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VOLUNTEERING WHILST UNDER THE KNIFE! 

Joining the debate on current service users as volunteers 

Below you will find a selection of independent definitions of service users: 

“…a generic description for people who use the services…” 

“…An individual who uses, requests, applies for, or benefits from health or local authority services; 

they may also be referred to as a client, patient or consumer…”  

“…An individual who accesses/ed a service to improve their health and wellbeing or as part of 

social care…” 

“…People who need health and social care for their mental health problems; they may be 

individuals who live in their own homes, are staying in care, or are being treated in hospital…” 

Hopefully you will have noticed that all of these independent definitions of a service user share 

one thing in common, which is; that at no point when defining a service user is the word volunteer 

and/or volunteering ever mentioned!  

However, it is increasingly apparent in some quarters that volunteering is being threatened, and 

hijacked by ill conceived, ill informed, ill thought out; opinion, and strategic direction; leading to 

further third party bastardisation of volunteering, its historic core values, and identity. So called 

“volunteering” in the form of service user involvement/engagement being one such example of 

this. 

Unfortunately it has to be said, such third parties are being helped in part, by the often collectively 

simpering, and increasingly passive, and sterile voluntary sector of which we all belong as 

volunteer managers. 

So not being one to sit on the fence; and/or submissively doff my cap in blind deference to such 

thinking; let me make my personal views and position on the subject of current service users as 

volunteers, very clear; and unambiguous. 

However, before I continue, let’s get one thing straight, out of the way, and put to bed, so as not to 

clutter the argument; and that is; there is nothing inherently wrong with service user involvement; I 
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repeat for those who are easily offended, or are genetically predisposed to being so. There is 

nothing inherently wrong with service user involvement, per’s a!  

However; service users are service users, and are as the informed quotes tell us; by both 

definition and consensus, the recipients of the service/s provided by organisations, be they 

statutory, non-statutory etc, and NOT the providers of services, in the form of volunteers.  

If part of that service is for example, therapeutic service user engagement (SUE), e.g. facilitating 

self help groups, then great; and again I am fully supportive of this, as it can be very beneficial to 

the service user. However, that’s what it is, in other words, and to reiterate, its service user 

engagement, and most definitely NOT volunteering! 

Service users do not come through the doors of an organisation in order to be a volunteer, NO, 

not at all; in the same way as if you go to Hospital for an operation, your mindset is quite rightly 

that you are going into Hospital for the operation, and not to be wittingly, or unwittingly coerced 

into serving in the out patients snack bar as a volunteer, between incisions whilst under the knife! 

In fact I would go further, and say that I would consider it wholly inappropriate and indeed 

unethical if a client who could be seen as being vulnerable, and who in the course of their 

engagement with a service provider, seeking help, support and intervention, unwittingly found 

themselves deemed to be a “volunteer’; rather than someone who is still engaged with services in 

their own right; and that where this occurs; at best this form and method of “volunteer recruitment”, 

for that’s what it is, could be deemed as taking advantage of a vulnerable person, and indeed 

could be seen as being professionally abusive, in recruiting people who are vulnerable, and/or 

may feel indebted to the organisation currently providing their service.  

Equally, for some there may even be the latent fear, irrational though it may be, that if they don’t 

“volunteer” future service provision/intervention will be withheld, be less than, or even withdrawn!  

In my opinion, there should be a clear distance, and distinct difference between for example 

therapeutic intervention as a client of service, which may well include service user 

involvement/engagement, and that of mainstream volunteering.  

There should not be any blurring of the boundaries; for you cannot ride two horses at once, and 

this should not be inferred, and/or encouraged, but rather in the strongest possible terms, such 

concepts need challenging and where necessary opposing.  

For to me, this is yet another example of people, usually in high places; government and/or 

organisations, demonstrating their ignorance of volunteers and volunteering, and/or in chasing 

funder candy in the form of current service users, who are now “volunteering”, and as such can be 

moved into a different, how shall we say; more “convenient” politically expedient “outcome” based 

tick box, with such contrived, Machiavellian and insidious "outcomes" being to the detriment of 

volunteers and service users alike. 

