The complete volunteer manager


Managing risk

Minimising opportunities for harm

Adopting ways of working which are consistently applied will go a long way to reducing the possibility of harm occurring. This includes: 

· Planning and managing the activities of volunteers

· Supervising all activities with children and vulnerable adults

· Giving volunteers clear roles of which everyone is aware

· Providing training

· Supervising and regularly reviewing volunteers and general management of the organisation.

Planning

Since we know that people can suffer harm in all sorts of ways, it is important that activities are planned and managed in such a way as to minimise opportunities for harm being caused while in your care. Good general management and efficient administrative procedures will help to ensure the smooth and responsible running of your organisation. Some of the most obvious things to consider are:

Knowing your staff and volunteers

· follow a thorough recruitment procedure

· keep secure records of details provided at the time of recruitment
· have a clearly displayed work schedule so that everyone knows who is on duty
· keep a record of any complaints about, or incidents involving volunteers.
Keeping records, such as…

· attendance register

· accident book
· authorisation/consent forms
It is important that there are clearly identified procedures for reporting incidents or accidents, making complaints or referring matters of concern, which everyone is fully aware of. It is good management practice to have a formal system whereby volunteers can express grievances. 

Working off-site

The nature of some voluntary work means that volunteers may be at greater risk where their volunteering occurs away from a controlled environment such as an office. This can include providing a service which involves working with the general public, or care related work with people with challenging behaviour.

The following areas demand further attention:

Communication

A suitable off-site working system involves having good communications with the office/work base and the manager. This possibly includes the use of mobile phones for making contact at agreed times or at regular periods, to ensure that contact is maintained. The volunteer should have a list of emergency contact numbers such as the manager’s out-of-hours number, a professional or case worker and the emergency services.

Information, instructions and training

Volunteers need to have enough information to be able to make decisions about what is safe for them to do, about the methods they can use, and the training necessary for them to use specific techniques and equipment. Volunteers should not be asked to do anything that they are not comfortable with or that they believe cannot be done safely, even if it involves withdrawing a service from a client. An example of this might be where an elderly client does not want a volunteer to use a hoist to help them into a chair, or where the volunteer does not feel confident in using a hoist. In both of these cases the volunteer should not manually handle the client, but report back to the manager. Make sure your volunteers have sufficient information about the type of work you have asked them to do and carry out a risk assessment of each activity to identify any special areas that may need particular training or instruction.

First aid

Volunteer managers are responsible for meeting the first aid needs of volunteers working away from the main base. You may need to make special arrangements for volunteers who work alone or in remote areas, such as finding a neighbour,  friend or shop keeper, to act as a local contact; consider volunteers working in pairs; providing training in first aid,  You may also need to consider whether volunteers who travel or transport people need to carry a personal first-aid kit.

Personal safety

This is an important issue, particularly for those volunteers who carry out home visits or have to work alone. Do you ensure that your workers plan their journeys or visits beforehand? Ask if the route is familiar to them. Is the site isolated? Is it in a poorly lit or maintained area? What method of transport is being used – private car or public transport ? Is the station close to the work site? Does the public transport run late at night or at times to suit shift work? 

You may also want to think about specific issues such as identifying clients’ relatives, friends and even pets who might present a risk, and who are likely to be present at a home visit to a client.

It is wise to always ensure that a designated person at the work base is aware that a staff member or voluntary worker is working off-site, knows the details of their visits, and when they are expected back.     

Working safely in other peoples’ homes

There are two types of danger associated with working in other peoples’ homes – physical violence from a ‘client’ and potentially damaging allegations being made against a volunteer. 

Where volunteers will be visiting people in their homes it is important that they know what the boundaries of their involvement is for their own safety and that of the people they are visiting.  Ask yourselves the following:

· why do you offer home visits? 

· could a client be encouraged to use the office with reassurance and information about access, transport, parking?

· if this is impossible, could a meeting be arranged on neutral ground such as a  library, community centre, GP surgery or local cafe?

If a home visit is agreed, ensure that all details are known to the volunteer:

· name, address and telephone number

· ‘clients’ situation – are they alone? Encourage them to have a chaperone with them. 

· expected time and duration of visit.

Arrangements could be made for the volunteer to phone the organisation on arrival and following departure. Out-of-hours contact numbers should always be available in case of emergencies.

Where possible, arrange for two volunteers to visit together and always telephone the client before setting off on a visit, giving a description of the volunteer(s) if they have not visited before and an idea of the time they will be arriving. It is important that there are mechanisms in place for feeding back after each visit, so that any problems are picked up quickly. It is equally important to check with the ‘client’ that they were happy with the visit and the conduct of the volunteer. 

The chances of becoming a victim of violence are statistically low, but it is wise to take precautions.  A voluntary organisation has a duty to protect its volunteers as well as its clients and it should always make a visit to conduct a risk assessment before sending in a volunteer. The Suzy Lamplugh Trust gives the following advice in its leaflet Working safely in other peoples’ homes:
· Always remember why you are there. It is their home and you are going into it.

· You are invading their space.

· It is their territory and they are in command. Your job may represent a threat to this.

· Go in day light if possible.

· Do you have to go alone?

· Are there any records/reports available to you before you go?

· Do colleagues know where you are going?

· Do you have someone to check in with and a mobile phone/phone-card/money and telephone numbers?

· Do you know what the location is like and how you will get there and back?

When you arrive

· Remember you are a visitor.

· Say who you are, why you are there and show your ID.

· Check who you are talking to. Do not enter the house if the appropriate person is not there.

· Wait to be invited in or at least ask if you can go in.

· Acknowledge that it is their territory; let them lead the way; don’t take over.

· You may decide not to go in or leave immediately (e.g if the person is drunk or aggressive.) Listen to your instincts.

· Check as you go in how the front door locks.

· Study your surroundings and make sure you know where the exit is.

· Try not to react to bad, dirty or smelly surroundings.

· Remain alert. Watch for changes in mood, movements or expressions.

· If you feel at risk, leave immediately.

· If you are prevented from leaving or threatened, stay calm and try to control the situation.

· Do what you have to do to protect yourself.

Some golden rules

Be aware: trust your intuition. If you feel scared or uneasy, do not just ignore the feeling, act on it!

Be alert: Walk tall, keep your head up, be aware of your surroundings, know where you are going and how you are going to get there. Look confident. And keep fit – good posture, stamina and strength are aids to self protection.

Avoid risk: When going out from the workplace, leave written details of your movements and when you expect to be back. If you change your plans, let your workplace know. Assess the potential risk of a situation. If it seems dubious, call back at base first, to check. Avoid dangerous short cuts, and walk facing oncoming traffic.

Take action when in danger: It is not weak to walk away from violence. Meeting aggression with aggression usually leads to confrontation. Defend yourself only if really necessary. Your aim should always be to get away fast.

Always report any incident: however trivial an incident may seem, always report it. Not doing so could put others at risk. Reporting is also important because a complaint can be made against you by a client.

Outdoor working

 Where volunteers are working out of doors, you might want to think about what facilities are available for meals, toilets, extreme weather conditions etc.

Remember to look at previous examples or ‘near misses’ that may help to identify possible hazards. You could also contact other organisations who are involved in similar work to see how they approach potential problems and identify practical solutions.

Summary

· Understanding the role of planning

· where knowledge is power – knowing your staff, volunteers and clients and keeping adequate records

· advice on working safely in other peoples’ homes.
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