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What Volunteering Is, and What It Isn’t

This information was collated January 2008 as guidance for those identifying genuine volunteering opportunities, and wishing to clarify the difference to other forms of unpaid work or activity.

Volunteering 

According to the Volunteering Compact Code of Good Practice, volunteering can be defined as 
“an activity that involves spending time, unpaid, doing something that aims to benefit the environment or individuals or groups other than (or in addition to) close relatives.”
 Volunteering Compact Code of Good Practice, page 4, section 2.2 http://www.thecompact.org.uk/information/100023/publications/ 
Work placements and work experience

The National Council for Work Experience defines a work placement as
“a period of work experience, which can be paid or unpaid, and is part of a course of study. This can be arranged through your university with an employer or by yourself and is for an agreed period of time.”
 http://www.work-experience.org/cms/ShowPage/Home_page/Employers/About_work_experience/p!eLacXei
Under the National Minimum Wage Act employers cannot offer unpaid work experience, unless the student is undertaking the work placement as part of a course of study. (Please see section 35 of ‘A Detailed Guide to the National Minimum Wage (revised October 2004)’ – Department for Business, Enterprise and Regulatory Reform).

Internships

According to the Interns’ Network, 
“internships are part-time or full-time opportunities to gain professional experience within a chosen field…due to the charitable nature of internships, the majority of positions on offer are unpaid. Almost all organisations, however, cover reasonable travel and lunch expenses.” 
http://www.internsnetwork.org.uk 

Unpaid work

Guidance produced by the Border and Immigration Agency differentiates between unpaid work and volunteering:
“There is a difference between volunteering and employment, which in general remains forbidden to asylum seekers even where the employment is unpaid. An example of unpaid employment would be an arrangement in which a person makes an arrangement to help out in a business, perhaps on behalf of a relative, in return for some non-monetary benefit.  But where the work is unpaid and is carried out on behalf of a charity, voluntary organisation or body that raises funds for either, or in the public sector then it will be accepted for immigration law purposes as volunteering.” 
http://www.ind.homeoffice.gov.uk/lawandpolicy/refugeeintegration/volunteeringandmentoring
In terms of immigration regulations, people from outside the European Economic Area are not allowed to take up paid or unpaid work, which includes volunteering, unless they have a work permit, a visa or entry clearance which allows them to take up such work. 
http://www.ind.homeoffice.gov.uk/sitecontent/documents/policyandlaw/IDIs/idischapter17annexes/  

Further information

Volunteering England’s Information Team has published ‘Definitions of Volunteering’:
http://www.volunteering.org.uk/Resources/goodpracticebank/Information/Definitions+of+volunteering.htm 

