
Health and safety for volunteers 
 
Although volunteers are not included in Health and Safety legislation in the same way as paid 
staff, any organisation involving volunteers has a legal responsibility and a ‘duty of care’ towards 
their volunteers.  
 

Health and safety legislation 
The Health and Safety at Work Act 1974 is the primary piece of legislation governing 
occupational health and safety in Britain and the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) is 
responsible for enforcing the Act. 

 
Duty of care 
‘Duty of care’ is a common law duty to take reasonable care to avoid causing harm to others.  
An organisation may face a legal liability if this duty is breached.    
 
A duty of care is required if you are delivering an activity that might harm another person – 
physically, mentally, or economically.  
 
If your organisation owns or is responsible for premises you have a duty to make sure that the 
building is safe to use and complies with health and safety regulations.  
 

Health and safety policy  
Employers with fewer than five employees are not required to have a written policy, but are 
strongly advised to do so.   The Health and Safety Executive has a template for developing a 
health and safety policy, and there are useful examples on their website.   
 
Having a policy demonstrates a clear commitment to implementing good health and safety 
standards and is the foundation for any related procedures and practices. Volunteers should be 
referenced in the policy. 
 

Minimising risk 
To reduce the risk of ill health or injury, organisations must provide a safe place to volunteer, 
which is clean and free from risk.  All relevant safety measures must be in place, eg procedures 
for handling dangerous substances, guards in use on machinery. Volunteers should be given 
training and information to carry out their roles safely. 
 
Volunteer-only organisations 
These regulations do not apply to organisations with no employees. However, you do need to 
ensure that their volunteers work in a safe environment where levels of risk have been reduced 
to a minimum. 
 
 

 
 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/
http://www.hse.gov.uk/simple-health-safety/write.htm


Risk assessment 
Risk assessment is a procedure for identifying potential hazards, assessing the degree of harm 
they could cause against the likelihood of the hazard occurring. The assessment then 
determines what measures should be put in place, if any, to reduce the risk to an acceptable 
level.  For more information on risk management, including risk assessment templates, see the 
HSE website. 
 
You should carry out a risk assessment for any volunteer role that might cause the volunteer 
harm. The results of the risk assessment will determine what information and training (if any) 
should be given to the volunteer. For example, an employer would have a duty to supply 
information and training to a volunteer driver, who will be assisting service users to get in and 
out of a minibus.  But training would probably not be necessary for a volunteer who is selling 
tickets for a fundraising event. 
 
Volunteer-only organisations 
Voluntary groups with no employees are not required to conduct risk assessments, but you 
should consider doing them to meet your duty of care. Risk assessments can really help prevent 
harm occurring. 
 

Fire safety and risk assessment 
All public and community buildings, even if owned or operated by an organisation without 
employees, must meet minimum levels of standards so that the risk of fire is reduced. You 
should consult your local fire brigade for advice. 
 

Control of Substances Hazardous to Health (COSHH) 
COSHH regulations require employers both to assess the workplace for risks which may be 
caused by substances hazardous to health and to take all necessary steps to control any risks 
identified.   
 
Volunteer-only organisations 
Voluntary groups with no employees are not required to conduct a COSHH assessment, but you 
should consider doing one anyway to meet your duty of care.  

 
Registering your organisation's activities 
All employers must register with the HSE or the local authority’s environmental health 
department. 
 
Volunteer-only organisations 
Organisations without employees are not required to register unless they:  
•  are involved in dangerous activities, such as putting on a fireworks display; 
•  own, control or are responsible for premises and buildings (register with the local fire 

authority); or 
•  prepare, store, supply or sell food on five or more days in any five-week period (register 

with the local environmental health department). 
 
You should check with the authorities if you are in any doubt about the need to register. 
 
 
 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/index.htm
http://www.hse.gov.uk/coshh/


First aid 
All employers have a legal duty to make a first aid assessment. How much first aid you need to 
provide will depend on what activities you run. At a minimum, an organisation with employees 
must provide at least one first aid box and display a notice that tells staff 
•    the location of the first aid box; 
•    who the first aider or appointed person is (see below); and 
•    where the first aider or appointed person can be found. 
An appointed person is someone who has basic first aid knowledge. They can take charge in an 
emergency and are responsible for calling the emergency services.  
 
Volunteer-only organisations 
Voluntary groups with no employees are not bound to conduct a first aid assessment, but it is 
good practice. It can also be useful to have at least one first aid trained volunteer. 
 
There can be a legal duty to provide first aid facilities.  For example, if an organisation holds a 
public event without first aid facilities and someone is injured, they may have broken their duty 
of care.  Even if you do not usually have to register your activities, you may need to for one-off 
events involving the public.   

 
Working with other organisations 
When organisations work together, there can sometimes be confusion over who is taking 
responsibility for health and safety; and there can be conflicting policies.   
 
It is useful, when planning joint activity, to agree: 

•    which organisation has ultimate responsibility for health and safety; 
•    how the organisation with responsibility will ensure its policies and procedures are    

implemented; 
•    what the organisation will do if its standards are not met; 
•    how volunteers will be trained to fulfil their health and safety responsibilities; 
•    if volunteers are dissatisfied with or concerned about health and safety how they will     

share their views and how this information will be recorded.   

 
 


