
The role of Local Councils 
in the Big help Out
A toolkit for local councils to reflect on their 
role to support the volunteering sector and 
mobilise volunteers
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At Neighbourly Lab we worked as part of the Big Help Out 
campaign to support local councils to encourage more 
local volunteering.

By supporting councils to build on their existing assets and 
strengths to promote volunteering, to be front and centre 
to the day in terms of engaging their voluntary sector and 
in opening up local volunteering opportunities. 

We also encouraged councils to think long term,focusing 
on how the Big Help Out can be used as a jumping off point 
to encourage more long term volunteering opportunities.

As a result we captured these learnings and developed  
this toolkit. This is not focused only on the Big Help Out  
but it is designed for local councils to use to support  
you to breathe fresh life into the way you engage with  
volunteering opportunities.

It aims to help you take stock of how you are currently  
engaging with the voluntary sector and your residents,  
and encourages you to take the learnings from a national 
moment like the Big Help Out to support your local council 
to have further local impact.

Introduction to this toolkit
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This toolkit has been developed through engagement with local councils 
across the UK. Through individuals working with the voluntary sector, the 
community engagement teams and the communications teams at local 
councils.

We also captured the perspectives of people across the UK who are  
already participating in helping out in their community, those aspiring 
to do so and also people who were formally volunteering for a charity 
or organisation.  

This is an easy to use resource that can inform your  volunteer recruitment 
strategies, help facilitate workshops or be used as a conversation starter 
for your team or other partners in the sector.

About this toolkit
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The Big Help Out was a volunteering initiative that 
happened on the 8th May 2023 to promote and 
sustain long term volunteering and to  
diversify volunteer cohorts.

The initiative was supported by big national  
charities but also small hyper local organisations. 
On the day 6.5 million people got involved in  
volunteering in their local communities.

Local councils played an important role in the  
Big Help Out initiative. We saw five specific ways 
in which local councils were able to actively get 
involved in the Big Help Out:

Introduction

Working in partnership with the VCFSE sector

Leveraging local council power

Tuning into people’s motivations to volunteer

https://www.civilsociety.co.uk/news/almost-6-million-people-volunteered-for-big-help-out-organisers-claim.html 

Diversifying their communications methods

Leveraging national moments as a platform to 
promote and diversify volunteering recruitment
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In this together

Crucially, the role of local councils is to help the VCFSE sector to  
maximise on the opportunity that the Big Help Out poses. 

In the lead up to the Big Help Out we saw that a good working relationship 
between the VCFSE sector and local councils was integral to making the 
initiative a success.

“I want the voluntary sector to work together with the local council as 
a collective so it can be in charge of its own destiny. I would love to see 
the sector be able to go to the council for what they want and not just 
be like that traditional commissioner and grantee dynamic.”  
(Stronger Communities Manager at a County Council)

Local councils can focus on making the sector aware of the initiative,  
promoting volunteering opportunities to residents and addressing any 
concerns or questions that they may have about the Big Help Out. 

1. Working in partnership with the 
VCFSE sector 
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Newham Council arranged a community event held in Central Park  
on the day of the Big Help Out. 

“The festival was organised to bring the community together, mark 
the historic occasion and say ‘Thank You’ to volunteers across our 
borough and to find out more about volunteering in Newham.”  
(Volunteer Team member)

This event was a great example of local councils working with the  
VCFSE sector. In the lead up to the event the council consulted  
with the sector, to understand what they wanted to get out of the day  
and then invited them to host workshops and promote volunteering  
opportunities being held in Newham in a market place environment. 

By providing the VCFSE sector with the space, but leaving them  
to share and engage with Newham residents about what volunteering 
opportunities were available, they facilitated an equal and supportive 
working relationship that benefited both the council and the VCFSE 
sector.

Case Study:  
Newham Council
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1.	 Ensure you understand the 
VCFSE landscape and what  
volunteering opportunities can be 
made available for the Big Help 
Out. 

2.	 Convene the VCFSE sector on 
volunteering initiatives like the Big 
Help Out. To capture how they want 
to get involved and what concerns 
they may have.

