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Executive Summary 

Summer Reading Challenge volunteering (SRCv) involves young people aged 12-24 volunteering 

in libraries over the summer to help with the running of the annual Summer Reading Challenge 

(SRC). It is one of the opportunities within The Reading Agency’s wider Reading Activists programme 

(to be renamed Reading Hack in 2015). 

Volunteers are encouraged to commit to a minimum of 10 hours volunteering in a library over the 

summer, and are supported by local library staff. Their main duties include: helping library staff to 

administer the SRC; talking to SRC participants about the books they've been reading; helping SRC 

participants to choose new books and helping with summer activities connected to the SRC. 

In 2014, The Reading Agency was successful in securing a grant from the Centre for Social Action at 

the Cabinet Office to expand the number of young people involved in SRCv. 

Headline national findings 

The results from The Reading Agency’s pre and post 

volunteering surveys with young volunteers, and 

returns from library services show the clear 

popularity of SRCv amongst young people and 

libraries. It is increasingly becoming a key 

volunteering opportunity for young people: 

 8,126 young volunteers aged 12-24 were 

recruited in libraries in the UK; 

 This is a 43% increase in the number of volunteers recruited compared with 2013; 

 1740 libraries from 138 English library authorities involved volunteers in the SRC – a 20% 

increase compared with 2013; 

 123,578 volunteer hours were recorded; 

 776 volunteers achieved accreditation for their volunteering - an increase of 168 since 2013; 

 33 job opportunities were created in libraries for young people. 

Volunteers across the country gave an indication of what they had gained from SRCv: 

 70% of volunteers across the country reported that they had loved SRCv; 

 85% gained new skills and experiences by the end of the summer; 

 75% identified that they had improved their communication skills; 

 66% said they valued talking to children about books; 

 44% of respondents said they had valued working in a library, and 56% said they intended to 

use libraries more as a result of the volunteering experience; 

 71 % said they would like to keep volunteering in a library; 

 50% said that they valued contributing to the community.  
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SRCv impact study 

The Office for Public Management was commissioned by The Reading Agency in May 2014 to 

undertake an impact study of SRCv. During the summer of 2014, qualitative research was undertaken 

with volunteers, SRC participants, library staff and other stakeholders in four diverse case study 

locations in England – Gloucestershire, Lancashire, Norfolk and Tower Hamlets. All these areas 

saw a large increase in their volunteer numbers compared to previous years.  

The impact study was designed to explore the difference that young people volunteering on the SRCv 

make and to provide insight on how to improve the programme going forward.  

What we found… 

We assessed SRCv against the Cabinet Office principles for great youth social action and the 

Arts Council Quality Principles for work with children and young people. We concluded that the 

SRCv meets all of these, with some more strongly than others. 

 

Cabinet Office principles of great 
youth social action 
 

Arts Council principles of quality work 
with children and young people 

Challenging – SRCv stretches and engages 
young people 

Striving for excellence – commitment to a high 
quality experience for young people 

Youth-led – where volunteers designed and 
led activities 

Developing a sense of ownership and 
belonging –where volunteers led activities 

Socially impactful – clear community 
benefits from young people volunteering 

Being exciting, inspiring and engaging – clear 
enjoyment from being a SRC volunteer 

Progressive – many volunteers wanted to 
continue volunteering 

Providing a sense of positive progression – 
volunteers developed new skills over the summer 

Embedded – volunteers saw it as something 
worth doing  

Actively involving children and young people 
– hands-on creative activities based on reading 

Reflective – opportunities for reward, and 
guided reflection 

Emphasising authenticity – a real and 
meaningful experience leading to greater 
awareness of libraries 

 Ensuring a positive, child-centred experience 
– celebrating young people’s achievements 

Over the summer, volunteers (aged 12-24) told us: 

 Their confidence levels increased over the summer as a result of SRCv; 

 Participation in SRCv often lead to greater sense of pride and achievement;  

 It was a great opportunity to improve their communication skills and ability to work with 

children; 

 They learnt practical skills such as planning and time keeping;  

 They could try out their creative skills when developing ideas and resources for SRC activities; 

 SRCv is a valuable form of work experience and useful for CVs and job applications 

 Their enjoyment and engagement with reading increased over the summer; 
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 They valued the fact that SRCv takes place in a library;  

 Their attitudes to volunteering in general had improved; 

 In some cases, volunteering had encouraged a greater 

awareness or sense of belonging to the local community. 

Library staff told us: 

 Having SRC volunteers helped improve libraries’ image 

as open, lively and energetic community spaces; 

 SRCv could help libraries improve engagement with 

teenagers, and in some instances strengthen 

intergenerational work; 

 SRCv presented many opportunities for libraries to build relationships with local partners – and 

many were keen to develop these further. 

SRC participants (aged 4-11) told us: 

 They felt very positive about the SRC volunteers. Over half felt that the volunteers were 

‘Brilliant’ (60%) and 38% felt that they were either ‘Good’ or ‘Really good’’ 

 50% said they were more likely to finish the Challenge due to working with the volunteers; 

 Their parents felt that SRC volunteers could be positive role models for their children. 

We also heard about a number of challenges… 

Volunteers wanted to: 

 Know what they could do during quiet times in the library; 

 Meet more volunteers from other libraries; 

 Take on mentoring roles and have more responsibility 

to lead their own activities; 

 Spend more time recommending books to SRC 

participants. 

Library staff wanted: 

 A longer lead in time to recruit volunteers 

 See more volunteer planned and led activities 

 Improve SRCv branding with older volunteers in mind 

 Encourage schools to recognise and reward students who volunteer. 

 

Our full report makes a number of recommendations to improve SRCv in future years. 

_______________________________ 
 
SRC volunteers are enthusiastic, keen 
to spend their time productively over 
the summer, and are open to new 
experiences that may take them out of 
their comfort zones.  

______________________________ 
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1.  Introduction 
 

Summer Reading Challenge volunteering (SRCv) is a Reading Agency programme targeted at 

young people aged 12-24 and involves volunteering in libraries over the summer to help with the 

running of the annual Summer Reading Challenge (SRC).  

In 2013, nearly 6000 young people were recruited as Summer Reading Challenge volunteers in 1454 

libraries across 137 local authorities. In 2014, The Reading Agency were successful in securing a 

grant from the Centre for Social Action at the Cabinet Office to expand the number of young people 

involved in SRCv. Following consultation with the library sector, it was agreed that a 40% increase in 

volunteers would be possible in 2014.  

The expansion of SRCv means that it is increasingly becoming a key volunteering opportunity in the 

wider context of developing high quality social action for young people.  

OPM was commissioned by The Reading Agency in May 2014 to undertake an impact study of SRCv. 

During the summer of 2014, qualitative research was undertaken with volunteers, SRC participants, 

library staff and other stakeholders in four case study locations in England – Gloucestershire, 

Lancashire, Norfolk and Tower Hamlets. 

The three main aims of the impact study were to understand: 

 The impact of taking part in SRCv on young volunteers (aged 12-24); 

 The impact on libraries that work with SRC volunteers ; 

 The impact of working with volunteers on young children (aged 4-11) participating in the SRC; 

Alongside this, the research also explored: 

 How each of the case study locations approached volunteer recruitment and management 

over the summer; 

 The motivations and experiences of SRC volunteers; 

 The wider community outcomes from SRCv; 

 The overall effectiveness and quality of SRCv as a volunteering opportunity. 

This report presents the main findings from the impact study, and the case study locations. It also 

integrates 2014 headline findings from the data that The Reading Agency collects on an annual basis 

from volunteers and library services. 

The final section draws together a number of recommendations to continue to improve and embed 

SRCv in the future. 
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2. Context 

Summer Reading Challenge volunteering: overview 

The Summer Reading Challenge itself is targeted at children aged 4-11 who are encouraged to read 

six books over the summer holidays. Participants receive stickers and other incentives as they finish 

their chosen books, culminating in a certificate to reward their achievement.  

Summer Reading Challenge volunteering is one of the opportunities within The Reading Agency’s 

wider Reading Activists programme which gives 11-24 year olds the chance to develop skills through 

reading activities in their local libraries and communities. Library services have involved volunteers 

with the Summer Reading Challenge for a number of years but in 2010, the volunteering programme 

for the SRC was developed more formally following partnership working with v and funding from the 

John Laing Charitable Trust, and has expanded ever since.   

The Reading Agency provides a suggested overall structure and opportunities for branding for SRCv 

– this involves resources for volunteers (a t-shirt, booklet, badge and certificate), and a Reading 

Activists web page. The Reading Agency plays a key role in capacity building and on-going support 

for library services with annual best practice sharing and training seminars; a recruitment pack 

(posters, flyers and a guide for how to recruit volunteers); an advocacy pack and leaflets for use in 

schools; a volunteer handbook; templates for working with volunteers and a guide to developing a 

volunteering policy. These resources and support methodologies have been developed in partnership 

with libraries and young people over a number of years.  

Library services purchase the core resources and volunteer materials from The Reading Agency 

and are responsible for recruiting, inducting and supporting the volunteers in their libraries. The 

guidelines from The Reading Agency are designed to be adapted locally to suit the needs of the local 

area, recognising that some will have their own well developed methods of working with volunteers, 

whereas others may be starting from a relatively low base. 

Volunteers are encouraged to commit to a minimum of 10 hours volunteering over the summer, and 

are supported by library staff in the libraries they volunteer in. Their main duties are: 

 Helping staff to administer the SRC – particularly signing children up to the Challenge 

 Talking to SRC participants about the books they've been reading 

 Helping SRC participants to choose new books 

 Helping with summer activities connected to the SRC 

 Helping to create in-library displays that promote the SRC 

The Reading Agency suggest a number of roles for SRC volunteers – for example, an assistant 

(helping library staff run the SRC); a leader (more experienced volunteers supporting newer ones, 

playing a role in timetabling volunteer schedules, planning volunteer team building events); a reporter 

(promoting the SRC online and profiling the work of the library); and a schools volunteer (promoting 

and advocating the SRC in schools and other settings in the summer term).  

In 2014, The Reading Agency set a number of targets for developing SRCv, as a condition of their 

funding from the Cabinet Office, and therefore only applicable to SRCv in English authorities. These 
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targets were underpinned by the expectation that through working with volunteers more children 

would feel confident about their reading and complete the SRC: 

 8,000 young people will improve their confidence and enjoyment of reading by participating in 

SRCv; 

 4,000 young people will improve their employability skills; 

 1,000 young people will gain accreditation for their SRCv work. 

The Reading Agency asked English library services to apply for the Social Action Fund funding if they 

committed to sustaining or increasing their volunteer numbers over the summer.  

Policy context 

SRCv engages a large number of young people in volunteering every year, and one of the objectives 

of this impact study is to provide an evidence base that explores the difference that these young 

people make. SRCv sits within the current national focus on youth social action, and the changing role 

of libraries. 

Youth social action  

The benefits of volunteering are well known – it can have a positive effect on people’s sense of 

purpose, autonomy and happiness, and helps to develop skills, and self-esteem.
1
 For young people in 

particular, it can improve motivation at school and future employment chances.
2
 Young people who 

volunteer report that they feel better about themselves and care more about others.
3
  

There are undoubtedly a number of challenges that young people face in the current economic 

climate. Youth unemployment is falling, but is still at 16% of 16-24 year olds as of August 2014.
4
 

Alongside these issues, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that young people are very involved in 

their local communities and volunteering. The best indicators show that 28% of 16-25 year olds were 

volunteering in 2011/12 although less is currently known about the 10-15 age range.
5
  

There is considerable momentum around youth social action, and a clear government priority to 

improve access to and the quality of volunteering opportunities. Youth social action has been defined 

as ‘young people taking practical action in the service of others in order to create positive social 

change that is of benefit to the wider community as well as to the young person themselves’
6
.  A 

recent Demos report has speculated that there is an untapped desire amongst young people to take 

part in social action ‘if it consists of fun, high quality activities presented in the right way’.
7
 

                                                
1
 http://www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/research/health-and-well-being/well-being 

2
 Birdwell, J & Bani, M (2014) Introducing Generation Citizen: http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/generationcitizen 

3
 ibid 

4
 http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/research/briefing-papers/SN05871/youth-unemployment-statistics 

5
 NCVO UK Civil Society Almanac: http://data.ncvo.org.uk/  

6
 Campaign for Youth Social Action (2013) Scoping a Quality Framework for Youth Social Action: http://youngfoundation.org/wp-
content/uploads/2013/08/Scoping-a-Quality-Framework-for-Youth-Social-Action-FINAL.pdf 

7
 Birdwell, J & Miller (2013) Service Generation: a step change in youth social action 
http://www.demos.co.uk/files/SERVICE_GENERATION_-_March_2014.pdf?1393856268 
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Step Up To Serve was launched at the end of 2013 with the aim to double the number of young 

people aged 10-20 participating in social action by 2020, and work towards a culture where youth 

social action is the norm for all.
8
 The principles which define great youth social action have been set 

out as: 

 Challenging – stretching and engaging, as well as exciting and enjoyable; 

 Youth-led – led, owned and shaped by young people; 

 Socially impactful – creating positive social change that is of benefit to the wider community 

as well as to the young people themselves; 

 Progressive – progressing to other programmes and activities; 

 Embedded – becoming a norm in the journey towards adulthood and a habit for life; 

 Reflective – valuing reflection, recognition and reward.
9
 

Understanding the impact of youth social action 

It has long been recognised in the youth sector that demonstrating impact and outcomes can be a 

challenge.  Previous work by the Young Foundation on developing a framework of outcomes for 

young people has moved this debate forward.
10

  This research provides evidence about the links 

between seven key emotional and social capabilities – communication, confidence and agency, 

planning and problem solving, relationships and leadership, creativity, resilience and 

determination, and managing feelings - to the achievement of longer term outcomes for young 

people, including educational attainment, future employment and health. 

A framework for youth social action is currently being developed by the Step up to Serve campaign to 

understand and increase the evidence around the ‘double benefit’ of youth social action (to volunteers 

themselves, and also the wider community), and ensure that organisations can measure impact.
11

  

The Step up to Serve campaign has also reflected on the challenges around embedding youth social 

action in schools. Although the National Curriculum Citizenship programmes of study highlight 

developing ‘an interest in, and commitment to, participating in volunteering as well as other forms of 

responsible activity’, it has been identified that schools can struggle to broker these opportunities for 

pupils, and that schools are often confused by the range of volunteering opportunities on offer.
12

  

The benefits of promoting social action in schools are clear – the CBI’s Education and Skills Survey 

consistently shows that employers value employees who are flexible, entrepreneurial and comfortable 

working in teams with people of different backgrounds.
13

 Youth social action can help to foster these 

behaviours, in ways that are not always possible within the school day.
14

 It is important to be able to 

evidence how taking part in SRCv improves employability and softer skills – as well as acknowledging 

the contribution volunteers can make to their local community and society as a whole. 

                                                
8
 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/step-up-to-serve-making-it-easier-for-young-people-to-help-others 

9
 Campaign for Youth Social Action (2013) Scoping a Quality Framework for Youth Social Action 

10
 http://youngfoundation.org/publications/framework-of-outcomes-for-young-people/ 

11
 http://www.iwill.org.uk/about-us/making-the-case/ 

12
 Birdwell, J & Bani, M (2014) Introducing Generation Citizen: http://www.demos.co.uk/publications/generationcitizen 

13
 http://www.cbi.org.uk/business-issues/education-and-skills/in-focus/employability/ 

14
 http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/assets/0001/7766/Employer_perspective.pdf 
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Libraries and volunteering 

It is undoubtedly a time of transition for libraries with considerable debate about what a new modern 

library service might look like. The impact of public spending cuts, and the wide range of digital tools 

that people use to access knowledge, have been clearly felt in the sector.
15

 The recent Independent 

Library Report for England by William Sieghart and an expert panel has recognised the importance of 

libraries as ‘modern, safe, non-judgmental, flexible spaces, where citizens of all ages can mine the 

knowledge of the world for free, supported by the help and knowledge of the library workforce.’
16

 

Engagement with arts, museums and libraries has the potential to enrich lives, improve educational 

outcomes and make a vital contribution to health and wellbeing.
17

 There is an established tradition of 

volunteering in the cultural sector.
18

 Volunteers are often attracted to libraries in particular due to the 

opportunity to work in their local community – contributing to running activities, and generally 

championing the library.
19

  

The CIPFA survey found that despite falls in visitor numbers, the number of volunteers in libraries had 

increased by 44% in 2012-13. The Sieghart review has called for volunteers to continue to be an 

important part of the library workforce with more training to develop their skills, alongside core 

guidance for libraries on best practice, legal, regulatory and operational issues for working with 

volunteers and communities.  

