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Key Points 
It has been heartening to see an explosion of people wanting to help. Even in the most 
testing of circumstances, it’s good to see people coming forward to help others.            
Coordination and planning are vital – support must be directed to those most in need at 
the point at which they need it.  
In this guide we will look at how organisations or informal groups can respond to the    
increase in spontaneous volunteers whilst maintaining good practice standards.  

Getting Started  

When spontaneous volunteers enquire it is recommended that they should be registered and      

undertake a basic assessment. The assessment should be done in a proportionate and timely way 

before spontaneous volunteers are tasked. Volunteers will want to get involved in the response to 

help communities as quickly as possible, but the safety of volunteers, communities and responders 

should be paramount. 

The assessment of selecting prospective volunteers is a crucial role. Whilst it will be important to 

make this seem a simple process, the person carrying out the assessment role should have skills in 

determining the  suitability of a volunteer quickly and with the confidence to identify those who are 

not suitable. 

Another role to consider is how to provide supervision to those volunteering. One option is a Task         

Supervisor. They should have health and safety awareness and experience of managing volunteers             

appropriately thereby promoting their care and safety throughout. They should have sound     

awareness of what is required. 

 

Application/registration  

The process for registering spontaneous volunteers should be flexible and be capable of being scaled 

up or down depending on the requirements of the emergency, the types of tasks that spontaneous 

volunteers are being asked to undertake, and the  number of spontaneous volunteers presenting. 

It is important to manage the expectations of volunteers. They may arrive in response to specific 

requests, but evidence suggests that most will arrive simply to get involved. Spontaneous volunteers 

may not agree with any process put in place to provide safe practices, and will likely expect to    

provide immediate practical assistance. 

Any unnecessary bureaucracy or delays should be avoided as this will likely be picked up on and  

possibly communicated via social media detracting from the benefits of such arrangements. It is 

therefore important for the Volunteer Coordinator and other members of the team to be clear 

about the purpose and reasons why processes are put in place e.g. health and safety. 

 

Selection 

Some volunteers might have to be informed that they are not suitable for the required tasks. This 

might be due to factors such as a declared medical condition. 

A volunteer may declare a medical condition, disability or other factor affecting their ability to carry 

out certain tasks required. It will be important to explore all possible opportunities for involvement, 

but if difficulties persist, the Volunteer Coordinator should be consulted and a decision made      

regarding their participation. This could be to thank the volunteer, but to explain that they are not 

required on this occasion. This may require  particularly sensitive handling. 

Having a criminal conviction would not, in most cases, exclude someone from volunteering, but it 

might define the work they are tasked and the supervision required. 

An audit trail of why a decision has been made not to accept a spontaneous volunteer should be 

recorded and retained. 
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Safeguarding / Disclosure and Barring Service checks 

The organisation should be clear that its approach to volunteers is compliant with safeguarding      

principles. The organisation should review relevant safeguarding policies and procedures to make  

certain that safeguarding best  practice is adhered. 

Volunteers should never be deployed into a situation where they would have unsupervised contact 

with any child or vulnerable adult and should never be placed in a one-to-one situation with a        

vulnerable person (all children are vulnerable  persons due to their age) as part of their normal duties. 

Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) checks would only be required if volunteers were put into     

regular, unsupervised contact with vulnerable groups. A vulnerable person can be defined as someone 

known to the agencies as vulnerable or made vulnerable as a result of the incident. 

The DBS checking procedure takes time and may not appropriate during an emergency. 

Spontaneous volunteers should be made aware of safeguarding issues before  deployment and how 

they should report any issues they may encounter. 

 

Safeguarding and DBS FAQs 
 

I’m organising a group of volunteers. I understand that there isn’t a legal requirement 

for me to have my volunteers DBS checked, but should I do so anyway? 

Many of the roles that volunteers will carry out in their local communities do not raise safeguarding 

issues and do not need a DBS check. You can have a look at the DBS eligibility guidance to confirm 

whether the activities your group propose to do are captured. 

If your group’s activities are captured, under normal circumstances we would advise that having     

volunteers DBS checked is a prudent safeguarding step. There is, however, no legal requirement for 

you to have a DBS check. Regardless of whether you choose to have volunteers DBS checked, you 

should ensure your group follow simple, practical precautions such as working safely in pairs, keeping 

records of money spent and providing shopping receipts to safeguard all involved. 

If they are not from the same household, volunteers must stay two metres apart at all times. 

Please remember that gatherings of more than two people in public are currently banned, with these 

measures being enforced by the police. 

 

I want to carry out DBS checks on volunteers who are carrying out activities that are eli-

gible, such as looking after children or providing help with washing and dressing vulnera-

ble people. Who should pay for the checks? 

Day-to-day contact with other people should be reduced to reduce the spread of Coronavirus 

(COVID-19). Personal care of this sort should be provided by professionals, or specialist volunteers 

with the appropriate skills, training and checks. 

