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Introduction 
Volunteer Centre Brighton and Hove was selected by Red Foundation – leaders of the ‘New 
Forms of Involving Volunteers’ workstrand of Modernising Volunteering -  to pilot the use of social 
network services to demonstrate how volunteering support services and Volunteer Managers 
could benefit by actively engaging with these networks. 

The pilot focused on the most widely-used social network services, Facebook and twitter, as well 
as i-volunteer, a new UK-based social network developed specifically for people with an interest 
in volunteering. This account is our story of using social networking over the last six months to 
support our work as a Volunteer Centre. 

Before… 
Social networking 

The Volunteer Centre’s host charity, Brighton and Hove Impetus started a blog in 2008 following 
the re-launch of its website. There was a commitment at the top level of the organisation to 
embrace web technology but only a moderate level of IT experience amongst staff. 

 

The blog, although active, has yet to be fully embraced by staff and volunteers as a way of 
communicating with member organisations, volunteers and stakeholders. Other than this blog, 
the Volunteer Centre had no previous experience of using social networks; piloting their use 
presented the opportunity to discover how Facebook, Twitter and i-volunteer could help us to 
communicate more effectively with volunteers and organisations. 

The Volunteer Centre and IT 

Before the pilot, I was the only VC team member with significant IT experience, but had never 
used social networks; the role of Volunteer Network Developer was created specifically to run this 
pilot. The Volunteer Centre team consists of a project leader, a volunteer co-ordinator, a 
development worker and myself, as well as six volunteers; during the pilot, the volunteer co-
ordinator role ceased to be funded. 

Historically, the use of information technology to carry out the Volunteer Centre’s functions had 
been sporadic and was often dependant on the skills brought to the team by individual volunteers. 
Although there has been an increasing willingness to use information technology, many of the 
centre’s systems were paper-based and to some degree this remains the case. There has been 
constructive use of our website following its redevelopment, with an increased emphasis on using 
it to provide resources for organisations and potential volunteers, such as application and 
registration forms, good practice information, volunteering advice leaflets and links to online 
feedback surveys. 

More recently, our fortnightly bulletin of volunteering opportunities has also been published on the 
website. Developments such as these have been introduced ‘as and when’ possible due to 
limitations on resources and capacity within the centre to manage such work. 
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Offering support for organisations 

The Volunteer Centre has traditionally supported volunteer co-ordinators in the city using 
resources within the staff team and more recently via a Volunteering Development worker role 
funded as part of a local capacity building project through BASIS. Through our work with 
organisations it is clear that many volunteer managers and co-ordinators in the city would like the 
opportunity to connect with their peers in order to share learning and experience. There have 
been previous attempts to provide a forum to meet this need, but nothing active within the last 3 
years. 

 

The experience 
We decided to ‘start at the beginning’ by setting up a new Twitter account and a basic Facebook 
page. We were venturing into ‘the unknown’ but some research on the internet into how social 
networks are being used by volunteering organisations suggested we should use them to engage 
more with volunteers and organisations and to highlight the core work and services of the 
Volunteer Centre. We hoped this would provide new ways both for potential volunteers to access 
information about volunteering opportunities and for organisations to engage with our services. 

 

I took a few days to familiarise myself with how organisations present themselves on Facebook 
and Twitter and discovered there are many choices to be made when first setting things up. 
Having said that, I would advocate ‘diving in’, but only after you have decided how you are going 
to name your profiles, and to which people they will be linked. In an early Twitter experience, we 
sent out a couple of ‘tweets’ to publicise new projects being run by the Volunteer Centre. 
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Within minutes, both had been re-circulated by organisations with which we had no previous 
contact. This was a revelation, but is something that now occurs increasingly frequently due to 
the connections we have made. Another significant landmark was the first tweet sent by the VC’s 
manager: 

 

This was also a revelation, as the message received more responses than any other we had 
sent. This confirmed to me that ‘real content’ representing what your organisation does on a daily 
basis is of interest to people and more valuable than you might realise. 

