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Voluntary Sector and COVID-19
A look at how voluntary sector organisations have responded to the increased awareness and issues 
relating to race, discrimination and EDI over the course of the pandemic.

There is no single set of agreed definitions for EDI but common definitions:

Equality means actively working towards equality of opportunity and equality of outcome in order to 
provide better treatment and better outcomes for all.

Diversity refers to the differences that exists between people or groups of people. It also means 
engaging  a range of different people in your workforce, in volunteering opportunities, and in the 
activities or services your organisation delivers, ensuring that  people or groups are not 
underrepresented.

Inclusion means ensuring people of different backgrounds, experiences and identities feel welcomed, 
represented, respected and are fully able to participate.



Voluntary Sector and COVID-19
Disproportionate adverse impact BAME communities as well as frontline workers and social care staff who 
are more likely to be in temporary and lower paid roles. Also on older people, disabled people, young 
people and the LGBTQIA+ community. 

74% have plans in place to address EDI issues to target the under-representation and negative experiences 
faced by some groups in their organisation.

59% have revised their EDI plans since March 2020. 

17% reported experiencing a more diverse range of service users due to restrictions as a result of 
pandemic 

15% reported an increase in diversity of their volunteers and only 9% reported an increase on the 
diversity of their workforce (through staffing changes such as hiring, redundancies, or resignations) during 
the pandemic

Organisations with an annual income of < £10,000 reported the lowest increase in their diversity.  
Medium-sized organisations (£100,000 to £1m) were the ones had highest level of increase in diversity 



Heightened awareness of inequalities 
Pandemic highlighted the overlooked needs of certain groups to local authorities and government. 
Organisations highlighted the important role of the voluntary sector in supporting groups who felt 
forgotten about or ignored during the crisis.

Increased prominence of the global anti-racism movement, particularly following the murder of George 
Floyd  contributed to a significant rise in awareness and discussion around issues of EDI in society.

Greater focus on EDI and issues of discrimination and racism within the voluntary sector.  Campaigns 
such as #CharitySoWhite, news stories of harassment, discrimination, and exclusionary leadership, as well 
as wider structural problems around behaviours, practices, and processes within voluntary organisations. 

Many organisations, particularly larger organisations, have also begun to examine their internal cultures 
and issues of EDI  in both their work and governance.



A Focus on Racial Justice
Many conversations in our research have reflected particular interest and focus on ethnicity and racial 
justice as a result of recent global anti-racist movements. 

For many interviewees, awareness of these inequalities highlighted by the pandemic were intensified by
the increased prominence of the Black Lives Matter movement. 

Black Lives Matter movement brought EDI ‘front and centre’ of their attention, as ‘shaking things up’, 
creating ‘a sense of urgency’, being ‘challenged’, having to ‘step up’ and ‘respond to the public pressure’. 
Some interviewees said previously EDI seemed important, but never urgent enough to act upon.

Conversations about racism and inclusion have intensified, in ways that many had not previously 
experienced. For many within the voluntary sector there was  a feeling they needed to respond.



Lack of diversity in representation
Organisations in the sector have been criticised for lacking diversity, and having poor representation of 
and limited support for marginalised communities – both within staff and volunteer teams, and in the 
reach of their services.

Growing recognition amongst key decision-makers that this lack of diversity does not represent the 
purpose and mission of many of these organisations or networks. 

Some minority or grassroots community organisations concerned that there is a tendency towards 
tokenism or tick-box representation, designed for the ‘optical look’ rather than deeper engagement. 

Interviewees were concerned that they were seen as speaking on behalf of all members of their 
communities. One respondent commented that they should not be thought of as ‘representing all Muslims 
in the world’. They recognise that representation is a complex issue and needs continual consideration and 
reflection.



Hidden forms of exclusion and inequality
The early stages of the pandemic, required quick decisions which meant that more diverse groups were 
overlooked, as funders, government or local authorities sometimes funded organisations or individuals 
already known to them. 

The pandemic, and previous crises like Grenfell, have revealed the lack of connection in some areas 
between key decision-makers and some areas of the Voluntary sector, showing the need to build stronger 
connections.

Some practices within the sector exclude many organisations.  For example, some grassroots projects led 
by, for instance Gypsy organisations are categorised as ‘high risk’ whereas  a similar project, by another 
group, are not seen as a risk.

A range of biases, from not having connections, the right set of trustees, or organisational capacity to 
articulate ideas into a standardised format, mean that potential viable projects get squeezed out.



Reflection: Changing Policies and 
Practices
Examine how diverse and representative their organisation is, particularly extent to which it represents 

the local community.

Examine or develop EDI policies or strategies.  59% of respondent have revised their equality, diversity and 
inclusion plans since March 2020. Others have explored how they respond to racial abuse, sexist language, 
homophobia or policies around staff and volunteer recruitment and selection.

Recognition that there is a need to diversify the organisation, particularly trustees as having a non-diverse 
group of trustees can limit the range of perspectives that the organisation holds or listens to.

A number of organisations have been thinking more about the processes and practices that they use for 
the recruitment of staff and the structures which shape the selection processes.

Some funders are putting their funding strategies through an anti-racist lens and increasing grants to 
BAME-led organisations.



Reflection: Changing policies and 
practices
Last year has acted as a stimulus to reflect, personally, professionally and organisationally about 
attitudes, assumptions, beliefs and practices and how these impact the lived reality of staff, 
volunteers and beneficiaries.

Working on changing attitudes, having ‘honest’ and ‘difficult’ conversations, confronting their own 
and other people’s assumptions, prejudices and privileges. 

Essential to be humble and listen in order to bring about these changes, but could be painful and 
challenging and not everyone is ready or prepared to engage in these difficult conversations.

Some organisations have been engaged in training to rethink the way that they organise themselves.  

Implementing practices that encourage change e.g. having an Inclusion Advisory Group – bringing in 
people with expertise around racial justice, disability, LGBTQIA+ etc, to inform policies and practices.



Ongoing barriers to EDI
Barriers to greater inclusiveness were limitation of financial resources (20%), limited staffing capacity 
(15%), lack of human resources skills, knowledge and capacity (12%), and lack of equality, diversity and 
inclusion knowledge or skills (11%).

Other barriers still faced within the sector, particularly when trying to volunteer or work within the 
sector. For example, One disabled respondent told us about their difficulties securing a voluntary position 
because the organisation would not introduce the adjustments they required. 

Some smaller organisations have been unable to respond to EDI issues due their own growing needs, 
changing priorities and the struggle to cope with the challenges of COVID-19.

Tendency within Voluntary organisations, and society more widely, to treat issues relating to EDI more 
superficially, with a more tick-box approach, than really engaging in more substantial change. EDI was not 
a one-off quick fix but a continual and collective effort to transform how they were doing things.



Thank you!