As mentioned, SUE’s (Service user Engagement) has its place; and there is no doubt in my mind, 

that it can be very beneficial. However, it should be seen as being a pathway towards volunteering 

in the wider community, and not volunteering per’s a.  

Still not convinced?  



Then let me leave you with one closing sobering thought; if a person as a service user is also 

deemed to be a “volunteer” something that presumably in your role as volunteer manager you will 

have sanctioned; rather than being involved clearly as a service user, or SUE (Service User 

Engagement). Then putting aside the potential for example of conflict of interest in its own right; 

further ask your self this question. What happens when something goes seriously wrong, what is 

their default position, that of volunteer, or recipient of service?  

In having someone with a foot in both camps, or in wearing many hats at the same time so to 

speak; then where would that leave you, and your respective organisation, morally, ethically and 

legally; e.g. duty of care. Equally, and importantly, where would that leave the client/volunteer; 

who lets not forget, did not come to you as a prospective volunteer, but rather came to you to 

receive help, support, guidance, intervention etc.  

Personally I’m not willing to stand up in court and explain how I got into such a mess; and created 

such a disastrous dilemma. However, I would be interested to know how those who disagree and 

wish to continue to wear the "Right on" Rose coloured spectacles get on in a future test case!? 

My fellow volunteer managers, and/or co-ordinators; be in no doubt whatsoever; however “fluffy”, 

and “right on” organisations are; get it wrong, and one way or another the book with this one will 

stop with you as the volunteer manager! 

REMEMBER...In blurring the boundries between current service users/service user engagement, 

and volunteering; you are only ever one “D”(Disaster) from turning from SUE, to SUED! 

 

Laura77  

I work for an organisation which involves a large number of volunteers, who are also service 

users. We are an HIV Health and Social Care Charity and 44% of our volunteers are living with 

HIV. Of those, many will, at times, also access one or more of our range of services. 

Firstly, I completely agree with the writer's point about the need to draw a clear distinction 

between service user involvement (e.g. participating in consultation, service user representation, 

etc) and volunteering. However, I do think it's possible for people to “wear more than one hat” 

within an organisation and I believe that with good training, support and supervision, volunteers, 

who are also service users, can manage boundaries well. What it does require is clearly defined 

volunteer roles, and a clear volunteer recruitment and induction process. Recruitment needs to be 

into specific roles, rather than just general admittance as a “volunteer” where you can then float 

between roles as you wish. It needs all staff within the organisation, from Chief Executive to 

frontline staff, to have a firm understanding of volunteer roles and the distinction between 

volunteering and service user involvement. It also means quashing any notion that participation in 

volunteering is part of a portfolio of services that are offered to service users. Volunteering 

opportunities are not a service that people can access and service users need to be selected on 
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the basis of their skills/experience and matched to roles as carefully as we would any other 

volunteer.  

HIV is a chronic long term manageable condition, albeit one which is vastly more stigmatised than 

say, for example, diabetes. People vary considerably in their need for and uptake of support 

services. A person may access our help at the point of diagnosis and then again when starting 

HIV treatments, facing discrimination at work, or problems with benefits, but there could be gaps 

of weeks, months and years between support episodes. At the other end of the spectrum, people 

may access services consistently on a weekly basis for several years. This is often the case for 

people in the asylum and immigration system, who face particular financial hardship and social 

isolation.  

My point is that when working around HIV, there is less of a clearly defined period of support, than 

there is in some other services. We therefore find it virtually impossible to create restrictions along 

the lines of “must not have been using the service for 12 months”, which I know some 

organisations put in place, when looking at the issue of service users becoming volunteers. What 

we do say is that you cannot simultaneously access a particular service and also volunteer at it. 

So, for example, a person could not be offering mentoring/befriending support, as a Community 

Support Volunteer, to another service user, and also themselves be receiving 

mentoring/befriending support from a Community Support Volunteer, at the same time. Similarly, a 

person who attends our space for HIV positive women and wants to carry on using this as a 

service, would not be able to volunteer at it, although they could, for example, help out as a 

volunteer receptionist. These choices are something that we explore with the service users, during 

their volunteer interview, and through a one to one post induction meeting. It's also something that 

we revisit in group and one to one supervisions. A recurrent phrase that comes up is that people 

need to be clear about “what hat they're wearing at what time”, and to ask for support if they come 

up against difficulties or are struggling with boundaries.  