Our Facebook page began to provide a focal point for people wishing to find out about 
volunteering, but in a more interactive way than a website; it also gave us a simple way to 
publicise new volunteering opportunities: 

 

Connections to the Facebook Page have grown steadily, as has the number of followers on 
Twitter. Both of these were helped by some ‘gentle’ publicity but no significant marketing. At the 
end of the pilot the Facebook page has over 200 fans, plus a significant number of casual visitors 
each week, and the Twitter page has over 160 followers. 

Twitter has proved excellent for building connections with other voluntary sector organisations, 
whereas the Facebook Page is targeted more at individuals wishing to volunteer. As a result of 
this, we are beginning to see more individuals and organisations adding their own content to the 
Facebook page, particularly to advertise volunteering opportunities. 

 

We were wary of trying to ‘run before we could walk’, so decided to become familiar with 
Facebook and Twitter before moving on to any other social networks; in hindsight this decision, 
along with that to stick to a plan, feels like the right one. An additional, and initially unexpected, 
impact of using social networking is the potential for people to connect with volunteering 
opportunities while they are on the move, via their mobile phones. 
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As an organisation new to social networking there were occasions when we had to ‘bite the 
bullet’. The issues that arose most commonly were: 

·  our fears about lack of social networking knowledge 
·  the potential impact on our existing workloads 
·  the mixing of private and confidential information on social networks 
·  the team’s capacity being overstretched 
·  information being duplicated due to overlap of new and existing networks 

Close communication with my line manager during the pilot proved essential; this kind of 
supervision is important, but obviously dependent on your organisation’s capacity to provide it. 
Other voluntary sector organisations in Brighton and Hove also provided valuable guidance on 
social networking; in particular, discussions with Sussex Community Internet Project at any early 
stage helped to inform the decisions we made. 

Through staff meetings and other discussions, team members have provided input and feedback 
throughout the pilot, ensuring our social networking is closely bound to our real work. Although 
the capacity has not always existed to act on this feedback, it has often informed decisions that 
were taken about how we could use social networking effectively. 

Benefits 
Social network services such as Facebook, Twitter and i-volunteer can provide an effective way 
of supporting the core functions of volunteering infrastructure. Over the course of the six-month 
pilot, social networking allowed us, particularly, to address the functions of brokerage, marketing 
volunteering and good practice development. 

Brokerage 

Engaging with social networks enabled us to promote our volunteering brokerage service and 
extend its reach within the community. Volunteers can now connect with our volunteering 
opportunities directly on Facebook, i-volunteer and Twitter, using their particular interests e.g. 
environment, animals as criteria. 

Replying to enquiries raised on social networks means some brokerage can be performed 
outside normal opening hours. Additionally, we have found social networking has led to us 
connecting with individuals who would not otherwise have engaged with our service (e.g. faith 
groups, people returning to employment). 
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Marketing volunteering 

The fact that social networks are already actively used by many community organisations in 
Brighton and Hove has allowed us to connect with volunteering projects of which we were 
previously unaware. 

 

Developing our online networks around community and volunteering activity has meant we now 
have the potential to stimulate interest in volunteering across a much wider range of individuals 
and organisations. 

 

Twitter and Facebook have proved invaluable for publicising events and volunteering to new 
audiences, and in raising the profile of our organisation and that of volunteering in general. 

 

Good practice development 

The use of social networks has enabled us to promote volunteering good practice via news 
articles, blog posts and by encouraging and joining in with online discussions about good practice 
issues; i-volunteer is particularly good for this. 

Twitter has provided an excellent platform for disseminating links to good practice advice and 
information, and new discussions or topical news items about good practice have allowed us to 
provide links to existing resources: 
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As well as developing the Volunteer Centre’s own engagement with social networks, this pilot has 
allowed us to meet with volunteer managers and co-ordinators in the city to increase their 
awareness of social networking and discuss how it can be used in fulfilling their roles. 

Volunteer Centre Brighton and Hove is establishing a new Volunteer Co-ordinators forum, which 
is a key recommendation of the city’s Volunteering Strategy. Due to the experience gained in this 
pilot, social networking will now be used to support and develop this forum and enable its 
members to stay connected with their peers. 