How to work in partnership with the VCFSE sector 

Local councils can enable an initiative like the Big Help Out to be successful 
by supporting and helping the VCFSE sector. It can do so by: 

Things to think about:

3.	 Consult the VCFSE sector on the 
barriers that they may face to  
participating in the Big Help Out  
and determine how you can best 
support them.  

4.	 Consult the VCFSE sector on what 
specific role the local council 
should play, whether that be a highly 
involved role or stand back and sup-
port them in a less high profile way. 

1.	 What relationships does the local council have with the VCFSE sector 
and what could the local council do to enhance those relationships?

2.	 Can you engage and consult with the VCFSE sector about  
volunteering initiatives like the Big Help Out? 

3.	 Have you sought to understand the barriers the VCFSE sector may  
face in taking part in the Big Help Out?

4.	 How can you as a local council help the VCFSE sector to overcome 
those barriers?
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Local councils have a series of powers that they can leverage to support  
an initiative like the Big Help Out. As a statutory authority local councils  
can play a role to maximise volunteering organisations and their residents’  
involvement in the Big Help Out.

Most importantly, the physical spaces that the council owns can support 
the Big Help Out. Either by the council hosting events in these spaces or 
allowing other volunteering organisations to host volunteering  
opportunities. Spaces like parks, libraries or even office spaces can  
host volunteering opportunities. 

The council also has powers to reduce red tape and support volunteering 
organisations. By providing advice and guidance on formalities like risk  
assessments and making it easier to bring people together for activities  
or events. They could even cover part of the budget for Big Help Out events 
and even providing small grants to community organisations that want to 
host volunteering opportunities. 

“At the council we work with a local grant giving organisation that allows 
volunteering organisations to apply for a grant of up to £2,000 to pay for 
a good idea, that could have applied for something like the Big Help Out” 
(Community Engagement Team)

2. Leveraging local council power
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Birmingham City Council has more than 200 Warm  
Welcome Spaces across the city which include libraries, 
community spaces and cafes amongst others. These are 
spaces across the city in which residents can go to be in 
a warm space, have some food and connect with others 
around them. 

Importantly, Birmingham City Council used the Big Help  
Out as a means to advertise volunteering opportunities  
within these spaces, to get people involved in volunteering 
the warm welcome sites that the council supports and  
sometimes runs. 

The council also encouraged people accessing the spaces  
to get involved in volunteering opportunities that were  
available on the Big Help Out and after. 

This example showcases how Councils can utilise the  
physical assets that they already have to get more people 
involved in volunteering opportunities like the BHO.

Case Study:  
Farah, Formal Volunteer, London
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Local councils have a set of powers that can support an initiative like the Big 
Help Out. These powers are specific to local councils due to their statutory 
powers and the mandate that they hold via their residents.

It can further utilise those powers for an initiative like the Big Help Out by:

1.	 Utilise the council’s physical assets like the parks, libraries and  
community spaces that the council owns that can be used for  
initiatives like the Big Help Out. 

2.	 When engaging with volunteering organisations seek to reduce the  
red tape that can prevent volunteering organisations or events from  
taking place.  

3.	 Seek to set up small grant opportunities for volunteering organisations  
to access to take part in an event like the Big Help Out.

How to leverage local  
council powers:

Things to think about:
1.	 What physical assets and spaces does the council own that can be used 

for volunteering initiatives? 
2.	 How can the council support the VCFSE sector to overcome red tape 

that may create barriers to engaging in the Big Help Out? 
3.	 What support can the council offer to help volunteering organisations 

set up events and reach out to residents? 
4.	 Can the council offer their own funding opportunities or grants for the 

VCFSE sector to set up events or volunteering organisations?
5.	 Can the council reach out to other funding bodies to encourage them 

to offer funding opportunities or grants for the VCFSE sector to set up 
events or volunteering organisations?
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3. Tune into people’s motivations to 
volunteer
Importantly, people’s motivations to help out are key to getting people  
involved in volunteering. 

People shared a range of reasons for wanting to get involved in local  
volunteering at whatever capacity. Key to this is reciprocity, they want to 
give their time and effort, but they also want to receive something in return.