It's not always easy. We have had to challenge behaviour, and sometimes remove people from 

certain volunteer roles, or from volunteering altogether. Sometimes we have to say no to people at 

the recruitment stage. But these scenarios also come up with volunteers full stop. An added worry 

when a volunteer is living with HIV is whether we can manage the process with enough skill, 

fairness and empathy that the person does not end up alienated from the organisation and still 

feels able to ask for help and support, should they need it in the future. If we get it wrong, the loss 

can be greater for the person living with HIV, than for someone whose only involvement with the 

organisation is as a volunteer. We have to take particular care to be clear that what has happened 

in their volunteering does not affect their access to services.  

Involving and working alongside service users, who are also volunteers, is one of the most 

challenging, but also one of the most rewarding aspects of my role. Our service user base is 

incredibly diverse and those who become volunteers bring a range of skills and knowledge, as 

well as their own life experience, to their roles. Feedback from volunteers who are living with HIV 

shows that they experience clear benefits too. In addition to developing new skills and confidence, 

76% told us that they felt more able to disclose their HIV status to others as a result of 

volunteering, and 84% said that they had a greater sense of being able to live a full life with HIV. 

When our Director of Services met with a funder recently, she asked two of our current service 



users, who are also volunteers, to come in and talk about their experiences. What struck her was 

the hugely positive impact that volunteering had had, in terms of the service user's self image and 

their personal journey with HIV.  

So, whilst I would very much agree that there does need to be distinctions between roles within 

organisations, I also think it's important not to throw the idea of service users as volunteers out 

completely. With a clear organisational understanding (and agreement) about what constitutes 

volunteering and good training, support and supervision, I believe it is possible (and positive!) to 

involve service users as volunteers. 

23rd Aug '11 at 22:15  

 

 

dansumners  

A great response Laura77. I think what it shows is that blanket statements about who is or isn't, or 

who should or shouldn't be, a volunteer can lead to unnecessary restrictions on the pool of 

available talent, skill and experience. Surely volunteer managers can - and do - rise to the 

challenge of supporting people and developing a service in such a way that it is very clear when 

who is filling what role at a particular time? 

The reason the cited definitions do not contain a reference to volunteering is because they are 

definitions of 'service user'. That doesn't mean that a service user can't be a volunteer but rather 

that being a volunteer is in no way fundamental to being a service user. 

Also, raising the spectre of litigation is unhelpful. It's time that the sector looked at itself and its risk 

aversion and thought about whether the pendulum has swung too far in one direction, limiting 

outlooks and the activities we are prepared to undertake. Can you offer any more detail of the sort 

of nightmare scenario you are suggesting could arise, and the likelihood that it might? Examples 

would be helpful. 

24th Aug '11 at 12:26  

 

 

 

stevemoreton  

The post and responses highlight how volunteering is a means to an end, rather than an end in 

itself. 

Its purpose is broadly speaking, to create a better world, but needs to interact with a world whose 

needs, systems, beliefs and knowledge change and develop, ebb and flow. 

Therefore the concepts and practices of volunteering will change and adapt to meet the needs of 

society. 
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Society will also be creative in exploring how volunteering interfaces with concepts and practices 

of service-user, volunteering, professional development, community pay-back, ex-offender peer 

volunteering etc. etc.) 

So in essence, it is society that gives volunteering its impact and meaning, and volunteering 

needs to skillfully follow society's lead in the dance. 

...and from Wikipedia's definition of 'lead and follow'...(!) 

In an improvised dance, Society is responsible for choosing appropriate steps to suit the music, 

and leading volunteering to complete the steps, ensuring smooth coordination between the two 

dancers. 

24th Aug '11 at 14:21  

 

 

 

uncollectiveconsciousness  

Well this one was a slow burner! 

Non-the-less it’s good to see your responses, and some very interesting counter thoughts and 

opinion. 

Whilst raising the specter of litigation could be seen by some as being “unhelpful”; in saying this, 

are we then advocating that people, in this case volunteer managers, some of whom my well be 

new to the trials and tribulations of the role, and seeking opinions thorough blogs, forums, etc, 

should not be made fully aware of such potential for litigation, and that such things should not be 

discussed, mulled over, carefully considered, subsequently risk managed accordingly?  