Young people are part of this overall picture of volunteering, and have a unique perspective on 

libraries. Research for the Arts Council’s project on ‘Envisioning the library of the future’ engaged with 

young people who were regular library users and found that they valued the library as an accessible, 

welcoming and inclusive space that could play a role in social opportunity and equality. However, 

young people’s engagement in libraries can vary considerably.  

There are also well documented challenges around literacy rates in the UK. The recent OECD results 

show that the UK still lags far behind most developed countries in terms of young people’s literacy.
20

 

The potential of libraries to work with young people to foster a passion for reading and develop 

creative skills is therefore considerable.
21

 

Understanding the impact of libraries on young people 

The Arts Council has a specific goal that every child and young person should have the opportunity to 

experience the richness of arts and culture, and has undertaken work to develop standards for high 

quality work by, with, and for children and young people.
22

 These principles are: 

 Striving for excellence; 

 Emphasising authenticity; 

 Being exciting, inspiring and engaging; 

                                                
15

 Macdonald, L (2012)  A new chapter: Public library services in the 21
st
 century Carnegie UK Trust 

16
 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/388989/Independent_Library_Report-_18_December.pdf 

17
 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/Great_art_and_culture_for_everyone.pdf 

18
 Institute of Volunteering Research (2006) Volunteering in Museums, Libraries and Archives 

19
 Thiedeman, S (2012) Love Libraries Love Volunteering Final report 

20
 http://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/pisa-2012-results.htm 

21
 Holden, J (2004) Creative Reading: Young people, reading and public libraries 

22
 http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/goal/5 
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 Ensuring a positive, child-centred experience; 

 Actively involving children and young people; 

 Providing a sense of personal progression; 

 Developing a sense of ownership and belonging. 

The former Museums, Libraries and Archives Council developed the Inspiring Learning Framework, 

which included Generic Social Outcomes to help organisations provide evidence of the wider benefits 

of museums, libraries and archives.
23

 The GSOs are organised into three main tiers – stronger and 

safer communities; health and wellbeing; and strengthening public life.  

These are important frameworks for measuring outcomes and quality for SRCv, as they are 

directly relevant to cultural institutions. They explore a range of outcomes for children and young 

people as a result of engaging with a library, and establish what makes a good quality experience. 

For SRCv, this can help to show how libraries can deliver positive outcomes for those volunteering 

in them, as well as providing insight into libraries’ impact on the local community. 

  

                                                
23

 http://www.inspiringlearningforall.gov.uk/toolstemplates/genericsocial/ 
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3. The impact study: aims and 
activities 

This section outlines the process of developing a theory of change model for SRCv, as well as 

providing an overview of the evaluation activities and methodology.  

Evaluation aims 

The impact study was designed to explore what is being achieved through SRCv and to provide 

insight into how to improve the programme going forward. The Reading Agency carries out online 

surveys with volunteers at the beginning and end of the summer every year which ask questions 

about motivation, skills gained, reading patterns, library usage and on-going volunteering. Data and 

feedback from participating library services is also collated at the end of the summer focussing on the 

numbers involved, volunteer hours, key demographic information, and accreditation. However, 

qualitative data about the impact of SRCv had tended to be anecdotal.   

OPM developed a theory of change model with stakeholders from The Reading Agency and library 

sector. During the evaluation workshop, we used OPM’s Pathways to Outcomes methodology to 

understand the SRCv programme as a whole. Participants were encouraged to reflect on outcomes 

from existing frameworks and principles – namely, the Young Foundation Framework, Inspiring 

Learning for All Generic Social Outcomes and Arts Council Quality Principles outlined in the previous 

section of this report – and decide which were most relevant to SRCv. The long term, intermediate, 

and short term outcomes from the theory of change model are presented in Figure 1 below, and the 

full version and change mechanisms can be found in Appendix 1.  

Figure 1: Outcomes identified in the theory of change model for SRCv. 

Methodology 

There are a large number of volunteers involved in SRCv across the UK. Therefore, a case study 

design was adopted for this research.  Case study research allows for a depth of engagement by 

researchers and this was felt to be particularly relevant to understanding what is working well, and 

less well with regards to SRCv – as well as meeting the requirement for data gathering from 

qualitative encounters, rather than through hard quantitative measures.  
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The Reading Agency made a call to library services to submit expressions of interest to be a case 

study authority. Thirteen responses were received, and these were scored in order to ensure a 

balance of authority type (rural, urban); a geographical spread in England; and differing lengths of 

experience with SRCv. Gloucestershire, Lancashire, Norfolk and Tower Hamlets were selected.  

Research design 

The research in each case study location involved:  

 2 days of visits at the beginning of the summer involving interviews with volunteers, library 

staff, and parents; a short questionnaire with SRC participants; and observations in libraries 

where SRC activities were taking place; 

 A peer research training session with SRC volunteers at the beginning of the summer;  

 2 days of visits at the end of the summer involving further interviews with volunteers, library 

staff, and parents; a short questionnaire with SRC participants, and observations in libraries 

where SRC activities were taking place; 

 A guided reflection session with SRC volunteers at the end of the summer and completing 

an ‘employability wheel’ exercise; 

 Telephone interviews with relevant local partners and stakeholders during the summer. 

Figure 2: Data collection during the impact study 

 

A bespoke set of research tools to guide data collection were developed by the OPM research team. 

The interview guides were adapted during the end of the summer visits, asking the same questions, 

but encouraging participants to reflect back on their experiences over the course of the summer.  

The research in practice 

There are a number of considerations that need to be taken into account when reading the findings 

from the case study locations. In most cases, the volunteers, SRC participants and library staff 

spoken to at the beginning and end of the summer were not the same. This is because it was 

Young volunteers 

Interviews 

Observations in libraries 

Peer research 

Guided reflection sessions 

SRC Participants 

Observations in libraries 

Short surveys 

Talking to parents 

Library staff 

Interviews in libraries 

Other stakeholders 

Telephone interviews 

Fieldwork in four local authorities – visits 

at beginning and end of the summer 
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impossible to predict whether the same children or families would be present in the libraries on each 

visit, and in larger libraries with big teams of volunteers, whether the same volunteers would be 

working that day. Any observations relating to changes over the summer period should be interpreted 

as general ones.  

We made some adaptations to the initial research design based on the need to be flexible in each 

case study location. The format of start and end of the summer visits was adhered to, but in some of 

the sites additional opportunities arose, for example, to visit more libraries over the two days, to 

convene a focus group with staff, or attend a celebration event with volunteers. These were valuable 

additions to the data collection process.  

It became apparent after the first case study visit that it was going to be hard to arrange small group 

activities with SRC participants as we had originally planned. The children tended to be in the library 

for a short time for the SRC activity, with their parents, and their focus was understandably on that. At 

the beginning of the summer that SRC participants had not yet worked closely enough with the 

volunteers to be able to comment on the impact this was having. 

Instead, we produced a short questionnaire for SRC participants and either gave these out at the end 

of an activity for children to fill in on the spot, or left copies with the libraries for use over the summer.  

It should be noted that the survey only went to children who had just taken part in an activity involving 

a SRC volunteer. This worked well as children were able to relate the questions being asked to their 

immediate experiences, but it meant that we did not gather any comparative information from children 

who had not worked with a SRC volunteer. Table 1 shows the total number of people we engaged 

with as part of the fieldwork across all four case studies.  

Table 1: Research participants across all four case study areas 

Participants 
 

Numbers 

Libraries visited 19 

SRC volunteers - interviews 75 

SRC volunteers – peer research 19 

SRC volunteers – guided reflection sessions 36 

Employability wheel 66 

SRC participants – questionnaire 148 

SRC participants – mini interviews 2 

Parents of SRC participants 19 

Library staff 53 

Other stakeholders 9 

Peer research training 

The peer research training was a key part of the initial research design. This is an established 

approach in evaluations, as it can help to elicit more honest responses.
24

 Young people are best 

placed to talk to other young people, and it leads to greater ownership over the research as a whole.   

                                                
24

 www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/er_res_engaging_young_people_report.pdf 
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The intention was that during the session, participants would design their own set of questions about 

the impact of SRCv. The peer researchers would agree to work together or individually, using their 

developed questions to speak to other SRC volunteers over the summer using a method of their 

choice (for example, an online blog or survey, a paper questionnaire, a focus group, a suggestion 

box). There was an incentive for taking part – every trained peer researcher would receive a 

certificate outlining the skills gained in the session, and there would be a reward in each case study 

location for the best effort from an individual or group. 

One of the main challenges we encountered in the fieldwork was that there was not enough time for 

library services to recruit a group of SRC volunteers interested in taking part in the peer research 

training.  

In the first two peer research training sessions there was very low attendance, so we used both these 

opportunities to pilot the training and gain feedback. In the two case study areas where the peer 

research training did go ahead as planned (Gloucestershire and Tower Hamlets) it was well received, 

and volunteers provided different insights 

into the experience that had not previously 

been considered.  

In Gloucestershire, volunteers did go on to 

use the learning from the training session to 

carry out their own research over the 

summer. Volunteers asked for a 

website/blog they could use to conduct and 

disseminate their research, and two 

volunteers used this to record their 

experiences and activities (their articles and 

pictures can be found here: 

http://srcglosvolunteersresearch.wordpress.

com/)  

During the process of piloting in Lancashire 

and Norfolk, it was discussed that the peer research training could easily be adapted so that library 

staff could deliver this with interested volunteers as an optional extra during the SRCv induction. 

Despite the practical challenges, there was considerable enthusiasm for the potential that peer 

research could offer in the future.  

Analysis and reporting 

The research team met regularly during the course of the fieldwork to discuss emerging findings and 

decide which themes to explore further during case study visits.  

Having collected data at different points over the summer, and using a variety of methods, we were 

able to triangulate the data to produce more robust findings, and report on different perspectives from 

staff, library stakeholders, volunteers, children and families.  

 

  

http://srcglosvolunteersresearch.wordpress.com/
http://srcglosvolunteersresearch.wordpress.com/
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4. The case study locations 

Gloucestershire  

Gloucestershire County Council runs 31 libraries, and also has 8 community libraries.  The libraries 

had 9,578 children registering to participate in the Summer Reading Challenge in the summer of 

2014, of which 6220 completed the Challenge - an increase from 6,178 in 2013. 

Gloucestershire libraries planned to recruit 118 young volunteers for the summer, and they exceeded 

this with 140 volunteers in libraries across the whole age range – an increase from 89 in 2013.  

The overall management of the SRC volunteering programme is by the Libraries and Information 

Service’s Access and Outcomes Librarian at the County Council with further support in 2014 from a 

line manager, the Operations and Development Manager. In addition to this, Gloucestershire recruited 

six Reading Activists Champions – staff with dedicated time to manage and coordinate volunteers. 

Six libraries were visited in Gloucestershire as part of the research: Up Hatherley, Hucclecote, 

Gloucester, Bishops Cleeve, Cheltenham and Stroud. 

Lancashire 

Lancashire’s Library Service consists of 74 libraries. The library service has a well developed 

programme of learning and development opportunities for children and young people, including the 

Lancashire Book of the Year award, and Lancashire Reading Trail. SRCv is an essential part of this. 

Lancashire was one of the authorities to receive Cabinet Office Social Action Fund money to grow the 

number of SRC volunteers in 2014. The total number of young volunteers recruited was 343 – a large 

increase from the 122 that the library service had recruited in 2013.  Out of the 74 libraries, 67 

successfully recruited SRC volunteers. The number of children registered for the Summer Reading 

Challenge was 12,891, and 7185 completed it.  

The management of SRCv lies with a Senior Reading and Learning Development Manager in Cultural 

Services. Lancashire County Council has an online volunteer hub, and in 2014, the SRC volunteers 

applied via the hub for the first time.  

The OPM research team visited eight libraries in Lancashire during the summer: Accrington, 

Clitheroe, Whitworth, Harris, Haslingden, Garstang, Thornton and Lostock Hall library.  

Norfolk 

Norfolk has 47 libraries, 35 of which recruited volunteers in the summer of 2014. A total of 137 

volunteers were recruited in 2014 – an increase from 90 in 2013.  Norfolk libraries had 12,967 

children sign up to SRC and 7,067 children finished the Challenge.  
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The local authority created the role of Norfolk Volunteer Coordinator two years ago with overall 

responsibility for managing the SRCv programme across all libraries in Norfolk.   

Norfolk also has 23 community librarians. They do a lot of work in schools around SRC and make 

contact with different youth groups at a local level and provide them with information about the SRC 

volunteer opportunity.  

In Norfolk, the fieldwork for this research took place in three libraries - Plumstead Road, Downham 

Market, and Norwich Millennium Library.  

Tower Hamlets 

The London Borough of Tower Hamlets includes one of the highest ethnic minority populations in the 

capital. In Tower Hamlets there are 7 libraries, five of which are called Idea Stores, offering a range of 

other community services. Tower Hamlets had a target to recruit 140 SRC volunteers in 2014. They 

recruited 158 volunteers across their 7 libraries – up from 84 in 2013.  

Every few years a different Idea Store manager holds the overall portfolio as the Volunteer 

Coordinator for all Tower Hamlets library and Idea Store volunteers (including adults).  Additionally, 

each Idea Store and library has a Volunteer Champion - a member of staff that is responsible for the 

SRC volunteers locally. In 2014, there was also a focus on outreach with schools and using the 

opportunity of the SRCv to build up positive relationships with secondary schools in particular.  

Three libraries were visited over the summer in Tower Hamlets - Watney Market and Whitechapel 

Idea Store, and a focus group was held at the Canary Wharf Idea Store with all seven staff Volunteer 

Champions representing each of the libraries.  

In all the case study areas we recorded the nature of the activities we witnessed volunteers 

undertaking as part of SRCv. Figure 3 captures these in a word cloud. 
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5. Findings: impact on volunteers 
 

This section of the report covers the main findings from the four case study areas on the impact of 

SRCv on volunteers. It starts by exploring the motivations, expectations and previous 

volunteering experience amongst the volunteers we spoke to. The main part of this section reports 

against each of the outcomes identified in the theory of change model (see Appendix 1) for volunteers 

– improved wellbeing and capabilities; positive progression; increased cultural awareness and 

engagement; and becoming more active citizens.  

The findings from the ‘employability wheel’ exercise that we conducted as part of the guided reflection 

sessions at the end of the summer are also presented, as well as relevant responses from The 

Reading Agency’s national surveys.  These surveys were separate research tools that were 

developed prior to this impact study. As a result the skills questions did not correlate exactly to those 

identified in the theory of change model.  

The volunteers we spoke to are a diverse group, with many different perspectives. Our findings from 

the case studies should not be read as general conclusions for the whole of the SRCv nationally. 

Taking part in the SRCv 

Headline figures 

In terms of participation in SRCv in 2014, The Reading Agency national 

target of recruiting over 8000 volunteers was met – 8,126 volunteers took 

part in 2014, and 7,958 of these were in England. The number of libraries 

involving volunteers was also above the target set with 1740 recruiting – an 

increase of 286 since last year, including from 138 of 151 English authorities.  The survey from library 

services indicates that 123,578 volunteer hours were recorded as part of SRCv in 2014.  

We were also interested in how effective SRCv has been in engaging volunteers from different 

backgrounds and more disadvantaged groups. 

From our interviews with library staff in the case study areas, several mentioned that they had 

focussed some of their recruitment on specific groups. This was particularly apparent in Norfolk, 

where the Volunteer Coordinator had worked with partner organisations that specialise in helping 

young people find good volunteering opportunities. One of these partners had helped to recruit 

volunteers who had no prior knowledge or experience of libraries. Norfolk County Council also sent 

children in care packs which included information about SRCv. However, all areas identified that it 

was challenging to diversify the volunteer base. 

