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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. 
 
Over 230,000 people volunteer in charity shops across the UK, making us the single biggest provider of 
volunteer opportunities in the country.  We therefore believe we have unique insights to contribute to 
your Civil Society Strategy Engagement Exercise.  
 
As you will see below, we have organised our response against each of the sections outlined in your 
covering document.  All of our suggestions and ideas are backed up by research carried out by our team or 
our trusted partners. 
 
 

Our Civil Society 
 
Charity shops are a unique and treasured British institution.  There are around 11,200 charity shops in the 
UK, a number no other country comes close to matching.  So, it unsurprising that the UK’s pool of charity 
shop volunteers is also huge.  It is, in fact, the biggest single group of volunteers anywhere in the country.   
 
Consider the following: 

• Nearly a quarter of a million people currently volunteer in Britain’s charity shops 

• Six per cent of Britons having worked or volunteered in a charity shop at some point in their lives 
 
The average time a charity shop volunteer gives is 5.9 hours per week.  However, some chains have a far 
higher level of engagement; with Islamic Relief benefitting from an average of 18 weekly hours per 
volunteer; and Mind and Cats Protection getting 16 weekly hours from their average volunteer.  It is 
therefore clear that many charity shop volunteers are engaging with civil society in a very comprehensive 
manner and can play a key role in forming the kind of civil society we would all like to see. 
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Due to this huge pool of current and historic volunteers, we believe that any plans to further promote 
volunteering and civic engagement must take account of the unique contribution our sector makes.  
 
 

People 
 
We know that those people who do volunteer in charity shops find it to be a rich and rewarding experience.  
Overall, 93 per cent of volunteers say they are satisfied with their current volunteering role, and 90 per 
cent say they would recommend their organisation as a ‘great place to work’.   
 
These positive feelings are consistent across all groups and ages of volunteers.  However, we find the 
specific reasons that people volunteer, and the exact positive outcomes they get from doing so do vary 
considerably by age.  This is shown in the table below.  
 

 
 
For those under 25, the three key benefits cited – general work experience; experience in retailing and 
improved self-esteem/confidence – all related to employability.  So, there is no doubt that there is a 
perception amongst young volunteers that they are doing something which will help them find long term 
work. 
 
These assumptions are born out in the facts about volunteering outcomes.  A recent report by the cross-
party think tank Demos, found that a significant proportion of job-seeking volunteers find secure paid 
employment within their current charity or the wider charity retail sector.  One in five shop managers 
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have previously been a volunteer in their shop, and just under half of all shop managers (47 per cent) had 
some experience of volunteering in charity retail before becoming a paid employee. 
 
These benefits are not just felt by young volunteers who have never been in the world of work.  Older 
people who have dropped out of the job market for some reason also find that volunteering can help them 
transition back into work.  Nearly a quarter of jobseekers considered their improved confidence was the 
most significant benefit of volunteering.   
 
As one volunteer told Demos: ‘One of the main things they do is give you some confidence back, you get 
such a hard knock all the time looking [for work], it’s nice to go to somewhere like that, you get recognised 
for the fact that you are a good worker.’ 
 
As well as boosting the confidence of volunteers looking for work, volunteering in a charity shop also 
enables jobseekers to develop core employability skills that can improve their future prospects. When 
asked about the kinds of skills they have developed through their charity shop volunteering, a significant 
majority said they had improved their communication, team-working, problem-solving, organisational and 
numeracy skills. 

 
By contrast to young job-seekers, older people (in particular retired people who have no need to seek 
employability related skills) most commonly cite contribution to the charity they are volunteering for, and 
also the social benefits of their work. 
 
In addition to this, it is clear that that volunteering can play a key role in combatting social isolation.  92 
per cent of volunteers agree that a clear benefit of volunteering is the opportunities provided by social 
interaction and many have lived these benefits themselves.  Over three-quarters of volunteers believe that 
their role has improved their self-esteem and confidence (77 per cent), and improved their physical and/or 
mental health (73 per cent). 
 
Such positive outcomes are why Community Service Volunteers (CSV) estimate that for every £1 spent on 
volunteers, £3.38 of value was created including through improved health outcomes.   
 
We therefore believe it is clear that there are huge benefits to society - in addition to a payback for the 
economy – to be gained by encouraging and enabling charity shop volunteering.  It has been proven that 
this kind of volunteering helps people to continue to engage with their fellow citizens and lead fulfilling 
lives, right into their later years.  
 
Consequently, we would hope that any future Civil Society Strategy would actively engage with the world 
of charity retail.  

 
 

Partnership 
Recruiting sufficient volunteers is a perennial problem for all charities.  However, our research does 
indicate that in the retail sector this is something which has become even harder in the last few years. 
 
For example: 

• whilst the total number of volunteers has risen by 4 per cent in the last three years, this has been 
slower than the growth in number of shops; 



• 55 per cent of charity shop managers responding to a recent survey stated that volunteer availability 
and recruitment had declined in recent years; 

• research by Charity Finance Magazine has concluded that recruitment of volunteers is the number 
one concern reported by charity shop managers. 

 
From first hand interviews with shop staff and volunteers, Demos concluded that much of this decline was 
due to a difficult financial climate.  Specifically, they noted that ‘as wages have stagnated since the 
recession people stay in work longer, stay-at-home parents return to work, and grandparents take on 
greater child care duties.’ 
 
To combat these trends, our members are working hard to find ways to diversify their volunteer base.  One 
such scheme has been set up by the British Red Cross and allows people to sign up for ‘short-term’ 
volunteering roles (limited to 12 weeks).  This attracts a new kind of volunteer who previously felt unable 
to commit to volunteering over a longer period. 
 
Having these skills formally accredited and recognised by the government would give greater prestige to 
their experiences and likely encourage even more young people to volunteer full time in charity shops 
until they find a permanent paid job. 
 
If the department were to give official backing or accreditation to these kinds of short-term volunteering 
programmes we are sure even more young people would be able to access the kinds of benefits outlined 
above. 
 
There are also other, simpler, issues at play. 
 
Whilst charity shop volunteers are still most likely to hear about their role through inquiry or an in-store 
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. 
 
This is one of the best ways in which partnerships between the public, private and third sectors can help 
to boost civil society through charity retail volunteering. 
 
 

Place  
 
Full time volunteer action – particularly through charity shop volunteering – should be a respected and 
valued activity unequivocally supported by the government.  It would therefore be seen as a normal feature 
of places like high streets and shopping centres across the country.  
 
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. 
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Were public and private 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. 
 
Likewise, providing volunteers with an opportunity to formally recognise their new skills through a 
qualification can give a major boost to their employment prospects, self esteem and ability to become fully 
rounded citizens.  The department should commit to recognising this with appropriate qualifications 
accessible to all. 
 
These are just a couple of practical ideas of how Westminster policy makers can help to boost volunteering 
in charity retail, something which leads to positive benefits to all of civil society.   
 
We would be happy to meet with anyone involved in this investigation to discuss these issues in greater 
depth.  
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