Standard or enhanced applications that meet the DBS definition of a volunteer are free-of-charge. To 

qualify as a volunteer: 

you must not receive any payment or allowances for carrying out an activity, other than travel or   

out-of-pocket expenses and 

the activity must benefit a third party other than, or as well as a family member. 

For more details about applying, please see the DBS guidance on eligibility for standard or enhanced 

checks and how to obtain a DBS check. 

 

Could councils or other local organisations which regularly use DBS services work with 
my community group to make checks? 

Yes, there may be opportunity for organisations that regularly use DBS services to submit checks on 

behalf of new community groups. 

However, in order to submit a DBS check it is essential that someone is making decisions about 

whether people are suitable to carry out certain activities. It is important to note that on its own, the 

DBS check does not mean someone is suitable for volunteering work. It is important that good    

safeguarding practice and awareness continues, even during these circumstances. 
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Are organisations and their staff/volunteers able to change the activities they 

are doing to meet community needs without asking for new DBS checks? 
DBS checks are applicable to the group of people a volunteer or employee is going to be working with, 

such as children or vulnerable adults. 
For example, if someone usually drives adults to and from hospital, but they are now also helping with 

shopping, a new DBS check would not be needed. If the same person now wishes to supervise children, 

then the organisation should assess this change in role and consider whether a new DBS check is         

appropriate. 

If someone who has been working in a nursery wishes to help in a school, for example, then a practical 

decision can be made about accepting their current certificate for the new role. 

You should only leave the house to help a vulnerable person when absolutely necessary. 

 

Are DBS checks transferrable between the organisation that obtained it and 

the new voluntary group or charity? 
If someone has a check from their current or previous role with children or adults, then new voluntary 

groups can make a practical decision about accepting this for their new role. Although  ordinarily a check 

for a role with children would not be sufficient for working with adults, groups may consider this is a   

reasonably safe thing to do, based on the information on the check and the surrounding circumstances. 

Some individuals may have linked their DBS check to the Update Service, which shows whether their   

certificate is still valid or if there is new information that could be disclosed. 

Please remember that gatherings of more than two people in public are currently banned, with these 

measures being enforced by the police. 

 

How long do DBS checks last for? 
DBS checks do not have an expiry date. In the case of new voluntary or community groups, we suggest 

that if a check is older than three years a decision should be made based on the individual and the role 

they will be     carrying out. Please remember that gatherings of more than two people in public are    

currently banned, with these measures being enforced by the police. 

 

Would a volunteer in my group be eligible for a DBS check if they visit a house 

where a child or vulnerable adult, e.g. someone with dementia, lives? 
It is important to remember that Public Health England guidance is to practice social distancing and limit 

contact with others. Simply entering someone’s home would not make someone eligible to be asked for a 

DBS check. However, some activities, such as helping someone with their personal care needs (like   

washing or bathing, or helping someone with eating their meals), may mean a DBS check should be done. 

The DBS eligibility tool will help you work out if what you are doing is eligible for a check. Everyone must 

stay at home, except for very limited purpose. If you are providing care or to help a vulnerable person, 

you should still be following social distancing rules where possible. 

 

Updated ID checking guidelines 
As a result of the coronavirus outbreak, DBS has made some temporary changes to the ID checking  

guidelines for standard and enhanced checks - and basic checks, when submitted through a Responsible  

Organisation. These changes have been made to limit face-to-face contact, and can be found here. 

 

Find an Umbrella Body 
Organisations that need to submit enhanced DBS checks, but aren’t currently registered with DBS, can do 

so using an Umbrella Body. A list of Umbrella Bodies can be found here. 

 

DBS Updates on COVID-19: DBS have compiled a list of answers to the most frequently asked 

questions related to DBS and the coronavirus outbreak. These will be updated regularly and can be 

found here. 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/covid-19-changes-to-dbs-id-checking-guidelines
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/covid-19-changes-to-dbs-id-checking-guidelines
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/dbs-and-coronavirus-covid-19-frequently-asked-questions
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Enhanced DBS checks for healthcare professionals 
DBS will be offering a temporary new service for certain roles such as nurses, midwives and social 

workers. When an application for an enhanced DBS check comes in and has been identified as an    

application for particular roles for COVID-19, we will do a check of both barred lists, within 24 hours. 

The Department for Health and Social Care have advised users that if there is no match against the 

barred lists, the applicant can be recruited in advance of receiving the full DBS certificate. 

Guidance for this new service can be found here.  

 

Risk assessments 

Underpinning volunteer tasks will be the completion of task risk assessments. 

Generic risk assessments and if necessary a dynamic risk assessment should be completed by the   

Spontaneous Volunteer Coordinator or Task Supervisor at the start. 

Some volunteers may require additional briefing needs should they be deployed to a more involved or 

complex task. If appropriate, the organisation might consider providing briefing on: 

a. Frequently encountered hazards  

b. How to complete simple tasks such as: 

i. Safe handling procedures; and 

ii. Properly using any equipment provided by the organisation. 

c. Specific and specialist roles that might be tasked. 