During our visits, we saw that a high proportion of volunteers were White British and female. The 

notable exception was Tower Hamlets, where the high number of Bengali volunteers reflected the 

local demographics more accurately.   

__________________ 

8126  

young people took part in 
SRCv in 2014 

__________________ 
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The Reading Agency annual survey demonstrates this challenge – 5,417 female and 1,720 male 

volunteers were recruited.  Of the 1705 volunteers who filled in the pre volunteering survey, 71 

reported that they were in care, and 58 not in education, employment or training. 1597 were students.  

This survey also asked volunteers to record their ethnicity.  

Table 2: Breakdown by ethnicity of Reading Agency survey respondents 

Ethnicity Response (1426 total respondents) 

White British 74% 

White Irish 0.3% 

White other 2.4% 

Asian or Asian British - Bangladeshi 1.6% 

Asian or Asian British – Chinese 1.1% 

Asian or Asian British  - Indian 5.5% 

Asian or Asian British  - Pakistani 3% 

Asian or Asian British  - other 2.6% 

Black or Black British - African 3.4% 

Black or Black British – Caribbean 0.9% 

Black or Black British  - any other 0.9% 

Dual heritage – White and Asian 0.9% 

Dual heritage – White and Black African 0.3% 

Dual heritage – White and Black Caribbean 1.1% 

Dual heritage – other 0.9% 

Other 1.9% 

The motivations of volunteers 

In the interviews, guided reflection sessions and peer research training events with volunteers, we 

explored reasons for wanting to be a SRC volunteer in particular; how they found out about the 

opportunity; whether they had volunteered before and whether there were any other factors that 

influenced their desire or ability to take part over the summer.  

Reasons for volunteering for SRCv 

We heard a number of reasons why young people wanted to take part in SRCv. The most common 

were: 

 To gain experience of working with young children; 

 For CVs/personal statements; 

 An existing love of reading; 

 Wanting to do something over the summer; 

 To help other people; 

 To gain confidence and communication skills. 

A few young people were just interested in volunteering more generally. Occasionally, volunteers 

highlighted that it contributed to accreditation, and several noted that they had taken part in the SRC 

themselves previously. Comments from volunteers included: 
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“I was hoping to build on my skills, to be independent, and to work in a team – I got all of 

those!” (F, 16, Lancashire) 

“I remember when I was younger doing the SRC myself. I remembered it helped to have 

someone younger, a teenager, not an adult – to talk to about the books and the Challenge, 

someone who understands the books you have read. So it motivated me to do this to help other 

children.” (F, 15, Tower Hamlets) 

The Reading Agency’s national survey asked volunteers at the beginning of the summer why they 

wanted to volunteer and the most popular reasons were very similar to the responses that came 

through in our volunteer interviews.  

Table 3: Reasons for volunteering from Reading Agency survey respondents 

 

Reason for volunteering Number who chose this option  

To gain work experience 813 

To learn new skills 773 

To encourage and promote reading 712 

To gain experience of working with children 691 

To get more involved in the community 597 

Interested in working in a library 354 

To meet new people and make friends 342 

For accreditation 308 

How volunteers found out about SRCv 

Volunteers told us they found out about SRCv in a number of different ways. The most common route 

was through library staff directly asking them when they were in the library already: 

“I was doing some homework in the back of the library, and as I was leaving, the manager 

asked how old I was and if I would be interested in volunteering.” (F, 17, Lancashire) 

Some volunteers had gone to the library to ask about volunteering opportunities and were referred to 

SRCv. A number of volunteers also found out about the programme through friends or siblings who 

had participated in the volunteering programme in the past. Some had found out via school or through 

parents. Finding out online seemed to be less common amongst the cohort of volunteers we spoke to. 

The national survey findings indicated that 39% of the respondents found out about SRCv in the 

library – which is similar to the case study areas. 22% found out in schools which suggests this is a 

more common route to SRCv than amongst the case study cohort. Other less common reasons 

included through friends, library website, Vinspired, social media or the local press.  

Previous involvement in volunteering 

The majority of the volunteers we spoke to were volunteering for the first time – reflecting the large 

scaling up in volunteers that our case study locations had experienced. A number had previous 

volunteering experience, with SRCv or in other places such as at church or at a mosque, Rainbows 

and Guides, the local swimming pool or museum. 
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Just over half – 52% - of respondents to the pre-volunteering Reading 

Agency survey said they had volunteered before, and of these, 20% had 

volunteered in a library before. The national library services survey also 

indicated that 1,905 out of 8,126 volunteers had volunteered before on 

SRCv. 

Barriers and enablers to participation 

In the interviews with volunteers, a few factors emerged that either helped or hindered volunteers 

taking part in SRCv. Family holidays were mentioned as an issue by some as this could conflict with 

SRC volunteering commitments – meaning volunteers were not able to attend the induction or 

regularly take part in activities over the summer. It could also make it challenging for librarians when 

juggling volunteer timetables.  However, it was also apparent that part of the appeal is the flexibility 

offered to young people so they can commit to what they are able to manage over the summer.  

In Lancashire older volunteers with paid jobs reported that it was more difficult to fit volunteering 

around those work commitments. In Gloucestershire, one volunteer who could only come to her local 

library on Fridays was never able to attend any events as these were on other days of the week.  

Some volunteers did emphasise that the fact that libraries were close to where they lived was 

important – especially in a large rural county where young people would not need to pay to travel or 

rely on parents to transport them in order to get to their local library. This also made the programme 

more accessible for younger volunteers. 

We did occasionally find that volunteer commitment levels dropped over the summer, and in some 

sites, volunteers ended up doing less volunteering than they had initially committed to. There were 

also occasional challenges with volunteers not responding or turning up when they had promised. 

This was irritating for staff if they had planned an activity in a certain way, but there were also 

reflections that staff could help set the scene from the outset – really emphasising the importance of 

the volunteers’ roles, and the gaps that it left if they did not turn up to an assigned shift: 

“Give them respect, attention and time, and I tend to find they rise to the responsibilities 

they are given.” (Volunteer Champion, Tower Hamlets).  

 

Taking part in SRCv summary: 

 The Reading Agency targets for volunteer recruitment were met and exceeded in 

2014; 

 The most common reason for volunteering related to gaining work experience;  

 Volunteers mostly found out about the programme through local word of mouth;  

 Most volunteers in the case study areas were volunteering for the first time; 

 Volunteers tended to remain engaged in SRCv over the whole of the summer. 

 

__________________ 

52% 

had volunteered before 

__________________ 
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Improved wellbeing and capabilities  

SRCv is promoted to young people as a valuable opportunity to develop certain skills. Building social 

and emotional capabilities helps to support the achievement of positive life outcomes.
25

 There were a 

number of SRCv outcomes under the overall banner of improved wellbeing and capabilities identified 

in the theory of change process: personal effectiveness; developing social and communication 

skills; gaining practical skills and developing creative skills.  

In the interviews with volunteers, we specifically asked them to identify which skills they felt they were 

developing through SRCv. Our interviews with library staff also covered this topic, asking them to 

reflect on the skills and capabilities they had noticed in volunteers over the summer.  

Personal effectiveness 

In the context of SRCv, personal effectiveness outcomes involve increased confidence levels, 

raised self-esteem and a sense of pride and achievement. These are important for enabling young 

people to recognise that they can make a difference to their own lives, and that being involved in 

volunteering has a purpose. These capabilities have been related to increased academic success.
26

   

SRCv potentially enables young volunteers to enhance their personal effectiveness in a number of 

ways. The nature of the volunteering means that volunteers are public facing, helping a wide range of 

people from their local area.  This can help to develop feelings of pride and achievement, and could 

particularly be the case for those young people who are taking part in volunteering for the first time.  

Findings from the case studies and surveys 

Almost all the volunteers we spoke to in our interviews and guided reflection sessions reported that 

their confidence had improved as a result of being part of SRCv and taking on a role in the library: 

 “Now I feel I can answer anything and have the confidence to do so.” (F, 14, Tower 

Hamlets).  

The interviews with staff and managers echoed this – and a few staff specifically noted how they 

could see more shy young people develop over the summer: 

 “They gain confidence... In school they are in a protected 

environment and when they are thrown out into the real world they 

underestimate what they can do. With SRCv they see they can do 

things, work with public, be doing similar things alongside library 

staff. This gives them massive confidence and ambition to then do 

more.” (School librarian, Tower Hamlets) 

These findings are also reflected in respondents to the national survey 

The Reading Agency conducted at the end of the summer, where out of 1,210 responses, 61% 

reported they were more confident working with children, and 54% with adults. 

                                                
25

 http://youngfoundation.org/publications/framework-of-outcomes-for-young-people/ 
26

 Birdwell, J & Miller (2013) Service Generation: a step change in youth social action 

__________________ 

61%  

improved their 
confidence working with 
children 

__________________ 
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Many volunteers also described how SRCv helped them enhance their feelings of self-esteem and 

self-worth. One reported: 

“I think it’s rewarding. You definitely feel better for doing it.” (F, 17, Lancashire) 

A large number of volunteers highlighted the impact of having something worthwhile to do over 

the summer and felt proud that they had been able to contribute to something good and 

valuable that helped other people. One volunteer in the Gloucestershire guided reflection 

session said: 

“It made me feel like I had an actual job and something to do during the summer 

holidays.”  

Another frequent comment was that if they had not been volunteering their summers would have been 

spent being bored, or unoccupied:  

“You feel better about yourself when you volunteer rather than sitting at home doing 

nothing.” (F, 15, Norfolk).  

There was a strong sense amongst the volunteers we spoke to that SRCv provided an opportunity to 

challenge themselves, and take on a responsible role in a new situation, where they were trusted and 

treated like a colleague rather than a child. 45% of 

national survey respondents said they valued taking 

on extra responsibility over the summer through 

volunteering.   

A sense of personal effectiveness and increased 

pride could also come from less obvious routes – for 

example overcoming the preconceptions of peers 

about volunteering in libraries. One young person in 

Lancashire commented that she had expected to be 

mocked by her friends for wanting to volunteer in a 

library. When they had seen her so obviously 

enjoying the experience they came into the library during her shift to chat to her about how to get 

involved.  

Observations from the visits 

In our own library visits we witnessed a marked development in volunteers’ confidence and self-

esteem over the course of the summer. In some of our initial visits, it was apparent that some were a 

bit unsure of themselves and uncertain about how to get involved in events (especially if parents were 

there taking part with their children), often keeping to one side until encouraged to join in by staff. This 

echoed what one member of staff told us in a case study area - that more timid volunteers tended to 

opt for staying behind their registration desks, and not all volunteers were confident enough to push 

themselves outside their comfort zones. 

In our subsequent visits we found noticeable increases in confidence and enthusiasm, including with 

individual volunteers whom we met at both visits. By the end of the summer in all case study sites, the 

volunteers came across as very engaged and proactive - in some cases leading activities and entire 
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events. Tower Hamlets held a celebration event for volunteers at the end of the summer, where they 

all received certificates for their involvement. It had a high turn out and it was clear how proud and 

enthused volunteers were about what they had accomplished. 

We received further feedback from staff in one library in Lancashire, explaining fully the journey that 

some volunteers had been on over the summer: 

“Specifically seeing one of our Activists engaging with a group of children and reading 

them an excerpt from Artemis Fowl (that she had chosen herself), then going on to 'roll a 

Leprechaun' with them, was a really proud moment. And in the same afternoon seeing 

another Activist sitting down with a young lady helping her to submit a review online, 

something this Activist wouldn't have been able to do at the start of summer. These have 

to be amongst the best moments of the Summer Reading Challenge for me.” 

 
Social and communication skills 

Social and communication skills identified as being relevant to SRCv included team working; being 

able to present information in different ways; customer service; leadership and motivating 

others; negotiation; and listening. Establishing positive relationships can help to build emotional 

intelligence and self-awareness, as well as encouraging young people to reflect on and value 

contributions from others. Developing communication skills in contexts outside school can contribute 

to increased independence – being able to explain, express, question and interact beyond immediate 

peer networks and potentially opening up new life opportunities for young people.  

The volunteering model in the SRC offers a number of ways in which young volunteers can develop 

social and communication skills. The Reading Agency highlights the opportunity to work with children 

and the public, as well as making new friends. Volunteers work as part of a team in many cases – 

both with each other, and with library staff. Through running activities, they can develop leadership 

skills, and motivate children to take part, tailoring their communication approach accordingly. In the 

library, they might encounter difficult situations that require negotiation, as well as being attentive 

listeners to families, children and staff whilst on registration desks or answering queries.  

 

Findings from the case studies and surveys 
 
Communicating in different ways and with different people 

Most volunteers we spoke to talked about how their communication skills had improved through 

engaging young children and families from different backgrounds, and being approached by the 

general public during their time in the library. This had given them the chance to become more 

confident communicators – speaking to others clearly, and overcoming nerves:  

“You have to learn how to talk to everyone and being able to answer questions - you can't 

run and hide.” (F, 15, Lancashire)  

“I have had a great summer and it has really helped me broaden my communication skills 

as every child and adult you meet is different. I have been constantly learning.” (Survey 

response from case study area). 
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Volunteers who completed the national survey identified that their 

communication skills improved through SRCv – this was the most popular 

response with 75% choosing this option.  

A large number of volunteers highlighted that their experience talking to 

adults had been limited previously, but that the SRCv programme helped 

them get better at this: 

“I wouldn’t really talk to adults a lot but this gives you a reason to.” 

(F, 15, Norfolk).  

Some library staff and local authority managers commented on this too: 

“The way the volunteers were able to communicate with public – they became so much 

more mature in how they interacted with adults.” (Library manager, Norfolk) 

The interviews and guided reflection sessions explored how volunteers were learning to gauge a 

situation - being able to communicate with different groups, adjusting tone and style where 

appropriate. Library staff also commented on this:  

“Volunteers will develop different ways to market the SRC to different audiences – 

recognising how to talk to different children about it in a different way, and how to talk 

about the SRC to adults.” (Library manager, Tower Hamlets) 

In Gloucestershire, we interviewed two volunteers with specific needs. One male volunteer discussed 

how he was dyslexic, and how through the volunteering experience he had become better at 

speaking, and became more fluent. Another volunteer with learning difficulties told us that over the 

summer she got better at using the right tone of voice depending on whether she was speaking to a 

child, parent or staff member.  

Working with children 

The opportunity to work with children is something that volunteers particularly valued, and this could 

mean having to hold the attention of a large group whilst reading out loud or explaining an activity to 

providing 1-to-1 support.  In the interviews, some volunteers highlighted how over the summer they 

were increasingly playing a role in motivating and encouraging young children to take part: 

“By this point in the summer, we’re like ‘come round the table’. Before we’d have got 

someone else to shout for us. Now it’s fine. I’d call that leadership skills!” (F, 18, 

Lancashire) 

Quite a few volunteers mentioned that they had younger siblings and this had prepared them well for 

‘managing’ younger children and responding to their specific needs – for example, always having an 

idea up your sleeve as children can quickly get ‘impatient and bored’. They enjoyed seeing the 

different ways children reacted to activities, and were learning about how to adjust when things didn’t 

go according to plan: 

“It can be challenging when the children don’t follow instructions as you can’t say that they 

are doing something wrong. You just have to be patient.” (F, 15, Lancashire). 

In Lancashire, where during a number of visits volunteers were reading to large groups of children, 

library staff commented on how they had seen this skill progress, and were impressed: 

__________________ 

75%  

improved their 
communication skills 

__________________ 
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 “With the reading – you notice when it’s not going right as you get people messing about. 

I could see that the children were engaged with the stories. That’s a skill – when there’s a 

number of children and keeping them all engaged at different ages.” 

The national survey also highlighted the value volunteers placed in learning to work with children – 

with 77% reporting this as a skill that had improved at the end of the summer. 

Leadership and negotiation  

In Tower Hamlets, there were Ambassador roles for young people who had volunteered in previous 

years, and could act as a role model and support for their peers. Some Norfolk libraries had also 

paired experienced volunteers with new ones. Staff felt this was incredibly positive for those involved, 

as they had a greater sense of ownership and leadership within SRCv.  

