UK charities face unprecedented volunteer shortfall amid new digital efforts and national campaigns
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Charities across the UK are warning of an unprecedented shortfall in volunteers projected to reach three million over the next year, a deficit that threatens the delivery of essential services spanning hospices, conservation projects, animal welfare, and local community support initiatives. This stark warning emerges from research conducted by Nottingham Trent University on behalf of the Royal Voluntary Service, highlighting that more than 40% of charities are experiencing rising demands for assistance, while a quarter admit they are currently unable to meet these growing needs.
In response, prominent organisations including the Royal Voluntary Service, Guide Dogs, Bookmark Reading Charity, Missing People, Oxfam, RNIB, Rotary Great Britain & Ireland, RSPCA, Stroke Association, and The Conservation Volunteers are joining forces to encourage the public to engage in volunteering roles aligned with their passions. To facilitate this, the Royal Voluntary Service has launched GoVo, a digital platform designed to connect volunteers with both local and remote opportunities, aiming to make volunteering more accessible and flexible for a wider audience.
Emily Jack, chief executive of Bookmark Reading Charity, emphasises the critical role volunteers play in their programmes, noting that their One-to-One Reading Programme relies heavily on volunteers to support disadvantaged children struggling with literacy. She points out a pressing need for a 25% increase in volunteers to meet current demands, underscoring the gap between available helpers and children requiring support. Catherine Johnstone, CEO of the Royal Voluntary Service, further stresses the precarious situation charities face without sufficient volunteer contributions, calling for individuals to step forward and help sustain vital community services during this challenging period.
Adding momentum to this volunteer drive, the Royal Voluntary Service has announced the return of The Big Help Out event from 7 to 9 June 2024, a national initiative supported by His Majesty the King. The event particularly targets youth engagement in volunteering, inviting organisations to list opportunities on its revitalised platform, facilitating easier matches between volunteers and causes in need.
The GoVo platform, set for full launch in October 2025 and supported by the People's Postcode Lottery, has already attracted over 1,700 registered charities including Oxfam, Parkinson’s UK, and the Marine Conservation Society. It aims to combat a clear decline in formal volunteer participation by simplifying the recruitment and onboarding process and accommodating flexible volunteer commitments.
Specific charities are also actively seeking volunteers to broaden their support networks. For example, the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) invites individuals to assist in fundraising, collecting significant donations throughout the UK, while Missing People offers a range of volunteer roles from helpline support to event assistance, striving to extend aid to those impacted by disappearances. The RSPCA, the UK’s largest animal welfare charity, is simultaneously engaged in recruiting volunteers for its annual Big Help Out and ongoing programmes such as Wildlife Friends, emphasising the crucial role volunteers play in animal care and prevention of cruelty.
This collective effort highlights the essential nature of volunteering within the UK charitable sector, where every hour contributed helps maintain indispensable community services and support networks. The integrated use of digital platforms, national events, and collaboration across well-known charities seeks to reverse volunteer declines and inspire broader public participation in pivotal social causes.
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