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Submission from the Charity Retail Association  
 

Introduction  

 

The Charity Retail Association (CRA) is the only body in the UK which represents the interests of 

charity retailers.  We have nearly 400 members encompassing around 80 per cent of all charity 

stores in the UK.  Our members range from national chains, to individual hospice shops, and 

everything in between. 

 

On 12 September we received a letter from Janet Finch-Saunders AM, Chair of the Cross-Party 

Group on Small Shops, inviting us to send a submission to the Group’s “Supporting 

Entrepreneurship Enquiry”.  We are delighted to do so and the below submission focuses on 

the three topic areas outlined in the submission request; People, Places and Policy. 

 

People 

 

It is our firm belief that volunteering in charity retail can help to equip people with retail and 

entrepreneurship skills.  This is especially true of young people. 

 

The evidence shows that young people perceive that the main benefits they will get from 

volunteering in a charity shop relate to employability; specifically work experience, job skills 

and confidence building. 

 

This contrasts strongly with the reasons given by older age groups, as shown in the chart 

overleaf. 

 

Young people’s belief that they will gain skills and experience from volunteering seems to be 

well placed as those who have undertaken voluntary work in charity shops report 

overwhelmingly positive experiences.  93 per cent of charity shop volunteers say they are 

satisfied with their current role, and 90 per cent say they would recommend their organisation 

as a ‘great place to work’.   
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So, there are clear benefits to individuals and society by encouraging this kind of volunteering, 

an activity which allows young people to access a range of entrepreneurial skills.  In fact, it can 

be argued that there are often greater opportunities to innovate and be entrepreneurial in the 

charity retail sector than in the commercial retail sector.   

 

Charity shop staff and volunteers are given much 

more free range to organise stock and decorate 

their stores in a way they think will encourage 

custom than many high street chains, where 

such decisions are taken from the centre. 

 

The window display pictured right is from the 

Cancer Research Wales Talbot Green shop in 

Cardiff.  This display won “Best Shop Window” at 

our national awards in Nottingham earlier this 

year, and it demonstrates the kind of innovation 

and design freedom which is a feature of our 

sector. 

 

However, a problem the sector still faces is awareness of these opportunities.  Whilst charity 

shop volunteers are still most likely to hear about their role through inquiry or an in-store 
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advertisement, the proportion of volunteers who found their role in this way is declining (down 

from 52 per cent to 46 per cent since 2013).   

 

Better signposting towards these volunteer opportunities, for example in workplaces who give 

staff annual volunteering days, job centres and council offices, could lead to more volunteers 

coming through our members’ doors. 

 

Places 

 

We believe that charity shops should be recognised as a key part of a healthy high street mix.  

In fact, charity shops play a key role in helping high streets to thrive in the first place.  Charity 

shops help to reduce vacancy rates and therefore keep the high street populated and busy, 

even during times of a severe economic downturn.   

 

Many shops are tightly woven into their local business economy and receive donations of end 

of season stock from nearby high street brands.  Others provide a service which no one else 

can match.   

 

A report released last month, authored by the respected cross-party think tank Demos, 

illustrates this value with a case study of Margate.  At the peak of the last recession in 2009 

Margate had the highest rate of shop closures in the country, but as Demos demonstrate, 

many shops were saved because of the presence of charity stores which continued to attract 

some custom to the high street.   

 

Today Margate is a town transformed and was recently award a prize as the best seaside high 

street in the country. 

 

This support should be recognised by the Cross Party Group when it looks at healthy high 

streets. 

 

Policy 

 

Charity shop volunteering should be recognised by the Welsh government as a beneficial 

activity which can promote retail skills and entrepreneurship.  We think there are two key ways 

this support can be demonstrated as has emerged from the evidence summarised above. 

 

Firstly, making it easy for people to volunteer in charity shops has clear benefits for civic 

society.  The outcomes for charity are positive and the volunteers themselves gain a great deal. 

 

This is why the CRA’s Manifesto for Charity Shops, published in June 2017, asked the next 

government to dedicate itself to creating a “volunteer revolution”.  We believe your 

investigation should also support this aim. 

 

Were public sector workplaces to offer volunteer days and signpost their staff towards the 

opportunities in charity retail we believe that even more people would find out about the 

benefits and opportunities of this kind of volunteering. 
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Secondly, the Welsh Government should give official backing or accreditation to charity shop 

volunteering programmes.   

 

We know that young people particularly value the employability skills they gain from 

volunteering in charity retail.  Having these skills formally accredited and recognised by the 

state would give greater prestige to their experiences and likely encourage even more young 

people to volunteer in charity shops before they are ready to launch their full time retail or 

entrepreneurial careers. 

 

We would be happy to meet with anyone involved in this investigation to discuss these issues 

in greater depth.  
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