Volunteers in Lancashire and Norfolk also discussed 

how they had been able to develop their negotiation 

skills in difficult situations – such as calmly managing 

a large queue of people waiting to register, dealing 

with difficult customers, and also knowing when it 

might be appropriate to ask for help from staff.   

Volunteers were asked in the national survey to reflect 

on whether they had gained ‘people skills’ and 

leadership skills – these were relatively low choices at 

31% and 26% respectively.  

Team working 

In libraries where there were more volunteers, many felt that their team working skills had improved, 

and we did not hear about any cases where groups of volunteers had experienced tensions. Team 

working was noticeable in Tower Hamlets where volunteers were on shift in large teams.  

Some volunteers pointed out that SRCv was unique in enabling them to mix and collaborate with 

other volunteers from different age groups. In one library, one female volunteer had spent a lot of time 

with another a few years older, and had found it inspiring and useful to talk about what opportunities 

there were beyond school. In another library, a 14 year old volunteer who had already been involved 

for a few weeks, was helping to explain how the SRC registration operated to a first timer in her early 

twenties. These experiences were quite different to school where year groups are more segregated.  

“It’s been great, I got to know some great people.” (F, 20, Gloucestershire). 

Several staff also pointed out that volunteers were forming new friendships:  

“I think their relationships grow, and they get used to talking to adults, and they're treated 

on the same level as staff…their relationships strengthen with other Reading Activists 

too.”  (Library manager, Lancashire) 

However, in a number of cases volunteers reported that their ability to develop team working skills 

was limited. This was particularly the case in libraries were volunteers were on shifts by themselves or 

with just one other volunteer – usually smaller rural libraries in Gloucestershire, Lancashire, and 
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Norfolk. These volunteers may have been on the registration desks or undertaking tasks by 

themselves: 

“We were by ourselves. So that’s not really teamwork is it?”(M, 15, Gloucestershire) 

Others identified that they were usually working with the same team of volunteers, or friends from 

their school, so they did not have the chance to work together with many new people on a daily basis.  

40% of respondents to the national survey indicated that they valued 

making new friends and meeting people, which suggests that the cohort 

in the case study areas were not unique in this regard.  

Observations from the visits 

Our own observations generally confirmed what volunteers and staff had 

told us about the social and communication skills being developed. We 

saw first hand volunteers working with children, staff and parents – 

signing up SRC participants, and supporting and leading activities.  

During the activities we observed, many volunteers were able to adapt to different age ranges and 

engage children in a friendly manner. They were often going around the tables when activities were 

taking place, talking to children and helping them with the task. In Lancashire, where several 

volunteer-led activities were witnessed, volunteers were confidently explaining the activity to children 

and parents – for example, talking through each step of making a medusa crown and making sure 

everyone knew what to do and were not getting bored. During busy activities there were also cases 

where volunteers were asked lots of questions and they were able to calmly reply and sort things out. 

In some libraries volunteers were clearly motivating children – using the opportunity of the activities to 

talk about reading, and congratulating and rewarding children whenever they could. In cases where 

we saw volunteers working on registration desks, there were some who were exceptionally confident 

at talking to the public, and getting reluctant children to sign up to the Challenge.  

Although volunteers rarely raised listening skills during the interviews, we saw this taking place when 

they were on registration desks, or being approached in the library by the public. 

Generally the volunteers we observed also spoke with staff in a professional but also friendly manner. 

However, in some individual cases this had not always developed to the same extent, and in one 

larger, busy library in Norfolk it was noted that staff did not have much time to interact with volunteers 

one to one.  

Practical skills 

Developing practical skills is a crucial way to encourage young people to assume greater 

responsibility and to understand the kinds of challenges that can arise in workplaces. These skills can 

help with the transition to adulthood, as young people learn to navigate resources, organise 

themselves effectively, and become reliable and trusted in a workplace. 

The potential to develop these skills through participation in SRCv is primarily through organising 

and planning activities; managing workloads; improving time keeping by adhering to agreed 

volunteer schedules; and solving problems that could arise with members of the public and children. 

__________________ 

40%  

valued making new 
friends and meeting 
people 

__________________ 
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The Reading Agency also promotes the ‘social reporter’ volunteering role, where SRC volunteers are 

encouraged to develop media skills and report on the volunteering experience using blogs, social 

media and podcasts. This is targeted at those who are particularly interested in journalism. 

Findings from the case studies and surveys 

Many volunteers described how they had gained or improved planning and organisation skills through 

SRCv. This was most often discussed in relation to the administration involved in the registration 

system, where volunteers had to capture SRC participant details accurately and file the forms in the 

correct order. Several volunteers described during the interviews and guided reflection sessions how 

they recognised the importance of following the library’s systems carefully.  

Volunteers frequently discussed how SRCv allowed them to get valuable work experience, finding out 

what it is like to be in a professional workplace.  

“It kind of shows you what it would be like to have a job, or how to talk to your boss.” (F, 

15, Gloucestershire) 

A smaller number of volunteers spoke about how they had enhanced their planning skills, preparing 

for events and activities in advance, and learning how to put activity sessions together. In the libraries 

where volunteers were organising activities themselves, staff mostly reported that volunteers 

prepared everything well in advance and were aware of the need to come in early to set up for the 

activities. This was not always the case - in one library in Gloucestershire, staff felt that the volunteers 

had left it till quite late to prepare for an event - but in the end did manage to put it on successfully.  

Many volunteers also mentioned the importance of learning to be punctual. This was often in the 

context of having to wake up earlier than they would do usually over the summer: 

“My timekeeping has improved - I'm always late to school but here I'm on time and 

sometimes early” (M, 15, Tower Hamlets).   

However, older volunteers tended not to relate this to SRCv as they were already used to having to 

be on time for university or employment.  

Library staff and local authority managers also focused on organisation and timekeeping as the main 

practical skills volunteers had developed: 

“It’s often the first time they have had to engage in that way – having a responsibility to 

turn up and being quite structured and making a commitment to a certain activity.” 

(Volunteer coordinator, Norfolk).  

Problem solving was occasionally mentioned in our interviews with volunteers. This tended to be in 

relation to difficult situations they found themselves in with children, parents or the public, often in the 

early weeks of the summer when they were still finding their feet and might suddenly be under 

pressure: 

“We were thrown in the deep end – there were so many kids at that first activity. The 

second week there were only five. So it’s about being able to adjust and adapt depending 

on who shows up.” (F, 18, Lancashire)  

Similarly, there were lower levels of responses in the national volunteer survey around these 

outcomes – with 35% of respondents reporting improved problem solving and organisation skills, and 

only 16% reporting improved management skills.  
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During our interviews, no volunteers mentioned new media or marketing skills, and this option did not 

appear to have been promoted to them. 5% of survey respondents nationally reported that they felt 

their media skills had evolved through the SRCv, and 6% recorded marketing as an improved skill, 

suggesting that the low take up of the social reporter role is an issue across SRCv as a whole.  

There was also low awareness of The Reading Agency website for Reading Activists, although a few 

volunteers said they had logged on to look for ideas for activities. The Reading Agency’s figures 

suggest that the number of volunteers who signed up to the website over the summer was 783 (out of 

a possible 8126). 

Staff and managers also reported that they were not promoting new media roles actively to 

volunteers. One local authority manager specifically pointed out that social media was a difficult area 

to involve young volunteers in due to the potential for negative or harmful situations. Many library 

services had restrictions on use of Facebook and twitter on council 

computers which was another barrier.  

Observations from our visits 

In our own visits, we found it harder to observe evidence of practical 

skills being developed as we were not necessarily in the libraries at 

the activity planning stage. However, we observed volunteers involved 

in running activities, helping to set up, being very hands-on throughout 

and always staying around to tidy up afterwards.  

The volunteers we encountered operating the registration desks in all 

case study areas appeared very rehearsed in the registration, form-

filling and filing process, knowing where materials to give to SRC 

participants were kept and what to hand out when. In busy Tower Hamlets libraries, we saw a 

conveyer belt type operation in process, with each volunteer taking on a different role. The volunteers 

commented that this had been ‘perfected over time’.  

In one Lancashire library, volunteers were leading an activity with different reading related games, 

and they managed a situation where the same child kept winning the game. They involved other 

children before anyone got upset. This was evidence of being able to problem solve and think on their 

feet. 

On some occasions in our visits to Gloucestershire and Lancashire we observed cases where 

volunteers had not shown up to activities they were timetabled to help with, or arrived late, suggesting 

that time management skills could be inconsistent at times.   

Creative skills 

Displaying creativity and imagination has been linked to improved self-esteem and achievement. 

Finding ways to explore learning in new contexts can improve resilience and wellbeing. The SRCv 

can include opportunities to be enterprising and innovative in the ways that volunteers approached 

activities, and learning new craft and design methods. There is also the potential to develop and 

explore new ways of doing things with volunteers bringing their own ideas to the volunteering role. 

The Reading Agency website encouraged volunteers to share their ideas for activities in an Ideas 

Bank where they could find or rate ideas posted by their peers.  
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Findings from the case studies  

In our volunteer interviews and guided reflection sessions, creative skills were mentioned the least 

frequently across all case study areas.  Creative skills were usually raised in relation to the events 

and activities and coming up with ideas for crafts. One volunteer in Gloucestershire also mentioned 

that she had written a piece for the SRC website which developed her creative writing skills.  

In one library, volunteers were spending time exploring how to relate the activities to different Mythical 

Maze creatures, without input from staff.  They were using a variety of different sources for these – 

mainly researching particular crafts and methods online. In one case they had set up a Pinterest 

board to capture ideas. One volunteer observed: 

“It brings out your creativeness for sure. I take things home and try out ideas on my 

sibling, nieces and nephews.” (F, 19, Lancashire) 

In another library, volunteers were running a Loch Ness activity, and had researched fun facts about 

Scotland to help bring this to life.  They also could use the more creative aspects of SRCv to discover 

new skills: 

“I’m very glad I did the craft activity. I’ve never organised a craft activity before, so when 

this opportunity came up, I happily took it – wishing to experiment with something out of 

my comfort zone.” (F, 18, Lancashire) 

Library staff and local authority managers also discussed creative skills less frequently in our 

interviews, and reflected that this could be due to 

individual preferences:  

“It depends on the person and what they are 

interested in. Some people love doing displays, 

others less so.” (Library manager, Lancashire) 

A few librarians in Gloucester pointed out how 

volunteers had made good sign-up displays for the 

SRC, with one applying their sewing skills to craft a 

full-size dragon. Another librarian in Norfolk noted 

how volunteers could be enterprising in finding things 

to keep them occupied in quiet times.  

Observations from our visits 

In our site visits, the creative skills that could be developed through SRCv tended not to be directly 

observed but again this could reflect the timings of our visits, and that much of the creative 

preparation for activities and display boards had happened prior to our visit or by the volunteers at 

home.  

In Gloucestershire, Tower Hamlets and Lancashire in particular we noted many displays that 

volunteers had helped make, or created entirely. There were examples where volunteers had brought 

the SRC to life with visual and interactive methods, for example a display in Lancashire where 

children could stick comments on post it notes about books they had been reading.  
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The peer researcher blog from Gloucestershire also shows volunteers being enterprising, 

documenting one example where a female volunteer (aged 19) had researched, designed and 

prepared an activity entirely by herself: 

Looking for inspiration, I found a book in the library with lots of craft ideas to do with 

monsters, one of them being finger puppets. The idea was fantastic, but the shapes they 

used weren’t very “mythical”, so over the bank holiday weekend I designed mythical 

monsters the children could make- a dragon, a minotaur or the Loch Ness monster. 

I designed the craft so that everything they needed - all the components and the 

instructions - were on one card hand out, all that was needed on top of this was some 

glue sticks and colouring pencils and pens.  

Improved wellbeing and capabilities summary: 

 Volunteers’ confidence levels increased over the summer as a result of SRCv; 

 Participation in SRCv often led to a greater sense of pride and achievement;  

 Improved social and communication skills were the most commonly raised;  

 In libraries with large number of volunteers, team working skills improved;  

 Volunteers were able to develop practical skills through the SRCv – in particular 

planning and time keeping;  

 There was less evidence of skills being developed around new media and marketing;  

 Creative skills were raised less frequently although there were opportunities for 

volunteers who liked visual approaches to develop ideas and resources. 

Positive progression 

There is strong evidence that taking part in youth social action can help to make young people more 

employable, as the skills that are developed through volunteering are similar to the ones that 

employers are interested in – particularly around commitment, resilience, team working and 

leadership.
27

 It also helps young people to think about new job opportunities or different careers. 

The theory of change for SRCv (see Appendix 1) identifies positive progression as a key outcome for 

young people. The aspiration is that by the end of the summer, young people have evidence of 

developing skills for their CVs, personal statements or references for jobs, as well as having thought 

about future education, training or career options.  In our interviews with volunteers we asked whether 

they felt that SRCv had supported them in this regard.  

There are also more tangible indicators in this area for SRCv, as The Reading Agency has strategic 

partnerships with a number of accreditation opportunities such as the Duke of Edinburgh Award 

(DofE) and the Arts Award. We asked volunteers about their involvement with accreditation, and this 

was also covered in The Reading Agency surveys. 

                                                
27

 Birdwell, J & Miller (2013) Service Generation: a step change in youth social action  
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Employability and CVs 

A large number of volunteers we spoke to were very conscious of how SRCv could increase their 

employability and future career options. The value of having SRCv on their CVs was mentioned 

frequently across all case study areas in order to help with university applications or job applications:  

“I know employers like volunteer work. It’s just good for the future” (F, 18, Gloucestershire) 

In one of the guided reflection sessions in Norfolk, volunteers agreed that SRCv could help 

them stand out, doing something different from more established schemes such as DofE. 

Library staff and local authority managers often told us that they believed volunteers were finding the 

SRCv programme beneficial for their CVs and in applying to university and jobs, and noted the 

increasing emphasis on this in schools: 

 “Schools are jumping on volunteering as a mass thing in terms of employability and work 

life skills.” (Librarian, Lancashire) 

There were comments that SRCv was ‘prestigious’ - for example, in Gloucestershire one 

librarian described how a volunteer from a previous year had got accepted by her university of 

choice because of SRCv – this had been the factor that tipped the decision in her favour.  

Future options 

The majority of younger volunteers we spoke to were staying on in school. In some cases, volunteers 

already knew what they wanted to do later in life and found that the SRCv programme reaffirmed their 

choices, usually around becoming a teacher or working with children: 

“I'm thinking about a teaching career so it's a good way to find out if I can deal with kids” 

(F, 16, Lancashire).  

For these volunteers, it was often the case that the experience made them realise they did love 

working with children and had the skills for this career path. 

Several volunteers also found that the experience made them consider working in libraries as a future 

option, or that it had made them more interested in studying English:  

“I avoid thinking about the future! I'm interested in taking English Literature - so books will 

feature. And being here in the library has really encouraged that” (F, 16, Lancashire).  

It became apparent in some of the staff interviews that many had spoken to volunteers about 

the experience they might need for their chosen career path and wanted to help facilitate this 

through SRCv where possible.  

Given the young age of many of the volunteers, a lot had not yet started to think about the future and 

did not necessarily identify SRCv as helping them in this respect. However, many still identified the 

value of capturing their volunteering skills on their CVs.  

For some, volunteering was more altruistic – to help others, rather than being able to evidence a 

personal benefit – and they expressed that they had not started volunteering expecting it to help with 

career choices.  
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Accreditation  

In our case study areas we did not find many volunteers that were counting SRCv towards an 

accreditation scheme and awareness of these schemes seemed to be low.  

Three volunteers in Lancashire and one in Gloucestershire were doing it as part of their Duke of 

Edinburgh award, with one further volunteer in Lancashire using SRCv for their Arts Award: 

“It’s like a college course – you have to take part in an art activity, watch one, research 

artists, and then you have a portfolio which gets accredited. I’ve got evidence to show I’ve 

been here for a while and what I’ve been doing” (F, 19, Lancashire) 

For the DofE participants, the accreditation required them to volunteer for a longer time period beyond 

the summer so they were arranging to extend their volunteering in libraries after 

the summer. 

Nationally, library services provided figures to The Reading Agency on the 

number of young people undertaking volunteering as part of accreditation – and 

these were reported to be 776 volunteers, of whom 460 were working towards 

DofE. This fell short of the national target set at 1,000, but the potential for under 

reporting should also be taken into account. 