In respect of the question how likely it is that such an event would happen? There are many 

subjective imponderables in respect of individual situations, organisations, policies and 

procedures, as such one cannot cover all perceivable bases, scenarios, environments, without 

getting bogged down with endless, equally subjective point, counter point, at least not in text form; 

although I am more than happy to expand verbally at the VMC EYV11 meeting in Birmingham, if 

anyone chooses to throw down the glove, so to speak.  

However, for the sake of the written discussion, if we give the counter argument maximum 

credence, and say that it would be rare for a case to actually end up in the court system; this does 

not negate the fact that it could happen.  

Equally, whilst cases may not end up in court, this may well be fortuitous; and riding ones luck 

rather than anything else. Therefore, incidence/occurrence where there is a potential for litigation 

to happen, logically will be much greater, but again these will rarely come to light, and able to be 

empirically measured, as organisations tend not to make such “close calls” public knowledge!  

Having said that all that; as a manager of volunteers, volunteer, and citizen there are many things 

that personally I find unhelpful, irritating, disagreeable, even plain stupid; the law is an Ass and all 
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that, and in all of this I would agree with some comments, and yes most definitely the pendulum 

as swung to far.  

However, one needs to be pragmatic, and whilst I/we can have an idealist, utopian perspective on 

things; and be somewhat Libertine in our thinking; bury our collective heads in the sand, and/or 

pretend that we are somehow immune from the risk of litigation; because after all we are the 

voluntary sector, and its full of nice people who wouldn’t harm a fly, this is not reality once the rose 

coloured spectacles are removed!  

For as it stands, good or bad, like it or not; the fact remains, that in such a litigious, where there’s 

blame there’s a claim culture/society, with ambulance chasers on every corner. It is far too rash 

and cavalier to ignore prevailing statutes, and advise offer opinion on this basis. It is also very 

easy to be brave for other people, and I wonder how many personal/organisational idealists would 

also be first to put their respective necks on the line, in following their own advice?  

As such, and in the meantime, given the culture of UK plc, the culture we have created; and which 

I/we have to operate. When I am for example blogging, I am much more comfortable and will 

sleep better at night, in being “unhelpful” in making people aware of risk, potential litigation etc, 

than presumably being “helpful” in not making people aware it! 

25th Aug '11 at 15:51  

 

 

 

stevemoreton  

Hi UC 

Can I check if the topic of SUE will be discussed as part of the agenda for the VMC EYV11 

meeting in Birmingham, or that you are suggesting that this is something that you would be 

engaged in at the breaks etc. 

Many thanks 

S. 

 

31st Aug '11 at 21:43  

uncollectiveconsciousness  

Hi Steve 

It was touched on, although not extensively; more one or two thoughts, expressions of opinion 

similar to my blog content, and your and others comments.  
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The issue of SUE “volunteers” seems to be one that polarizes opinion.  

However, for what its worth, and if it helps the SUE “volunteer” supporters will eventually win the 

day, not because they are right in my opinion; but because having SUE’s is politically motivated, 

and comes from those who hold the purse strings, in their drive for payment by results, (funder 

candy).  

So as mentioned, if you can get a SUE to become a volunteer, this ticks another meaningless box, 

as they are no longer a service user per’s a. Thus massaging the statistics, and making everyone 

happy.  

Needless to say, in the bigger picture, it’s still all smoke and mirrors! 

Oh, and Sue (that’s the real one, and not the dubious volunteer variety) may have taken some 

further notes/minutes from the meeting. 

Best Wishes 

UC 

1st Sep '11 at 15:02  

 

stevemoreton  

I've added a link to the original post and Laura's response to the research Attend is undertaking as 

part of the EYV11 'Opening Doors to Volunteering' programme. 

http://www.mindmeister.com/107901877/volunteers-with-mental-health-needs 

It's in a mind-map format, and if you go to the top-right, and follow the path: 

Contribution - high interest stakeholders, 

High influence, 

Blockers. 

30th Sep '11 at 15:49  
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