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BACKGROUND

The children’s hospice movement in the
UK is still relatively young with the first chil-
dren’s hospice, Helen House, being estab-
lished in Oxford in 1982. Children’s hospices
are purpose built buildings offering respite
and palliative care to children and young peo-
ple suffering from life-threatening conditions
and support to their families. Palliative care
for young people with life-limiting conditions
is described as “an active and total approach
to care, embracing physical, emotional, social
and spiritual elements. It focuses on the
enhancement of quality of life for the young
person and support for family and friends
and includes the management of distressing
symptoms, provision of respite and care
through death and bereavement” (ACT ;
R.C.PC.H. 1997). The aim is to help the
children and young people to live life as fully
as possible and achieve hopes and dreams in
the time they have left.

Less than 11 percent of children using hos-
pices have cancer. Many have a range of other
complex, life threatening conditions such as,
duchenne muscular dystrophy, cystic fibrosis;
Batten’s disease, mucopolysaccharidosis and
neurological conditions such as severe cere-
bral palsy (ACT et al.1997).The period of
time that children and families stay varies
from hospice to hospice, and is dependent on
the child’s specific needs, condition and the
circumstances of each family. On average it is
for periods of 3 - 5 nights on several occa-
sions throughout the year, up to approximate-

ly 21 nights. The demand for hospice/respite
care has increased considerably in recent years
and consequently there are now more than 27
children’s hospices with many more in the
planning stages.

The maintenance and continuing develop-
ment of all hospices relies heavily on volun-
tary income as only a small proportion of
their funding comes from statutory sources
such as the National Health Service and
Social Services. It is of great concern therefore
that the “National Survey of Volunteering in
UK” (1997) identified a “sharp reduction” in
levels of participation by young people aged
18 — 24 years and more negative views of vol-
unteering among the younger generation
than older age groups. Further research was
funded by the Institute of Volunteering
Research (Gaskin 1998) to explore young
people’s understanding of voluntary work and
their view of its relevance to them. Attention
was focussed on the conditions and incentives
which would attract them to voluntary work
and the best ways of publicising and market-
ing volunteering opportunities. Some of the
key findings were a need for flexibility and
ease of access to volunteering opportunities,
which is still considered to be a barrier. Young
people also stated that volunteering should be
“enjoyable, satisfying and fun.”

Culbertson (2003) speaking about youth
volunteering in America, argues that the
greatest hurdle to supporting youth volun-
teering over the next decade is the generally
disapproving perception of adults about
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meetings at weekends or in the evenings
should be explored. Reassuringly everyone
indicated that their experiences had been very
rewarding and the ideas for improvement
such as more appreciation from staff and cer-
tificates of achievement could be implement-
ed with relatively little effort or expenditure.
The findings in relation to the involvement
of young volunteers in other hospices,
demonstrates that they are being excluded or
only involved at a peripheral level. This is a
very important finding as it may support
Culbertson’s (2000) contention that adults
have disapproving perceptions of youth.

Those children’s hospices that did involve
young volunteers identified that they had
coped well and were very positive about their
experiences. Key factors to success appears to
be, careful selection, flexibility of training
opportunities and meetings, ongoing support
and working alongside older more experi-
enced volunteers. The young people of today
are the volunteers of the future and failure to
capture their interest and involve them at an
early age could pose significant challenges to
all organisations that rely on voluntary sup-
port in the future.

IMPLICATIONS FOR
FUTURE PRACTICE

It is clear that if organisations are to suc-
ceed in developing effective volunteer pro-
grammes involving young people, negative
attitudes to young volunteers must be identi-
fied and challenged. Positive attitudes should
be encouraged by education, the sharing of
good experiences and successful strategies.

Organisations should assess their volunteer
programmes to identify areas where young
people could make effective contributions or
contribute in a more meaningful way. There
is a need for adults/professionals to have con-
fidence in the abilities of young people and to
recognise their capacity to cope in challenging
environments. Effective management
includes: active recruitment, selection, match-
ing, training and support strategies to aid
their introduction and development is vital.

Criteria for the selection of young volun-
teers should be developed and used in all
recruitment situations. A support strategy
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specific to the needs of individual young vol-
unteers should be identified, documented and
monitored by the volunteer co-ordinator dur-
ing the introductory training period. The
availability of ongoing support which is flexi-
ble and that young people know how to
access, should be reinforced at each meeting.
Organisations need to think imaginatively
about methods of the delivery of training.
These might include: one to one mentoring
or coaching by experienced volunteers and
innovations such as web designed training.

Young volunteers need a voice, both indi-
vidually and collectively within organizations
and their views need to be heard. This could
be achieved through representation within
organizations and on committees locally and
nationally. Young volunteers are the future.
They must feel valued and appreciated or we
risk losing them to volunteering forever.
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