The ‘Employability wheel’ questionnaire  

During the guided reflection sessions, we asked several volunteers to fill in an employability wheel 

questionnaire
28

. The skills and abilities we asked the volunteers to think about cut across several of 

the outcomes on the theory of change model under personal effectiveness, social and communication 

skills, practical skills and positive progression. This was another way to triangulate our data and 

provide further insight into the impact of the SRCv on volunteers. 

The employability wheel involved the volunteers thinking about how the volunteering experience with 

the SRC had developed some of their skills or affected their confidence or ability in certain situations. 

It asked them to rate the impact of the SRCv experience on a set range of skills and abilities on a 

scale of ‘A lot of positive impact’, ‘Some positive impact’ or ‘No positive impact’.   

In total, 66 volunteers from all four case study areas filled in the employability wheel questionnaire. 

Figure 3 below shows the findings. 

                                                

28 Adapted from the Evaluation Support Scotland employability wheel, found at http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/224/. 

 

__________________ 

776  

young people achieved 
an accreditation for 
volunteering 

__________________ 

 

Positive progression summary: 

 SRCv is a valuable form of work experience and useful for CVs and job applications. 

 SRCv was also seen as a way to think about, test, or affirm possible career choices. 

 Links to accreditation schemes were less commonly reported. 

http://www.evaluationsupportscotland.org.uk/resources/224/
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Figure 3: Findings from the employability wheel exercise. 

 

 The two skills and abilities that volunteers felt SRCv had the most impact on were the ‘ability to 

work with children’ and ‘communication skills’; 

 67.7% of respondents felt that the experience had a lot of positive impact on their ability to 

work with children; 

 62.1% of respondents felt that the experience had ‘A lot of positive impact’ on their 

communication skills; 

 Almost 90% of all respondents said that the experience had either some or a lot of impact on 

at least nine out of the ten skills listed; 

 Volunteers were least likely to feel the experience had impacted on their ideas about what to 

do in the future. 40.9% of respondents felt the experience had no positive impact on this. 

These findings correlate with those from the interviews – particularly the 

frequency with which communication skills and working with children 

were raised. It shows that the majority of volunteers are able to identify 

that they gain skills and experiences through participating. The national 

survey data also reinforces this, as 85% of volunteers who responded 

reported at the end of the summer that they had gained skills and new 

experiences. 

The relatively high proportion of volunteers who did not relate SRCv to thinking about the future 

also reflects what we found in the discussions – this was not always at the forefront of their minds 

when deciding to become a volunteer. 
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Impact on cultural awareness and engagement 

Given SRCv’s location as a volunteering opportunity within the library sector, developing positive 

outcomes around cultural awareness and engagement were a key feature of the SRCv theory of 

change. The two most important that were identified were increasing a passion for reading, and 

developing a more positive attitude towards libraries - amongst already active and less active 

readers.  

Strong literacy skills have been linked to having a significant impact on a person’s happiness and 

success, as well as future employment.
29

 ‘High level creative reading skills’ have been identified as a 

way for young people to improve in these areas.
30

  In our interviews with volunteers we asked about 

whether being involved in SRCv had changed their attitudes towards reading and libraries. 

Passion for reading 

SRCv has the potential to play a significant role by providing the space to enjoy reading and inspire 

others to read. Volunteers are immersed in an environment where books are celebrated. 

Many of the SRC volunteers we spoke explained that they were already keen readers before starting 

SRCv.  Of this group of already avid readers, a large number said that the volunteering experience 

nonetheless encouraged them to read even more: 

“If I was at home, I’d probably end up reading books again. It has encouraged me to seek 

out new books”. (F, 16, Lancashire) 

Library staff tended to feel that a lot of volunteers were already very enthusiastic about reading and 

that it was hard to evaluate how much this had changed over the summer: 

“The volunteers we tend to get are the ones who like books anyway…You’re kind of 

getting the converted.” (Library manager, Gloucestershire) 

A few volunteers who had just emerged from the exam term pointed out that the SRCv programme 

made reading fun again after having to study set texts.  

Other volunteers we encountered in our visits who did not self identify as readers mentioned that 

SRCv had inspired them: 

“I wasn't really that much of a reader but I think it's helped me as I'm reading more” (M, 

16, Tower Hamlets) 

Volunteers reported several factors that had encouraged an increased interest in reading. A number 

said the experience helped increase their knowledge of books as they were able to find out about new 

books from other volunteers, from staff, parents and from children: 

“It's definitely improved my confidence of reading. I wasn't a big reader when I started, but 

I did enjoy it. But now I take 10-15 home at once. And I will read them! So being around 

books and having that access has made a difference.” (F, 19, Lancashire).  

                                                
29

Clark, C & Formby, S (2013) Young people’s views on literacy skills and employment National Literacy Trust 
30

 Holden, J (2004) Creative Reading: Young people, reading and public libraries:  
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Others specifically talked about the impact of working with children reading on the SRC: 

“It's inspiring as you see children reading - you can't help but feel more interested.” (M, 14, 

Tower Hamlets). 

Some library staff we interviewed had also 

observed this: 

“In their role they are promoting reading 

to the younger children, and they get 

more of a love for it themselves if they 

don’t already have it.” (School librarian, 

Norfolk) 

The findings from the national Reading Agency 

survey revealed that a relatively high 

percentage of  volunteer respondents recorded 

that they valued talking to children about their 

books at 66%. Just under half (49%) reported that they now had more interest in reading for pleasure 

as a result of SRCv. However, far fewer volunteers reported that they had improved their literacy skills 

– at only 12%.  

 

More positive attitudes and involvement with libraries 

SRCv is visibly located in a cultural public space. By involving young volunteers in the work of 

libraries, the SRC volunteering programme can potentially influence their attitudes towards libraries - 

allowing volunteers to develop a better awareness of public libraries and the services they offer, as 

well as the role libraries play in local communities. Volunteers may also become more confident as 

library users, potentially becoming more likely to continue to engage with them after the summer.  

Many volunteers we spoke to in the case study areas did relate volunteering to being more likely to 

visit the library.  They named a number of reasons for this – to borrow books, to study, to use 

computers, and to attend events. Some said they had never visited a public library before, but that the 

volunteering experience had changed this dramatically. 

Volunteers often explained that the experience had changed their views of libraries. A number of 

volunteers stated that they had become more aware of how libraries worked and the range of services 

on offer. In the guided reflection session in Gloucestershire, some volunteers mentioned borrowing 

DVDs and CDs for the first time.  In Lancashire, two female volunteers realised they could take their 

driving theory tests and had joined as a result.  

In two of the guided reflection sessions volunteers reached a consensus that they all felt more 

positively about their libraries by the end of the summer - discovering that libraries could be fun: 

“This has changed the way I think of libraries – I used to think libraries were boring quiet 

places but working in children’s library I see it isn’t so – it’s loud and energetic.” (F, 15, 

Norfolk) 

A small number of volunteers told us that the SRCv experience made them realise the role libraries 

play in their communities. These volunteers noted how important libraries were to people’s lives: 
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“I think it's shown me how important the library is to the community. I really am impressed 

by the number of kids who show up every week and are committed to coming regularly. 

It's shown me it's an important part of our village.” (F, 17, Lancashire) 

A number of volunteers were already enthusiastic library users; generally reflecting that SRCv had not 

changed their attitudes significantly as they were already highly engaged.   

Library staff and local authority managers reported that it was often hard to directly see the link 

between volunteering and the attitudes of volunteers towards libraries and that this would not emerge 

more fully until after the summer.  However, they did speculate that this was likely to be the case for 

many volunteers – one librarian in Gloucestershire talked about young people having more “respect” 

for libraries as a result; and in Norfolk, a librarian told us that volunteers “take pride” in their libraries 

and return more frequently afterwards, even if they had already been library users.  

The Reading Agency’s national volunteer surveys captured how many 

respondents were already frequent library users, with only 3.8% replying 

that they had never used a library.  47% used libraries once or twice a 

month, and 27% once or twice a week. In the end of the summer survey, 

44% of respondents indicated they had valued working in a library, and 

56% said they intended to use libraries more as a result of the 

volunteering experience.  

Cultural awareness and engagement summary: 

 Many volunteers noticed their enjoyment and engagement with reading increase over the 

summer; 

 Volunteers valued the fact that SRCv takes place in a library and reported positive changes in 

their attitudes to libraries. 

More active citizens 

The theory of change included outcomes for young people under the heading of ‘more active citizens’ 

– focussing on whether or not they continue volunteering after SRCv; increased feelings of 

community belonging and engagement in the local area; and developing more diverse 

networks. Volunteering has been recognised as empowering local communities and building social 

cohesion – and more specifically for young people, encouraging them to move from thinking about 

themselves to understanding others.
31

 Youth social action offers the chance for adults and young 

people to get to know each other better – leading to more positive attitudes between generations. 

Volunteering can also be linked to an increased likelihood to engage in voting and civic participation in 

the future.  

In the interviews and guided reflection sessions with volunteers, we explored whether SRCv had 

made them feel more positive about volunteering in general; whether volunteering in a public building 

                                                
31

 Campaign for Youth Social Action (2013) Scoping a Quality Framework for Youth Social Action 

__________________ 

56%  

said they would use 
libraries more 

__________________ 
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had made them more aware of their local area and whether they had expanded their social networks 

through working with people from different backgrounds.  

Continuing with volunteering 
 
In the guided reflection sessions in all areas, volunteers agreed that they felt more positive about 

volunteering after the summer:  

“I have gained some really useful experience of working with the public and in a library 

and I can’t wait to sign up again next year. Volunteering is absolutely fantastic!” (Survey 

response from case study area) 

When we asked young people if they would like to 

return to their libraries and volunteer for the SRC 

again the following year, just over half responded 

positively. Some mentioned that coming back in 

following years would be even better as they would 

know in advance what to expect and how SRCv 

works. 

A number of volunteers also expressed an interest in 

volunteering in their local libraries at other moments 

in the year, although it was mentioned that this would 

need to be compatible with school workloads and schedules. One young person had specific ideas for 

how to draw in more of their peers: 

I’ve had new experiences and done things I wouldn't normally do out of my comfort zone, 

so I'd love to carry on... There’s a film club we're trying to get off the ground” (F, 15, 

Lancashire)   

A few mentioned that they were considering volunteering elsewhere in the future, and this was also 

covered in one of the guided reflection sessions in Norfolk. They had been inspired by the SRCv 

experience in this respect.  

71% of young respondents to the national survey indicated that would like 

to continue volunteering in libraries after the end of the summer – again 

reflecting strong levels of commitment to volunteering that had developed 

through SRCv.  

In the national returns from library services run by The Reading AGency, 

staff reported that 18% of young people would continue to volunteer in the 

library, and 33 job opportunities across the country had been created for 

volunteers in libraries. Although this appears to be a relatively small 

number, it should be taken into account that many would not be available to take up jobs as the 

majority were returning to school in September. 

 

 

__________________ 

71%  

said they wanted to 
continue volunteering in 
libraries 

__________________ 
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Increased community belonging 

 

One of the notable features of SRCv is that it offers an opportunity to volunteer close to homes, 

helping to raise volunteers’ awareness of their local area, and helping them form new relationships 

with people of different backgrounds and ages. 

This outcome proved more difficult for volunteers to reflect on than some of the others.  Nonetheless, 

in the Lancashire and Norfolk guided reflection sessions, volunteers all agreed with the statement ‘I 

think more positively about my local community’. This was reflected in several interviews: 

“I think it has made a difference - I think it's made me realise how close a community we 

are. I used to pass people in the street and not know who they are. Now when I leave the 

library, I see mums walking past and say hello. It makes you talk to all ages.” (F, 17, 

Lancashire).  

Several volunteers explained how the volunteering experience enabled them to encounter the diverse 

range of people that use the library for many different purposes – noticing in one case a ‘community 

within the library’ that young people were now part of. Recognising and being recognised by people 

coming into the library was seen as positive by volunteers, and they enjoyed getting to know the 

regulars: 

 “Especially when the children that come in start to recognise you, that makes you feel 

special.” (F, 15, Tower Hamlets). 

In the guided reflection sessions in Lancashire and Gloucestershire, volunteers also characterised 

their work positively as a way to give something back to their local communities: 

“It made me feel as if I was contributing to the local community by giving up my time for 

free:” (M, 15, Lancashire) 

We found some examples of volunteers going on to be more engaged in other community 

activities, such as organising a local street fair in the case of one Lancashire volunteer.  

50% of volunteers responding to the national survey said that they valued contributing to the 

community.  

 

Active citizens summary: 

 SRC volunteers tend to be keen to volunteer again in the future; 

 Many volunteers reported that their attitudes to volunteering in general had improved; 

 In some cases, volunteering had encouraged a greater awareness or sense of 

belonging to the local community. 
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6. Findings: Impact on libraries 
 

This report has focussed so far on the impact on SRC volunteers, but there are a number of 

outcomes for libraries identified as being a key part of SRCv. These centre on the increased 

capacity of libraries to run the SRC as a result of having volunteers helping out, as well as providing 

an opportunity to develop staff skills and confidence in engaging positively with young people. 

SRCv can also help improve the image of libraries; building connections with the local community, 

supporting wider area outcomes around health and wellbeing, community cohesion and safety. The 

Reading Agency emphasises these benefits in the resources, support and materials that it sends out 

to libraries. 

These outcomes have been identified as particularly relevant to the cultural sector as a whole – 

particularly in providing inclusive public spaces with a range of people from the local community 

accessing these, as well as engaging and consulting actively with the public in that local area.
32

  

In our interviews with library staff we asked them to reflect on the difference having volunteers was 

making in terms of delivering the SRC. We also explored whether, as staff, they had noticed any 

personal benefits, and whether libraries were becoming more accessible and lively places through the 

involvement of young people. Our interviews also covered whether SRCv had helped the library to 

develop new community partnerships or links.  

Increasing library capacity 

In almost all our interviews with library staff and local authority managers, we were told that 

volunteers had a huge impact on libraries’ capacity to deliver the SRC. Comments included: 

“Quite frankly we couldn’t do it without them” (Librarian, Norfolk) 

 “When we didn’t have coverage from the volunteers – we really couldn’t cope” (Volunteer 

coordinators, Tower Hamlets). 

Many libraries face stretched resources due to cuts, and the SRC itself increases footfall over the 

summer, at a time when many staff are also on annual leave. Several branch managers in small 

libraries with only a few staff commented that they would not be able to both open the library and run 

the SRC at the same time without volunteers present. 

“As the branch manager of a single staffed library, the only way I could plan, prepare and 

deliver the activities would be outside the libraries usual opening hours.” (Librarian, 

Lancashire) 

Staff provided us with numerous examples of the ways volunteers had added capacity. Operating the 

SRC registration desk and giving out prizes were frequently named as activities the volunteers more 

or less completely took over from library staff.  

                                                
32
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A librarian in Gloucestershire explained how in previous years the library was only able to host events 

organised externally, whereas in 2014, with the help of the volunteers, they were able to put on one 

event a week. This was also the case in many of the libraries in Lancashire where they had 

dramatically scaled up the number of activities as a result of having volunteers present: 

“With 2 extra people helping, it made such a difference. People came away feeling the 

activities are less shambolic, and that they got more individual attention.” (Branch 

manager, Lancashire) 

Staff mentioned that volunteers were able to spend quality time with the children participating in the 

SRC: 

“Without the volunteers I think we could perhaps only give the minimum ‘ next’ ‘yes’ 

‘here’s everything’. With the volunteers I think the children had time to do it in their own 

time.” (Librarian, Gloucestershire) 

Volunteers helped to free up staff time to complete other professional tasks in the library such as 

issuing books. We often heard staff talk about 

how volunteers could relieve the ‘pressure’ on 

them: 

“Before the volunteers, we had to juggle 

the SRC game and the normal summer 

workload – and staff would get extremely 

stressed – and staff would dread the 

summer and get so physically tired, and 

drained from talking to young people all 

the time, which can be exhausting.” 

(Librarian, Norfolk) 

However, a number of staff did also mention that volunteers do increase staff workloads – especially 

at the beginning of the summer with recruiting, training and managing volunteers. On balance, where 

this was raised, staff felt that it did pay off overall and it was worth investing time in volunteers.  