“There has to be a reward for everything that you do. I’m part of a church 
band and my reward is giving back to God. There always has to be some 
sense of reward and that doesn’t have to be financial.”  
(Man, Formal Volunteer, Wythenshawe)

For many, volunteering is about having fun, helpers want to enjoy what 
they’re doing and they are more likely to take part if they’re going to have  
fun doing it. 

Other common motivators relate to wanting to feel part of and giving back 
to the community. As well as wanting to give back to others who need it, 
so they feel like they are getting involved in something that is rewarding. 
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Zara is 20 and she lives in a  
community where they often have a 
lot of events going on, because their 
local Mayor is very proactive about 
organising community events. 

The Mayor has arranged events for 
the Jubilee, summer fairs and also for 
the King’s Coronation that everyone 
in the community can get involved in.

In the lead up to the Coronation the 
Mayor’s team sent a newsletter of all 
the things Zara could get involved in 
like the Park Event, the Big Lunch and 
also the Big Help Out.

Zara went to the Coronation Park 
Event as all of her friends were  
going and they had a great  
celebration together.

 She hadn’t heard of the Big Help Out 
before she received the newsletter, 
but she saw it as a great opportu-
nity to get involved in helping out 
locally in an easy way, especially 
because she can get involved on that 
app and she thinks it is something 
her friends might want to do as well. 

Case Study:  
Zara
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Local councils can support people 
to get involved in volunteering by 
developing and promoting  
volunteering opportunities that  
suit people’s motivations.

People are most likely to give  
their time to something that they 
find rewarding and for an initiative 
or activity that they will get  
something positive out of. With 
these motivations in mind local 
councils should focus on:

1.	 Engage with your residents 
about what is motivating them 
to volunteer, and support them  
to identify volunteering oppor-
tunities that meet their needs. 

How to tune into people’s motivations to volunteer:

Things to think about:
1.	 How are you positioning your opportunities for people to help out at?
2.	 How can you support volunteering organisations to develop  

opportunities that match people’s motivations?
3.	 Have you asked people what is motivating them to help out? 
4.	 How are you ensuring that volunteering opportunities are inclusive and 

appeal to a diverse range of potential volunteers?
5.	 Can you use people’s motivations to help out as hooks, in the  

development of local council volunteering opportunities? 

2.	 When advertising volunteering 
opportunities highlight these 
key motivations. Share the 
clear benefits that participants 
will receive, as well as how their 
time will be used valuably.  

3.	 If you are creating events or  
opportunities for people to 
help out at, ensure these  
motivations are rooted in its 
development and delivery.  

4.	 Consult with and support  
volunteering organisations  
to engage with people’s  
motivations to volunteer.
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4. Diversify communicationsmethods
There are lots of fantastic opportunities to volunteer. There are also many 
platforms like the Big Help Out app or other volunteering infrastructure  
platforms that host and advertise opportunities. However, a huge barrier 
that prevents people from helping out is simply not knowing about the  
opportunities.

“In my Church we have a great platform to disseminate opportunities for 
people to help out, but a lot of people aren’t aware of that.”  
(Man, Community Helper, Birmingham)

When thinking about comms methods, participants rated social media  
as the best way to find out about opportunities like neighbourhood  
communications groups on Whatsapp or Facebook. Especially to get  
the younger generation involved. 

Others reflected on the power of word of mouth through friends, family  
or neighbours. 

Tools like leaflets or flyers being posted through people’s doors or hung up 
in community spaces were also seen as valuable.
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Calderdale Council used their social media platform to get more people 
involved in both the Big Help Out and Volunteers Week. 

The council both encouraged people to participate in volunteering but also  
to sign up to their volunteering pledge. 

The council asked residents to make three pledges which varied in their 
commitment, to support their area, local organisations and to make a  
difference for themselves. 

The council asked people to sign the pledge and to also post what they will 
be doing as part of their pledge on social media. With the aim of creating a 
movement of people pledging their volunteering acts to share with friends, 
family and others in the community. 

This communication strategy used social media powerfully to enable  
people to make an active pledge towards getting involved in volunteering.

Case Study:  
Calderdale Council
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Given the large proportion of people 
who are prevented from helping out 
because of not knowing where to look 
for opportunities it is integral that  
volunteering organisations have a di-
verse strategy to reach out to people.

