoubtedly find 
it confusing and off-putting when looking for volunteering opportunities.   
 
Similarly, the local picture is confusing and inconsistent, particularly with the 
introduction of the recently branded Volunteer Centres and Volunteer Bureaux.  Both 
Volunteer Centres and Volunteer Bureaux can be independent charities, be funded 
by local or county councils, or be part of the local Council for Voluntary Service 
(CVS). Consequently, the standards of service and the systems used vary widely 
from location to location for both the potential volunteer and volunteer involving 
organisations.   
 
This is further convoluted by the separate systems for each of the UK countries. This 
adds to the complication for volunteers who move frequently – for example young 
adult volunteers who are students are more likely to move more frequently (e.g. 
between home and University or University and place of work). It is also complicated 
for UK wide charities that have to spend time and resource understanding and 
making allowances for the differences in the devolved nations. One such example is 
the fact that NVQs are funded in England (through the Learning and Skills Council 
and Train to Gain) but there is no nation-wide funding process or mechanism for 
NVQs or parallel schemes.  
 
As outlined above, there are a number of things that charities can do to attract young 
adult volunteers. However, we believe that in order to continue to attract volunteers 
and in particular young adult volunteers, there needs to be more consideration and 
rationalisation of the volunteering infrastructure in order to truly focus on the needs of 
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the volunteers and the organisations that benefit from their skills, knowledge and 
enthusiasm.  
 
We would be happy to provide any further information or detail as required. Please 
contact Mairi MacRae in the Policy Team at the Cancer Research UK Public Affairs 
Department at mairi.macrae@cancer.org.uk, or on 020 7061 8498. 
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