Staff also occasionally mentioned other benefits the volunteers brought to libraries beyond extra 

capacity. This was mainly around young volunteers bringing new ideas, as well as being closer in age 

to children and more knowledgeable about what they might enjoy:  

“I’m 53 and I think they come with young, fresh ideas. You do get stuck in your ways – this 

is what we’ve done every summer...” (Branch manager, Lancashire) 

Developing staff skills and confidence 

Overall, library staff and local authority managers said less about this outcome in our interviews. A 

few library staff noted that their confidence in working with young people had increased as a result of 

encountering the SRC volunteers: 

 “My own confidence and knowledge levels have definitely grown”. (Librarian, Norfolk) 

Many librarians already had experience of working with young volunteers before SRCv, but in several 

of the case study locations, librarians told us that the experience did help their libraries get better at 
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engaging with young volunteers. Staff reported that they had developed skills such as being clearer 

about giving instructions to young people and tailoring their approach to younger people: 

“You can’t expect them to know exactly what you’re talking about. They’ve got to have a 

lot more guidance – especially the younger ones.” (Librarian, Lancashire) 

Library staff also talked about the opportunity SRCv presented in being able to work more closely with 

teenagers, enabling library staff to get to know this generation better. In Tower Hamlets, a Volunteer 

Champion told us that they were drawn to the opportunity specifically because it meant working with 

teenagers.  

In one case study area, a local authority manager did note that it could be challenging for some staff 

to work with teenagers for the first time as they can be seen as an ‘alien race’, or they might have had 

previous negative experiences of teenagers disrupting the library: 

“There may be one or two who have a few apprehensions, but the young people who 

come and volunteer are different from the teenagers that come in on a Friday night and 

just want to hang about and cause chaos.” (Manager, Lancashire)  

In several areas we heard of staff concerns about their own jobs as the volunteers came in. 

Generally, we were told that these worries cleared once the role and benefits of the SRC volunteers 

were articulated. 

In our own visits we saw many examples of staff interacting confidently with volunteers, being 

encouraging, supportive, and often very proud and appreciative of the help that volunteers were 

providing. Staff were generally very clear about introducing the volunteers, and publicly thanking them 

in front of children and families.  

Improving the image of libraries 

Librarians and local authority managers were very positive about the impact of young SRC volunteers 

on the image of libraries. Many described how the daily presence of young volunteers working in the 

library gave ‘energy’ or ‘vibrancy’ to the libraries: 

“I think it’s really good having the young people in the libraries. Because there is a gap 

when it comes to teens.” (Librarian, Gloucestershire). 

Volunteers were seen as helpful in enabling libraries to change their image from being quiet, stuffy, or 

intimidating, and instead present them as open, relaxed and welcoming places, for all of the 

community.  

“Libraries don’t have a reputation of being really cool, so having teenagers who are 

choosing to be here and getting really involved, as a visual, is very good for us, and puts 

out a very positive image that it’s alright to come to the library.” (Librarian, Tower Hamlets) 

Occasionally we heard that the young volunteers were also helping older people see the benefit of 

libraries becoming more open:   

“Some older people come into libraries they are fazed by the fact that it isn't quiet 

anymore. So when they experience young people doing positive things - it can only be a 

good thing.” (Librarian, Lancashire) 
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However we did also find some cases where the impact of SRC 

volunteers on a library’s image was found by staff to have been 

limited. This was either because the library already had a lot of 

young staff and/or activities for children and young people, or if the 

children’s library was in a separate area, then the SRC activities and 

volunteers were less visible overall. 

During our own visits, we generally found the atmosphere to be 

buzzing and lively. Volunteers were usually identifiable through their 

Reading Activist T-shirts. In cases where libraries had provided tea 

and biscuits alongside the activities, families were sitting around 

chatting to each other whilst their children were engaged with the 

volunteers, contributing to a sense of ‘something for everyone’.  

The Mythical Maze displays and adverts for SRC activities also 

contributed to the sense that there was a lot happening in the library over the summer, and plenty of 

opportunities to get involved.  

Improved connections with the local community 

The views of library staff on this outcome were fairly consistent with the positive community outcomes 

that volunteers had identified, although again this was raised less frequently in our interviews.  Staff 

noted that when volunteers were on the registration desks, members of the public could see how 

competent and effective the volunteers were in undertaking library duties.  

In our interviews, we asked staff about new partnerships they had developed as a result of SRCv. 

Partnership working was seen by librarians and local authority managers to be essential to the 

success of SRCv. 

“It’s about showing we’re here and what we’re doing. Schools are so busy that they don’t 

always remember what libraries do. It’s about making those links and networks.” 

(Librarian, Lancashire). 

The main partnerships formed were with schools, which libraries worked with to help recruit 

volunteers. Staff were often on the look out for ways to continue to build these relationships. For 

example, in Lancashire, a library was using the end of summer celebration event to invite teachers 

and other partners. However, there were also a number of challenges around working with schools 

which are explored further in Section 8.  

The most commonly identified benefit in terms of improved community connections was undoubtedly 

through the potential for young people to engage their peers in libraries. Some staff hoped that having 

young people volunteering would spread a positive message about libraries to other young people: 

“I think the students that volunteer this year, if they've had a good experience they will be 

asking their friends to sign up next year, or to do something themselves in their local 

library”. (Local authority manager, Lancashire) 

Some staff and managers also considered the SRCv programme as an opportunity for libraries to 

better understand what young people may want from a library and better target services towards 

teenagers:  
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“It helps to keep us in touch with what the current generation are actually interested in, 

with what they are reading.” (Librarian, Gloucestershire) 

However it should be noted that the evidence from the volunteers themselves on this was more 

mixed, with young people less convinced of their ability to influence or engage more of their peers in 

libraries. 

 

Impact on libraries summary: 

 A large number of library staff felt that the presence of the SRC volunteers helped 

improve libraries’ image as open, lively and energetic community spaces; 

 SRCv was identified as a way to improve engagement with teenagers, and in some 

instances strengthen intergenerational work; 

 SRCv presented many opportunities for libraries to build relationships with local 

partners – and many were keen to improve these in future years. 
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7. Findings: Impact on SRC 
participants 

 

The Reading Agency identified early on in the set-up stage of this research that less was known about 

the impact that working with SRC volunteers has on SRC participants, and whether volunteer support 

resulted in more children completing the SRC. The theory of change, developed with librarians and 

Reading Agency staff, identified that the impact of volunteers on SRC participants could lead to 

positive outcomes for children in terms of their increased cultural awareness and engagement 

(passion for reading, and increased involvement in libraries), as well as having the opportunity to 

develop positive relationships and an enhanced sense of personal wellbeing.  

As Section 3 outlined, there were a number of methodological challenges in terms of establishing the 

impact of working with volunteers on SRC participants. We spoke to parents to find out whether they 

had noticed any impact on their children as a result of working with volunteers, catching them whilst 

their children were engaged in the activities. It should be noted that we did not speak to a large 

number of parents during our visits, so the opinions reported on below only represent a partial view.  

We asked volunteers and library staff in their interviews to reflect on the impact the volunteers had on 

SRC participants, and if they had noticed any changes in confidence or engagement with the SRC. 

This section also reports on the findings from the short questionnaire that 148 children filled in during 

the course of our research.  

Increased cultural awareness and engagement 

The views of parents 

Of those parents we interviewed, several noted that volunteers were having a positive impact on 

children’s reading. This ranged from signing children up to the SRC in the first place, being an 

encouraging presence throughout the summer, and sharing their own enthusiasm for reading.  

Some parents also pointed out that the volunteers were very helpful when it came to the activities, 

supporting the ‘interaction and fun’ libraries offered over the summer holidays. Parents believed that 

children enjoyed the craft activities volunteers were helping with, offering 1-to-1 help which was 

particularly useful if the parents themselves were less confident with activities. 

However, parents also told us that volunteer impact may be limited because their children already 

enjoyed reading. In Lancashire, some parents told us that their children didn’t need volunteer help. In 

Gloucestershire, one parent voiced his concern that the volunteers were “preaching to the converted”.  

Volunteer and staff views 

The SRC volunteers we spoke to felt that they did have an impact on SRC participants in terms of 

their participation in SRC, and particularly their enjoyment of reading and engagement with the library: 
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“There are some children who say they don’t want to do the Challenge – and we can try to 

encourage them...there’s been children I’ve sat down with and read with anyway and I 

think it’s helped them get more confidence.” (F, 16, Tower Hamlets).  

In one case, a volunteer described the activities as a ‘hook’ to draw children into the Challenge. Often 

it could be challenging to connect the activity to the SRC if children just wanted to take part in some 

crafts, but volunteers were aware of their role in helping to make the links with reading: 

“There were others who definitely did just want to do the activity, but we talked to them 

about the SRC and encouraged them to join. The Mythical Maze quiz also helped to link 

the two so they knew that the main purpose was about books and the SRC.” (F, 18, 

Lancashire).  

There was also a desire to devote more of the volunteering role to directly supporting SRC 

participants with their reading– especially as it was often less developed than the running of activities 

in some of the case study areas.  

Library staff also felt that having young volunteers in the 

libraries to support the Challenge was encouraging children 

to stay in libraries longer and that they would be more likely 

to return.  

Opinions were more divided when we asked volunteers 

directly whether they thought they helped more children 

actually complete the Challenge. A few believed this was 

the case. However, most volunteers told us that it was hard 

to say whether they impacted on SRC participants’ 

completion levels. One factor in this was that it was often 

parents choosing books for their children: 

“It’s the adults bringing the kids back so you need to try to get kids to encourage their own 

parents too.” (F, 18, Gloucestershire). 

Many library staff and local authority managers were also hesitant to state that volunteers increased 

children’s completion levels. Some suggested there were many additional reasons influencing 

completion, and it would be hard to isolate the impact of volunteers. 

Some staff speculated that the engaging with volunteers could impact on the likelihood of children 

completing the Challenge, but this tended to be anecdotal and based on their informal impressions: 

“When you see volunteers talking to younger readers – and they’re taking books off the 

shelf, I think there’s a sense of real communication going on. I think it can only help 

people to finish it” (Branch manager, Lancashire).  

In our own visits to libraries, it was hard to establish the extent to which the volunteers were 

contributing to the completion of the Challenge. However, we could see evidence of general 

enjoyment through the volunteers’ activities, and that this grew over the summer.  

This was reflected in the results of the national post volunteering survey, in which volunteers were 

similarly circumspect about the connection – with only 30% feeling that they had helped to increase 

children’s confidence in reading. 
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Developing positive relationships and personal wellbeing 

SRC volunteers could potentially help to improve the sense of personal wellbeing for SRC participants 

through being role models, helping children learn new things and feel pleased about their 

achievements throughout the SRC.  

The views of parents 

Parents and volunteers we spoke to tended not to mention the 

volunteers’ impact on SRC participants’ personal wellbeing or how 

they developed positive relationships – perhaps reflecting the fact 

that it was not always possible to build up a rapport during short 

visits to the library.  

A few parents commented that through interaction with volunteers, 

children were getting to know new people and forming relationships. 

Some parents in Gloucestershire, Lancashire and Tower Hamlets felt that the volunteers could be role 

models for the SRC participants, as the children “looked up to them”. 

Volunteer and staff views 

Volunteers tended to associate personal wellbeing with seeing children enjoying the library and happy 

during their time there: 

“If you are really enthusiastic and engaged in a conversation with them then they might 

feel even happier about coming to the library” (F, 23, Norfolk). 

We did hear a few stories from volunteers about how they built up positive bonds with the children in 

the library, and had got to know familiar faces: 

“Kids have said ‘I’ll see you next time’ and things.” (F, 14, Gloucestershire)  

We found one particularly good example in Lancashire where a ‘reading budding scheme’ allowed 

children to see individual volunteers for reading support: 

“One of the little boys has trouble with reading and the SRC volunteer has been helping 

him choose books. He clearly feels comfortable coming here, and loves having the 

volunteer as his mate.” (Branch manager, Lancashire) 

In Tower Hamlets and Lancashire, we were able to observe some examples of volunteers recognising 

children and families that they had encountered previously. In one library in Lancashire, this 

culminated in SRC participants coming back to the library to leave a thank you card for two volunteers 

saying how much they had enjoyed their afternoon in the library. The manager reflected: 

“No one asked the children to do that. The grandparents said afterwards that they’d made 

the car as the volunteers had inspired them. That’s more encouragement than we’ll ever 

know – they’ll remember that forever.” 
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In Tower Hamlets, one librarian cited that the volunteers were helpful particularly for older SRC 

participants who were on the cusp of becoming teenagers themselves and benefited from someone to 

relate to.  

A number of library staff also observed that volunteers could be role models for the SRC participants, 

and some volunteers also referenced this in interviews: 

“Volunteers make amazing role models for the children doing the SRC.” (Library manager, 

Tower Hamlets) 

“They understand us - and look up to us a bit more. I think they look up to us” (M, 16, 

Tower Hamlets) 

In one library we visited in Norfolk with a larger number of male volunteers, one librarian pointed out 

this was particularly beneficial for male SRC participants, as they appeared to have more fun in the 

Challenge with male volunteers to engage them. 

Some librarians observed that volunteers were also inspiring SRC participants to want to volunteer 

themselves for the SRC when they are older: 

“It’s a self-perpetuating system…a good cycle of volunteers who had been SRC 

participants themselves, had seen the volunteers, and as a result went on to volunteer 

themselves when they got older.” 

 

Impact on SRC participants summary: 

 Parents, volunteers and staff felt SRC participants were more able to relate to 

volunteers as they were close in age; 

 They all felt that volunteers helped to make the SRC more enjoyable; 

 Staff in particular felt that volunteers could be positive role models for the children; 

 Parents, volunteers and staff felt that volunteers could have a positive impact on 

SRC completion rates, but were hesitant about how firm this link was. 

Children’s survey findings 

We designed a short questionnaire for the children taking part in the Summer Reading Challenge in 

the case study areas. It consisted of five multiple choice questions, to hear directly from children 

about the impact of working with volunteers. 148 children between the ages of 2 and 13 filled in the 

questionnaire, and the majority were between the ages of six and ten. 

How do you feel about the Summer Reading Challenge? 

The SRC participants were asked to rate, on a scale from ‘Awful’ to ‘Brilliant’, how they felt about the 

Summer Reading Challenge. Figure 4 below shows the findings. The majority of respondents felt 

‘Brilliant’ about the SRC and no respondents felt ‘Awful’ or ‘Not very good’. 
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Figure 4: How do you feel about the Summer Reading Challenge?  

 

What kind of things have you been doing with the SRC volunteers? 

The SRC participants were asked to choose as many options as applied to them out of five possible 

answers to the question ‘What kind of things have you been doing with the SRC volunteers?’ Figure 5 

shows the percentage of responses for each answer out of the 142 respondents for this question. 

They were able to select more than one answer. 

Figure 5: What kind of things have you been doing with the SRC volunteers?  

 

By far the most common answer was that SRC participants had been taking part in an activity with 

SRC volunteers. A significant proportion of SRC participants stated that they had either had help from 

volunteers to choose books (43 respondents) or help to read books (26 respondents). 

How helpful are the young SRC volunteers? 

The SRC participants were asked to rate, on a scale from ‘Awful’ to ‘Brilliant’, how helpful they felt the 

SRC volunteers had been. The vast majority of respondents felt very positive. Over half felt that the 

volunteers were ‘Brilliant’ (60%) and 38% of respondents felt that they were either ‘Good’ or ‘Really 

good’. Only 2% or respondents felt that the volunteers had not been very good. 1 respondent said 

they had not used or interacted with any SRC volunteers and 6 respondents did not answer.  
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Figure 6: How helpful are the young volunteers?  

 

What difference does it make working with the young SRC Volunteers? 

The SRC participants were asked to choose as many options as applied to them out of five possible 

answers to the question ‘What difference does it make working with the young SRC volunteers?’ 140 

answered this question, and figure 7 shows the percentage of responses for each possible answer. 

Figure 7: What difference does it make working with the young SRC volunteers?  