 

Behaviour 
The organisation should consider the potential reputational damage posed by the involvement of          

spontaneous volunteers for example but not limited to: 

a. Breaches in confidentiality; 

b. Misrepresentation of the organisation to the public/media; 

c. Misconduct by volunteers; 

d. Harm to volunteers or those they help; 

e. Lack of cultural sensitivity and/or the use of abusive or discriminatory language 

f. Provision of misinformation. 

 

If a volunteer is reported to have breached any of the above, or behaved in the opinion of the Task       

Supervisor in an inappropriate manner, the Spontaneous Volunteer Coordinator should have the authority 

to tell the volunteer that their assistance will not be further required and the offer of help terminated and 

recorded. 
 

Communication  
Effective communication will be crucial to assist in the coordination of spontaneous volunteers. Any     

messaging that encourages volunteers should contain sufficient information to guide them on how to get 

involved and might include; 

a. Where and when volunteers can offer their help; 

b. The types of tasks for which help is needed; 

c. The resources that they might bring and what is not required; 

d. The support that will be provided; 

e. Where they can get more information; 

f. Issues regarding insurance and liability; and 

g. The benefits of working with the existing organisations, such as reducing the duplication of effort. 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-free-of-charge-dbs-applications-and-fast-track-barred-list-check-service
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Insurance 
Whether an organisation is legally liable for the acts of a volunteer will depend on whether the    

organisation is deemed to be acting in the capacity of a temporary employer or has otherwise      

assumed liability for their actions. This will depend on the relationship between the organisation and 

the individual, including the level of control the organisation has over the spontaneous volunteer’s 

work and behaviour. 

 

Ultimately, it would be for the courts to decide whether the organisation is liable for the acts of its 

volunteers, but if the organisation (or any other body or government agency) accepts the offer of 

help from a spontaneous volunteer and provides guidance to the volunteer on what to do, it is   

possible that the organisation will be deemed to be acting in the capacity as a temporary employer 

and could be held liable. 

 

Once the question of liability has been answered, a separate question is whether the employer’s  

insurance will  cover the costs. Whether the insurance of the organisation would cover claims made 

against the organisation for any injury or damage the volunteer has caused (Public Liability insurance) 

or for injury to the volunteer themselves (Employers’ Liability insurance) will depend on the terms 

of the insurance policy. 

 

 

 

Debriefing and longer-term recovery 

 
An essential part of the process is to debrief spontaneous volunteers who play a role during the  

response.  

 

In extreme circumstances some individuals may need signposting to support services as some might 

have unknowingly been exposed to stressful or upsetting events. 

 

All volunteers should be thanked for giving-up their time to assist and letters of thanks might be 

considered appropriate in some circumstances. 

 

The organisation should consider the longer-term roles that volunteers can do. 

 

Organisation should communicate: 

 

a. The resources that will remain after the official response phase has ended and any continuing 

roles available to volunteers; 

b. The role of the community in its own long-term recovery and how volunteers may further      

support this; and 

c. The opportunities available to join a voluntary organisation aligned to the tasks they have been 

delivering as a volunteer, such as the   organised voluntary sector or groups already established by 

public sector services.  
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Covid-19 Information and useful links for Voluntary                

organisations  

 

Durham Community Action: 

https://www.durhamcommunityaction.org.uk/ 

Durham County Council: 

http://www.durham.gov.uk/ 

County Durham Safeguarding Adults Inter Agency Partnership 

http://www.safeguardingdurhamadults.info/ 

Durham Safeguarding Children Partnership 

http://www.durham-scp.org.uk/ 

Disclosure and Barring Service 

https://www.dbs.services/ 

Voluntary Organisations Network North East (VONNE) 

https://www.vonne.org.uk/ 

National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) 

https://www.ncvo.org.uk/ 

 

Are you looking for volunteers through the Covid-19 pandemic?  

Please let us know if you are looking for volunteers so we can sign post 

potential volunteers to your services.  

https://www.durhamcommunityaction.org.uk/
http://www.durham.gov.uk/
http://www.safeguardingdurhamadults.info/
http://www.durham-scp.org.uk/
https://www.dbs.services/
https://www.vonne.org.uk/
https://www.ncvo.org.uk/
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Get in touch with the County  

Durham Volunteering Centre  

We are open between 9am - 5pm 

Our staff are currently remotely working from 

home but we are still here to support  and can 

be contacted by the  details below.  

Tel: 07960210665 

www.durhamcommunityaction.org.uk 

volunteering@durhamcommunityaction.org.uk 

The County Durham Volunteering Centre is  

managed by Durham Community Action 

Further Support Available  

Our friendly staff at the County Durham 

Volunteering Centre will be happy to offer you 

practical help including: 

 

• Advice and support to set up a volunteer 

programme 

• Help with recruiting and supporting your volunteers 

• Lots of experience of working with the public, private, 

voluntary and community sectors. 

• Simple and straightforward registration process 