To diversify their comms methods  
volunteering organisations should:

1.	 Utilise multiple forms of social 
media. Advertise opportunities on 
Instagram and Facebook that many 
people will use, especially young 
people.  

2.	 Make use of communications  
platforms, like Whatsapp. Either 
by encouraging people to set up 
neighbourhood communications 
groups, or identify key people in an 
area to advertise opportunities on 
their neighbourhood groups.

How to diversify communications methods:

Things to think about:
1.	 What comms platforms are you relying on, are there other platforms  

you could be using to reach out to people?
2.	 Are you relying on people to find you, or do you have an outreach  

strategy?
3.	 Have you identified any champions or key groups to share your  

opportunities?
4.	 Are you using leaflets and flyers to advertise opportunities?
5.	 Are you using everyday spaces like supermarkets, faith spaces, parks,  

to help reach out more diverse communities?

3.	 Connect into hyperlocal groups  
or community organisations to  
encourage communication via 
word of mouth. 

4.	 Develop leaflets or flyers for  
these events or opportunities to  
put through people’s letterboxes.  
Or place them in community  
spaces like Supermarkets,  
Post-Offices or Parks. 
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5. Leveraging national moments
National moments can be  an interesting lens to discover how people 
can get involved in volunteering. 

They are often heavily reliant on volunteers to be successful whether that 
be formal helpers. 

Events marking them tend to be  place based, hosted in one location or 
tied to our experiences as a community or nation. They can also be a cat-
alyst for people to get involved in helping out especially for a short period 
of time.

The majority of people do feel that big national moments are a good 
focal point to get people involved in helping out. 

However, for most it’s not about the national moment, it’s about using it 
as an excuse to get people together and to create a platform for people 
to help out. 

As well as meeting new people in the area, contributing to people’s sense 
of belonging to the community. 
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Numerous councils used the Big 
Help Out as a platform to bring the 
community together around a  
national moment. 
 
Frequently, we saw councils  
like Ryde Town Council  
encouraging people to connect 
over doing something positive for 
the area like a community litter pick. 

“We’re setting up a community  
litter pick in one of our parks.  
We’ve decided to do this to  
encourage our community to  
support our parks team, but also  
to get people to meaningfully  
contribute to their area”  
(City Council, VCSE Engagement 
Team)

Case Study:  
Community litter pick 

Interestingly, we found that   
Community Litter Picks were the 
most common activity for people 
to want to help out at, so they are 
an event that can be leveraged 
by local councils to get people 
involved in volunteering during a 
national moment. 



19 Toolkit

Big Help Out

Given the Big Help Out’s role in the Coronation Weekend it presented a 
great opportunity for local councils to leverage volunteering opportunities. 

As we know 6.5 million people volunteered for the Big Help Out,  
ultimately contributing hugely to a historic national moment. 

Also, from our research we know that over 80% of those who helped at  
either the Coronation or the Big Help Out were community helpers or 
community helper aspirants. By comparison formal volunteers made  
up 11.6% of the Coronation helpforce and 13.7% of the Big Help Out  
helpforce. 

This shows that local councils can focus on reaching out to these types 
of helpers, especially to diversify the residents who volunteer.  
 
Local councils can use the learnings of the Big Help Out in their own work:

1.	 Local councils have a part to play in harnessing the power of national 
moments to get people involved in volunteering. 

2.	 Organisers can ask for a little bit from everyone rather than a lot from a 
few people.  

3.	  Organisers can harness the power of national moments to bring people 
together and feel a sense of community to encourage more people to 
help out.

How to make use of national moments:
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Things to think about:
1.	 How can you leverage national moments to focus on communities and 

bringing people together? 
2.	 How can local council focus on national moments as an opportunity to 

diversify volunteer cohorts in your area?
3.	 What assets does your local council or community have to be used to 

host national moments?
4.	 How can you motivate those who may not be interested in national mo-

ments, like the Coronation, to see it as an opportunity to help out in their 
community?



Thank you 
 
To get in touch and hear more about how you 
or your organisation can make use of these 
insights please email: 
 
marnie@neighbourlylab.com
emma@neighbourlylab.com
charlotte@neighbourlylab.com