 

The most popular answer was that SRC participants were more likely to finish the challenge due to 

working the volunteers, with 70 respondents ticking this option (50% of respondents who answered 

this question).  54 respondents (39% of those that answered) said that working with the SRC 

volunteers made them feel more confident about reading. This was closely followed by 44 

respondents (31% of those that answered) stating that they felt more inspired to read more books due 

to working with the volunteers. 

The results of the survey reflects the fact that questionnaires were often filled in immediately after an 

activity which had involved SRC volunteers, but also provides an indication of the different ways in 

which children interacted with volunteers, and their obvious appreciation of working with them.  
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8. SRCv: Learning and reflections 
This section of the report looks more broadly at the effectiveness and quality of SRCv as a 

volunteering opportunity. During our interviews with volunteers and library staff we asked for views on 

the induction, training and resources as part of SRCv, as well as the support for volunteers 

throughout the summer. We aimed to establish how rewarding volunteers felt the experience was, as 

well as drawing out aspects of SRCv that worked well or less well from their perspectives. For 

library staff, we also focussed on any particular challenges they encountered over the summer.  

Volunteers’ experiences 

As our findings demonstrate, the volunteers we encountered tended to be overwhelmingly positive 

about their experiences. This particularly came through in all of the guided reflection sessions and in 

the open responses to The Reading Agency survey in our case study areas: 

“I honestly don’t think anything else could have been done for the volunteers. What was 

available this year was fantastic, and allowed everyone to gain skills.” (Survey response) 

For many volunteers, it was the enjoyment they got from working with children that was most obvious: 

“Seeing how enthusiastic the children when they achieve something – it puts a smile on 

your face”. (F, 14, Norfolk) 

In the end of summer national survey, 70% of volunteers across the 

country reported that they had loved SRCv. 

Induction and training 

In all of the case study areas, volunteers were generally positive about 

the training, particularly where it provided an opportunity to meet other 

volunteers. They felt it had been thorough and informative: 

“The induction gives you something on what to expect and what they expect of you. A 

guideline so you know what you're doing.” (F, 19, Lancashire) 

Other volunteers described the training as ‘short’ ‘basic’ or ‘straightforward’, but this was not always 

seen as a negative – several volunteers in different guided reflection sessions felt there was not much 

more they could have covered or needed at that stage.  

However, some other volunteers disagreed, feeling there were gaps in what they had been told, or 

that it had been rushed. In Lancashire, some younger volunteers felt they needed more training 

before starting. Some volunteers also noted that they would have appreciated more preparation and 

advice on different scenarios and issues they might encounter such as how to deal with children, busy 

situations, or more practical questions such as filing the SRC registration forms properly. 

__________________ 

70%  

said they had loved the 
SRCv experience 

__________________ 
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Resources 

The Reading Agency provided free volunteer packs for all volunteers in English authorities. This 

included a SRC branded volunteer t-shirt, pen, badge and an A5 skills booklets. The skills booklet 

outlined four main skills that young people could develop and evidence through SRCv – team 

working, organisation and workplace skills, communication and social reporting – as well as ideas for 

the quiet times, encouragement to record skills and gain badges online, and log volunteer hours. 

Volunteers in all the case study areas appreciated the t-shirts they had received as part of the role: 

“People know who you are and you can walk through the library and no one questions 

you” (M, 20, Lancashire).  

However, some volunteers had not received their packs or only received them later on in the summer. 

These delays most likely reflect the fact that our case study areas were often grappling with large 

increases in volunteering numbers.  

Awareness of the skills booklets was also found to be low, and these were rarely mentioned in the 

interviews or guided reflection sessions. Some older volunteers noted that the certificates of hours 

worked would be more useful for younger volunteers but were not in a relevant format for the 

applications for work or university that they were 

preparing.  

There were also mixed views on The Reading Agency 

website. A few older volunteers we spoke felt it was 

targeted at younger children. The Mythical Maze app (an 

augmented reality app for younger children, lined to 

games, images and exclusive content they could access 

on tablets and mobile phones) was mentioned in Norfolk, 

where volunteers felt it was unreliable and needed more 

promotion.  

Support during the summer 

Volunteers expressed that they enjoyed working with library staff, and this came across in some of the 

guided reflection discussions - with comments about how supportive and nice staff had been over the 

summer. 

However, we also heard that some volunteers felt they did not receive enough support from staff 

when planning and running activities, particularly if staff were busy. They pointed out that creative 

activities can take time, and sometimes they needed a bit more guidance in order to get started.  For 

older volunteers, particularly in Lancashire, they wanted to be given more room to be independent 

and lead their own activities, and were keen to develop this in future years. 

There was also a desire from some volunteers to have more networking opportunities: 

“I'd like to be part of the bigger picture - the Big Society or whatever it's called. It would be 

nice to meet more of the other volunteers from other places and do stuff together.” (F, 15, 

Lancashire)  
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Challenges that volunteers encountered 

Volunteers did identify elements of the volunteering for the SRC that they found less enjoyable or 

particularly challenging.  

The most commonly cited theme, across all four areas we visited was dealing with quiet times in the 

library. Many volunteers noted that they could get bored or frustrated trying to find something to do: 

“‘You can be sitting around not having much to do for a few hours. Particularly if you're on 

the desk on your own.” (F, 14, Lancashire).  

Several also cited the challenges they found around dealing with children, parents or other people in 

the library, and as Section 5 covered, this was often related to differing confidence levels amongst 

volunteers: 

“Sometimes, I’m not sure what to do – like with the activities if they’re all just getting on 

with it, it can be hard to intervene and help.” (F, 14, Lancashire) 

In some cases, language issues, accents, and problems recording difficult names were mentioned – 

particularly in Tower Hamlets, where the library client bases were more ethnically diverse. In one 

guided reflection session in Norfolk, volunteers particularly pointed out the difficulties of dealing with 

members of the public coming into the library for other reasons unrelated to the SRC.  

Volunteers also raised particular operational issues they had struggled with, such as running out of 

prizes; recording and assigning the right books and prizes to SRC participants; records having been 

filed wrongly by other volunteers; or busy times where multiple demands were made on them at once. 

Some volunteers told us they also found certain aspects of the role less interesting, such as cutting 

out large amounts of materials for craft events or filing the registration forms.  

In Lancashire, Norfolk and Gloucestershire, where there were a large number of smaller, rural 

libraries, volunteers mentioned feeling isolated at points.  

“I was looking forward to meeting other volunteers and having a conversation.” (M, 14, 

Gloucestershire) 

This could also be an issue in larger city centre libraries – one young person told us that even though 

there were usually 2-3 volunteers on shift, they were all in different parts of the library: 

“I've been here for a while but I haven't met many other volunteers, so having something 

where we could all join together at some point would be good.” (F, 14, Lancashire) 

The experiences of library staff 

The findings from our interviews and visits indicate how positive staff were about SRCv, and that they 

had embraced the opportunity to have more volunteers in the libraries this summer. The fact that 

many libraries in the case study areas were developing opportunities to keep volunteers on after the 

summer was also an obvious endorsement for the success of SRCv.  

One librarian in Lancashire reflected that the flexibility within SRCv could be very beneficial for 

young people in more challenging situations. She talked about a young woman who had been 

going through a difficult time, and wanted to get involved: 
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“She’s not so much involved in the library on the floor, but has helped us with the display 

and doing things in the background. It’s helped her realise she’s got positive things to 

build on.” 

A similar point was made by a library staff member in Tower Hamlets: 

“It’s about figuring out what they want… we can’t have one homogenous approach for 

everybody.” 

Recruitment and resources 

Our case study areas had all experienced more coordination than in previous years in terms of 

promoting and recruiting SRCv, with standardised packs and resources, and felt that in many 

cases this had paid off.  

“Overall this year we are offering a far better experience for the volunteers as a result of 

that (RA resources) and we have much more structured training sessions.” (librarian, 

Norfolk) 

Norfolk planned to continue their recruitment days (where young people from a large catchment 

area were invited to an open day, and could take away a volunteer pack and think about it in their 

own time), and in one smaller library, the manager had received many more requests from young 

people directly: 

“This is indicative of it being much more well known about. I think this is due to the central 

work that has been done. SRCv has been advertised a lot more.” 

Similarly, Lancashire felt that the work that had gone into registering volunteers on a central 

database (http://new.lancashire.gov.uk/jobs-

employment-and-

volunteering/volunteering.aspx) was a 

particular strong point, meaning they could 

communicate with and track volunteers much 

more effectively.  

In Tower Hamlets and Norfolk we heard that 

the staff training and learning session 

organised by The Reading Agency at the 

beginning was useful, giving help on how to 

engage and recruit volunteers: 

“The support from them is brilliant; it was a real base line for me to work from. So I knew 

how we wanted to get volunteers.” (Librarian, Tower Hamlets) 

Overall, library staff and managers we spoke to were very positive about The Reading Agency and 

the materials that had been given to support them in their work with volunteers, particularly the 

difference the t-shirts made in making volunteers ‘visible’ and ‘approachable’.  Although there had 

been issues getting the packs out on time to volunteers in some cases in Lancashire due to having to 

order extra to meet demand, they appreciated the fact that the extra funding this year meant all of 

their volunteers would eventually receive a pack.  

http://new.lancashire.gov.uk/jobs-employment-and-volunteering/volunteering.aspx
http://new.lancashire.gov.uk/jobs-employment-and-volunteering/volunteering.aspx
http://new.lancashire.gov.uk/jobs-employment-and-volunteering/volunteering.aspx
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Working with other partners 

The relationships that staff had formed with schools had also worked particularly well in some cases. 

In one Lancashire library, staff had recruited 25 SRC volunteers largely through active marketing and 

outreach - organising a recruitment day in the library, and working closely with the three high schools 

in the area.  One Norfolk library had invested time in building relationships with an academy, resulting 

in seven additional volunteers. 

Contacts with school librarians had also been effective in some cases. Volunteer champions in Tower 

Hamlets felt that it was important to target school librarians over teachers, as it was more within their 

job remit: 

“Where it has been most successful is where we were able to establish relationships with 

school librarians, when they work closely with us and encourage students to participate. 

Building on those relationships has been really good.”  

In one case, the school librarian arranged for the Volunteer Champion to attend parents’ evenings, 

host a lunchtime recruitment session, and attend assemblies to make presentations. The school 

librarian also approached students in the playground and around school to help raise awareness. This 

showed the value of having a SRCv advocate within the school.  

In Norfolk, a student librarian had been directly contacted about SRCv by a community librarian, and 

he was provided with posters to advertise the opportunity, and a ready-made tailored email to easily 

forward on to students.  Furthermore, the community librarian came to the school and made a 

presentation over lunch to the students about SRCv and answered and questions.  

“I didn’t have to do much more than help her get the word out and spread the message, 

she made it easy to do this.” 

 

Challenges that library staff and authorities encountered 

Library staff and managers did suggest in the interviews and focus group that they had encountered a 

number of challenges in operating SRCv in their areas.  

The timing and scale of recruitment could be an issue. In the case study areas, libraries 

approached recruitment through active promotion in their libraries, targeting groups they already knew 

about, as well as looking for new opportunities – all of which takes time and planning. It was felt that 

starting too late could result in a ‘mad rush’ to ensure enough volunteers are recruited in time for the 

SRC to begin, placing stresses on already busy staff. On the other hand, starting too early could 

mean potential volunteers are not ready to think about the summer and will not apply.  Lancashire 

found it hard to get everyone through the induction in time for the start of the summer, due to delays 

with parental consent. Tower Hamlets Volunteer Champions also found it a challenge at points to set 

aside enough time to interview and feedback to each volunteer who had applied. 

Recruitment with schools had been challenging in some cases, where existing relationships were 

not in place. For example, in Tower Hamlets, volunteer ambassadors were recruited from young 

people who had been SRC volunteers in previous years. Part of their role was to advocate for the 

Challenge, accompanying the Volunteer Champion to make presentations in schools. Volunteer 

Champions had struggled with secondary schools - not being able to get hold of teachers or set up 

the correct permissions for the ambassadors to enter the schools. They identified during the focus 
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group that it was more effective to focus on building relationships with schools over time throughout 

the year, rather than trying to approach schools in April or May out of the blue. Schools could be 

unreceptive - one Gloucestershire library contacted 12 schools but only heard back from 5. A librarian 

observed that often the success of partnership formation depended on the school’s headmaster. 

Within the context of our case study areas having experienced a sharp increase in volunteer 

numbers, they were aware that more could be done to improve the experience of volunteering, and 

making sure it was as fulfilling as possible: 

“I don’t want to just use them to cut out crafts. I want it to be interesting and useful for 

them and the library, and not just use them as skivvies.” (Branch manager, Lancashire). 

Lancashire created two distinct volunteer roles – ‘Activity Assistant’ and ‘Reading Buddy’. The 

majority we observed were undertaking the former. Staff in some libraries were aware that there were 

fewer opportunities for volunteers to take on reading roles – particularly when smaller libraries tended 

to plan volunteer schedules around activities as 

there was more guarantee of there being plenty to 

do. 

Staff in all areas were keen to encourage more 

volunteer planned and led activities, and some 

expressed surprise that this had not been more 

consistent over the summer as it was what they 

had expected.  They recognised it could take time 

to build this up and develop confidence, and also 

that they did not want to force volunteers to do 

something they were not comfortable with. 

Lancashire recognised that staff training could be 

improved in this area too, to help convey the message that volunteers were there to enhance the SRC 

offer, and alleviate any anxieties about taking jobs over from staff: 

“We have to put the time in so the staff are very clear about what we're doing and we can 

hand it over.” (Service manager, Lancashire) 

Staff did experience some communication issues around SRCv. Staff in branches also felt that the 

system of passing Reading Agency information down to authorities, and then out into branches meant 

that some messages did not get through. There were frustrations with library service restrictions on 

the use of Facebook and twitter, as many staff realised this would be an effective way of 

communicating with their volunteers.  

Although there were many positive comments about Reading Agency resources, we also did pick 

up some more negative feedback from staff. One volunteer champion in Gloucestershire found the 

materials to be too numerous and too complicated, meaning she had to spend a lot of her time going 

through materials, time that she could have spent with volunteers.  

It should be noted that many of the issues identified by library staff during our visits arise from the 

particular operating model of SRCv (central support with local determination). Existing Reading 

Agency materials provide information on many of the challenges that emerged from the fieldwork 

conversations, pointing to a need to ensure greater consistency in the dissemination of this 

information, from The Reading Agency, to library services and out to library branches.  
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9. Conclusions and recommendations 

The overall impact of SRCv 

The theory of change developed as part of this impact study set out ambitious outcomes for SRCv in 

relation to volunteers, libraries and SRC participants. We have been conscious throughout when 

reporting on the case study areas that the findings from these only represent a small number of the 

overall volunteers, staff and libraries involved in SRCv nationally. The survey findings from The 

Reading Agency have helped to provide this national picture alongside our evidence.  

There were a set of quantifiable targets that The Reading Agency set for SRCv in 2014, in 

agreement with the Cabinet Office. These were mostly met, demonstrating the clear popularity of 

SRCv amongst young people and libraries: 

 An increased number of young people volunteered – 8,126 (8,000 target exceeded); 

 More volunteers achieved accreditation for their volunteering – 776 (1,000 target not met); 

 More SRC participants completed the Challenge than in previous years – 839,622; 

 More libraries involved volunteers in the SRC – 1,740 (80% target exceeded). 

Long term outcomes 

The longer term outcomes that were identified for SRCv were: 

 Improved life choices for young people; 

 Young people making a positive difference in their communities;  

 Young people being a core part of libraries’ volunteering offer. 

Given this impact study was conducted over one summer, it is impossible to offer any certainty 

that these longer term outcomes will result from SRCv. However, we can make a set of 

assumptions based on the data collected. 

Improved life choices 

SRCv does offer young people the potential for improved life choices in the future. This is 

primarily through the emphasis on developing certain sets of skills that improve employability and 

are known to help prepare young people for the realities of work. SRC volunteers gain practical 

experience of a workplace, and the chance to work with adults and children and discover what 

they enjoy and are inspired by. In a context where work experience is less common in schools due 

to pressures on the curriculum, the combination of a structured opportunity and a strong focus on 

young people taking responsibility for engaging and fun activities is a valuable way of developing 

life-skills that are so important for future transition. 