Partnerships and networking 

Although not one of the core functions, this pilot has enabled the building of partnerships and 
networking with other volunteering infrastructure organisations both locally and nationally. These 
have included Sussex Community Internet Project, the Brighton and Hove ChangeUp consortium, 
local statutory partners, and Volunteering England, all of whom are now aware of our work with 
social networking. 

Challenges 
1. Knowledge and technical abilities 

There have been concerns within the Volunteer Centre that social networking might be ‘out of our 
reach’ as we do not possess the knowledge and skills to use it effectively. These concerns were 
as much about understanding the ‘terrain’ as it was about learning how to use particular tools. 
There was also a feeling that maintenance of the Volunteer Centre’s social networks would 
require a constant level of technical ability within the team, and that this could not be guaranteed. 

 

2. Sustainability and capacity 

Some organisations may feel unable to absorb the perceived extra work generated by social 
networking and any initial burst of energy may diminish if the capacity to maintain it does not 
exist. A manageable pattern of social network activity should be established, which can then be 
absorbed into existing staff roles or covered by a new voluntary role. This role would ideally be 
performed by someone with social networking experience. 

Obtaining ‘buy-in’ from other members of your team is vital to prevent social networking becoming 
disconnected from your core work. To some degree this can be achieved by demonstrating how it 
can make existing routines more straightforward and productive. Responsibility for responding to 
queries received via social networks also needs to be assigned as this may otherwise be seen as 
falling outside existing roles. 

3. Concerns about staff privacy 

These are real concerns and need to be addressed, possibly by training staff and reassuring 
them that private and work profiles can be kept apart. Using social networks for the first time can 
be a daunting prospect and it helps if staff and volunteers are made aware of how to engage with 
them in the most effective way; this can be best achieved by relating their use to real tasks that 
need to be tackled. 
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Conclusions 
In many ways the adoption of social networking has been a ‘slow-burner’ but I have also seen 
heads turn with the realisation that it can connect people with volunteering in a way which not 
only suits them, but can is tailored to the needs or preferences of individuals and groups. 

The direct impact on Volunteer Centre services e.g. how many volunteers we are able to recruit 
via social networking, still needs to be measured. We are beginning to measure the number of 
potential volunteers coming to us through social networking routes by adding these to our 
standard monitoring questionnaires, but there is no hard evidence as yet that more social 
networking means more volunteering placements. Anecdotally, we are seeing an increase in 
volunteers contacting our service having heard about us solely through social networking; 
similarly, there is an increase in people enquiring about our services on socially networks having 
had no previous contact with the Volunteer Centre. 

We now have the potential to connect with local and national volunteering networks in real time. 
Day-to-day engagement with social networks has enabled us to join discussions and publicise our 
own services. Individuals and organisations have connected with us via Facebook and Twitter on 
their own terms, to ask questions, publicise their projects and advertise new volunteering 
opportunities. Decisions about how and where information is published need to be taken 
frequently, but this becomes easier over time. 

 

This experience has shown that, while privacy concerns are very real, they can be managed. 
Reservations remain about privacy issues on Facebook, particularly in the light of the recent 
‘loosening’ of its privacy settings and in this respect, a bespoke volunteering network such as i-
volunteer might provide a social networking platform which is potentially more secure. 

The concept of brokerage via social networking has not been actively marketed but increasing 
numbers of people are now making contact via social networks to enquire about volunteering 
opportunities; some of whom may not otherwise have contacted us. These enquiries have been 
dealt with on a limited basis, owing mainly to a lack of capacity within the Volunteer Centre. With 
more publicity, and a greater capacity to support this type of work, there is scope to provide more 
‘online brokerage’, with the caveat that a significant proportion of the brokerage carried out by the 
Volunteer Centre relies heavily on personal contact. 

The pilot has enabled us to pass on our experience of social networking to leaders of other 
projects in our host charity and to Volunteer Centre staff; this would not have been possible within 
the normal funding of the Volunteer Centre. 

We are now looking to recruit a Social Media volunteer to work alongside paid staff in sustaining 
and developing our social networking presence. 

New funding has also ensured that a Volunteer Co-ordinator’s forum in Brighton and Hove will be 
established by the Volunteer Centre during 2010; a social network group on i-volunteer will play a 
significant part in supporting and developing the work of this forum. 