Employers are interested in a broad range of communication skills – the reading element of SRCv 

can help foster improved literacy, whilst the interactions with people in libraries can help to 
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develop speaking and listening skills alongside. Young volunteers were very aware of the benefits 

they could derive from the volunteering experience through CVs, references and experience for 

personal statements. However, in our case study areas, links with formal accreditation 

opportunities could have been improved. 

Making a positive difference in communities 

Young people who are SRC volunteers can also be seen as making important contributions to 

their local areas. As we have emphasised throughout this report, SRCv should be seen as a 

youth social action opportunity – it is local and convenient for young people, and brings them into 

contact with a wide range of individuals from their local area.  There are many distinctive 

community aspects to the volunteering, including intergenerational links that can take place 

between volunteers and other people coming into the library; and the wide age range of 

volunteers, which often involves experiencing new networks beyond their immediate peer circles. 

Many volunteers were aware that they were ‘giving something back’, and that by volunteering in a 

valued public space, they were involved in their local community in a very visible manner.  

We felt at times that these community links could be encouraged more – at the very least 

prompting volunteers at the end of the summer to reflect on this aspect, so they are able to 

confidently articulate the double benefit that is an integral part of youth social action.
33

 

A core part of the volunteering offer in libraries 

Library staff enthusiasm for having SRC volunteers in place amongst staff was clear evidence of 

how embedded young volunteers have become in libraries. We repeatedly heard that staff would 

not have the capacity to administer the SRC alone, or put on additional activities to engage 

children with reading.  The apparent desire for year round volunteering opportunities, and the 

steps that the case study areas were already taking to develop this was further proof of the value 

libraries place on involving young people.  

Intermediate outcomes 

Our report has fed back in detail on each outcome that The Reading Agency and stakeholders 

identified as being important. Through visiting case study areas at the beginning and end of the 

summer, we observed the difference in volunteers’ confidence, communication skills and the ease 

with which they were working with children and adults.  

We saw evidence of change against all the identified outcomes to some degree – although some 

more than others. Outcomes most frequently referenced by both volunteers and staff were 

communication and social skills, personal effectiveness and employability in general. 

Whilst a lot of volunteers we met were passionate about reading, we would be wary of 

generalising too much about the extent to which this improved over the summer given the short 

nature of our encounters with many of the research participants.  

                                                
33

 http://www.iwill.org.uk/about-us/making-the-case/ 
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If we were to summarise, our conclusions would be that SRC volunteers are enthusiastic, keen to 

spend their time productively over the summer, and are open to new experiences that may take 

them out of their comfort zones. They are often enterprising, creative and display impressive skills 

in being able to tailor their approaches to different audiences. Where volunteers were shyer, they 

received more support and encouragement from committed staff.  

We heard frequently that teenagers can be hard to engage in libraries, and that they do not always 

benefit from a positive image. The numbers involved in SRCv shows the dedication of those in the 

sector in helping to break down these barriers and perceptions and provide a valued opportunity 

for young people in the areas they serve.   

The effectiveness and quality of SRCv 

There are a variety of features of SRCv that make it unique in each area. We visited small 

libraries in villages, up to large city centre libraries.  Volunteers in these diverse environments 

experienced SRCv in very different ways. Their time could be affected by factors beyond anyone’s 

control – the number and needs of children coming to particular activities, how well attended in 

general the activities were, and support in place locally to enable volunteers to assume greater 

responsibility in their volunteer roles.  

Earlier in this report, the Cabinet Office principles of good youth social action were 

introduced. Based on our findings, we feel that SRCv meets all of these – with some more 

pronounced than others: 

 Challenging – SRCv can both stretch and engage young people, as well as providing an 

enjoyable volunteering experience; 

 Youth-led – in places where volunteers were designing and leading activities, these were 

owned and shaped by young people themselves. This was not the case everywhere, and for 

reasons explained earlier in the report, whilst this was the goal for our case study locations in 

future years, it might not always be what volunteers themselves wanted; 

 Socially impactful – SRCv helps young people create community benefits – though the 

benefits to young people themselves were often far more apparent; 

 Progressive – many SRC volunteers expressed a desire to continue volunteering either with 

the SRC or elsewhere; 

 Embedded – it was common for the young people we spoke to in the case studies to have 

previously been involved in volunteering, or to see it as something that was worth doing at 

their particular stage in life; 

 Reflective – there were opportunities to reward volunteers for their achievements at 

celebration events, and the surveys and our own guided reflection sessions promoted their 

own involvement in reviewing SRCv. 

The Arts Council Quality Principles for work with children and young people were also 

discussed during the development of the SRCv theory of change. SRCv reflects elements of all of 

these – but again, some are more evident, and others require more emphasis and development in 

future years: 
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 Striving for excellence – The Reading Agency and the library services we saw in the case 

study areas were committed to creating a high quality experience in a cultural institution for 

children and young people; 

 Emphasising authenticity – the location of the SRCv in libraries meant it was a ‘real and 

meaningful’ experience with many opportunities to develop a greater awareness of reading 

and libraries. However, as the report has discussed, there were some issues with volunteers 

feeling isolated or bored during quiet times; 

 Being exciting, inspiring and engaging – many volunteers talked about how much they 

enjoyed the experience and that in some cases it had taken them out of their comfort zones. 

We also saw evidence of more positive attitudes towards libraries, improved self-esteem and 

reflection on future career choices; 

 Ensuring a positive, child-centred experience – library staff were developing their skills for 

working with young people and were visibly celebrating young people’s achievements; 

 Actively involving children and young people – young volunteers and children were 

involved in hands-on and creative activities based on reading; 

 Providing a sense of positive progression – volunteers identified skills they had learnt and 

things they had achieved over the summer; 

 Developing a sense of ownership and belonging – with more volunteer-led activities in 

place, volunteers’ sense of ownership and autonomy could be encouraged further.  

Embedding the evaluation of SRCv in the future 

This section makes a number of recommendations to improve the way that SRCv is evaluated on an 

annual basis: 

 Monitoring data – we found that in some case studies, information on volunteer 

demographics and repeat volunteering was not being captured. The Reading Agency 

should assess where the main gaps are in the data it receives from libraries each year, 

and work with the sector to encourage more consistent collection of monitoring data, 

including finding ways to reduce the burden – for example, if certain pieces of information 

are never used in reporting; 

 Peer research – there was appetite for including this as an option at induction stage using 

the peer research workshop format that was developed as part of this study. This is a way 

of involving young volunteers in collecting data on their experiences, and being an 

essential part of evaluation activities, as well as giving them an opportunity to develop 

research skills; 

 Evaluation in library branches – data could be collected from volunteers and SRC 

participants during the summer, rather than just at the beginning or end. This might involve 

designing a phone app where volunteers could be prompted to answer questions about the 

experience at key points. Our simple questionnaire with SRC participants was also a good 

start at establishing the impact of SRC volunteers on young children – this could be 

developed further in future years; 
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 Guided reflection – we found that staff in some of the case study areas were interested in 

holding similar sessions each summer to get more feedback on what volunteers had 

experienced. Our session could be developed into a template or guidance to enable 

libraries to take this forward; 

 The volunteer pre and post volunteering surveys – these could be improved by either 

aligning the skills questions more closely with the new SRCv theory of change model, or 

revising it to include more answers where respondents have to rate the extent to which 

they agree with a statement on a 5 point scale. This enables more reliable responses and 

more nuanced analysis. The surveys could also use a unique responder code so that 

individual responses could be tracked – showing more clearly the direction travelled by 

individual volunteers over the summer; 

 Tracking volunteers – consider how to track volunteers after they have finished 

volunteering for SRCv – as this could help provide evidence on some of the longer term 

outcomes that might be associated with SRCv. 

Recommendations 

The final section below draws together our key recommendations for improving SRCv based on the 

suggestions from volunteers and staff in the case study areas, and our own observations from the 

fieldwork. 
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Theme Recommendation 

Recruitment - 

promotion 

 Although libraries receive many ideas for recruitment, SRCv needs to be publicised more widely beyond the library – for example, in 

local newspapers, social media sites and school notice boards;  

 The potential of SRCv as a youth social action opportunity should be highlighted to policy makers, volunteer providers, education 

and employers - making use of national volunteering sites, and conveying the message that SRCv is part of this wider picture; 

 Library staff suggested that The Reading Agency’s high profile should be used to do more advocacy work with national 

youth organisations that work at a local level to encourage them to recruit volunteers.  

Recruitment – 

working with 

schools 

 Libraries should start building relationships with schools and having conversations early in the autumn term before teachers 

become preoccupied with exams; 

 Libraries should consider that it might, in some cases, be more appropriate to directly contact school librarians as the most effective 

route into a school to collaborate on recruiting SRC volunteers; 

 Library staff suggested that The Reading Agency could make initial contact with secondary schools about SRCv – which 

would help to lay the pathway for local libraries to then contact schools; 

 Library staff felt that schools needed to be encouraged to recognise and reward students who volunteer.  

Recruitment – 

use feedback 

 Libraries should obtain feedback from SRC volunteers during and at the end of the summer in a format they can use for making 

presentations at local schools about the opportunity. For example, they could make a short video of volunteers giving explanations 

of how they found the experience and what they gained. 

Recruitment - 

diversity 

 More could be done to attract a more diverse group of young people who are not already avid readers, or who come from more 

disadvantaged backgrounds. This could be through working with a wider range of youth volunteering organisations, partners who 

target particular groups of young people, and/or by changing the way the opportunity is advertised - emphasising that SRCv is 

about more than just reading; 

 Libraries must find ways to make the SRCv opportunity more appealing to boys, by tailoring recruitment methods. The Reading 

Agency could look to develop and provide guidance and resources to library authorities on how this could be done. 

Resources - 

uptake 

 Library staff felt they needed the volunteer packs promptly so they had enough time to look through and understand the 

content, and then promote to volunteers at the induction stage; 

 The Reading Agency needs to consider how to encourage library services to pass on volunteer resources like the skills booklet and 

to promote online resources like the Ideas Bank and Skills badges for young people to make use of; 

 Whilst there are cost implications, the t-shirts were very popular, and to ensure fairness there needs to be a guarantee that every 

volunteer can receive one, and at the start of the summer. 
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Resources - 

improvements 

 Library staff felt that the branding needs to be adapted to make the resources more appealing to older volunteers; 

 The Reading Agency could also consider developing a different platform, like smart phone apps and games, to engage the 

volunteers and help with monitoring – this would be particularly useful in libraries where there are restrictions on the use of social 

media on main computer terminals; 

 Library staff felt they needed a whole month to plan and prepare with volunteers before the start of the summer - the 

resources need to be ready so that library services could start recruitment earlier in Spring if they wanted to.  

 In cases where activities were poorly resourced, volunteers were keen to take on a fundraising role to help improve this. The 

Reading Agency could provide guidance on this. 

Induction - 

improvements 

 Volunteer induction sessions should involve more activities and sessions that equip volunteers with the tools and ideas about 

interacting with children and adults. This might include going over different scenarios or role playing and would be particularly useful 

for younger volunteers, better preparing volunteers and increase their confidence to approach children and adults in the library; 

 The induction should also include an exploration of current and popular children’s books, authors and genres which would support 

volunteers in the role of recommending books to SRC participants. Volunteers were keen to expand this role. 

Induction - 

consistency 

 The overall volunteer co-ordinator in each library service should always aim to tailor the recruitment activities, inductions and 

training for the local area, using Reading Agency guidelines as support rather than a replacement for training. This means that busy 

frontline library staff have local tailored clear and appropriate instructions following an approved model as a guide.  

Supporting staff  SRCv requires local leadership – with a dedicated member of staff at the centre to oversee the whole process authority-wide, and 

disseminate information across libraries; 

 There also needs to be a lead in each library who can champion and organise SRCv in their branch; 

 Where possible library services should bring staff together for learning and training sessions particularly about the importance of 

supervising volunteers, ideas for how to keep volunteers engaged in the quiet times and the benefits the experience can bring; 

 Libraries may also need to work on instilling a culture of team work among staff regarding the volunteers, so that the champion 

within each library does not have to bear sole responsibility for managing day to day volunteer activities; 

 Additional training for staff co-ordinating the SRCv would be useful – particularly on how to develop more volunteer-led activities. 

Volunteer 

experiences 

 The Reading Agency could be clearer about the difference in volunteer experience in their promotional material and information as 

capacity for particular opportunities varies depending on factors including library size and staffing. This might help to manage 

volunteer expectations; 

 There needs to be more emphasis on sustaining momentum around the SRCv experience, particularly at the end of the summer; 

 Library services could either break down volunteering into smaller chunks, as with Tower Hamlets and the two-week volunteering 

period, or by ensuring that the opportunities volunteers have are spread out throughout the summer. 
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Bringing 

volunteers 

together  

 Volunteers felt there should always be more than one volunteer on a shift; 

 Volunteers were very keen to have more contact with their peers in other libraries and other parts of the country – either in 

person or through the SRC website to share ideas; 

 Whilst this will be challenging for large rural authorities, there needs to be more attention given to bringing volunteers together in 

one place, or in clusters based on smaller geographical areas.  

Developing 

volunteer roles 

 Volunteers had ideas for tailoring aspects of the SRCv depending on the age of the volunteer – they felt 12-24 was a big 

age range and there could be more differentiation of roles and activities within this.  

 Some volunteers were really keen to be ‘left to get on with it’ and involved in planning activities at an earlier stage. More 

attention should be given to empowering volunteers to lead their own activities.  

 Volunteers suggested that older volunteers should play a role in mentoring others, and this could be helpful when library 

staff were short of time. The more widespread use of mentors and ambassadors should be encouraged. 

Dealing with the 

quiet times 

 There needs to be more clarity on the extent and limits of the role of a volunteer outside main SRC activities and guidance issued. 

This needs to be defined locally, supported by national guidance from The Reading Agency. 

 Volunteers said they would like a clear list of meaningful volunteer tasks that they could refer to during quiet times; 

 Library staff also wanted clarity over roles in quiet times – and whether they were allowed to ask volunteers to take on 

other library duties. The Reading Agency should develop further guidance and inspiration for quiet time activities. 

Communications 
 A more efficient way of communicating Reading Agency information directly to volunteers should be established in 

coordination with the library services. Volunteers could be asked when they attend an induction or training session whether they 

would want their contact details to be passed on to The Reading Agency to directly receive information, resources and additional 

opportunities to engage; 

 Library services should explore the potential in having a local volunteer database (as used in Lancashire) in order to easily 

disseminate information to all volunteers.   

Developing year 

round 

volunteering 

 Libraries could build on the SRC volunteer role and develop more volunteer roles that run throughout the year. Outside holiday 

times, consideration would need to be given to ensure these were flexible and compatible with school and study commitments; 

 The Reading Agency should look to develop and provide guidance and resources to Library services on how year-round 

volunteering could be approached. 
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10. Appendix            

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

SRCv Theory of Change 
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Change mechanisms: the specific processes which lead to change and the links between activities and outcomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Young 

people 

 

A: Training and resources to be a SRC volunteer means young people are well equipped to support the successful running of 

the SRC 

 This helps build young people’s confidence as volunteers, and develop trusting relationships with library staff; 

 SRCv helps young people to develop their own interests – increasing their engagement in the volunteering opportunity. 

B: The activities that SRCv volunteers run mean that young people develop new personal, social, communication and 

practical skills 

 This helps young people to build up a range of experiences to support their progression into employment, education or training; 

 This helps to raise young people’s aspirations about the future. 

C: Being involved in a local volunteering opportunity close to where they live means that young people develop a sense of 

community belonging and become active citizens 

 Young people come into contact with children and adults from their local area and have an increased awareness of their local 

community; 

 Young people feel inspired to continue volunteering. 

SRC 

participants 

D: Through engaging directly with volunteers, young children have an improved experience of the SRC 

 Children develop positive relationships, an increased love of reading and they are more likely to complete the SRC. 

 

 

Libraries 

 

E: Involving young volunteers in libraries improves the perception and image of libraries in the local community 

 More young people use the library and connections between the library and the local community are strengthened. 

F: Recruiting, training and involving young volunteers in the SRC increases the capacity of libraries to deliver and run the 

SRC. 

 More activities are delivered, and staff improve their skills and confidence in working with young people. 


