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A B ST R A CT 

The Covid-19 pandemic and associated lockdowns presented significant challenges for policing: changing patterns of criminal behaviour, fre-
quently shifting emergency regulations, resourcing pressures, and new dynamics in how police and citizens interacted with each other. However, 
the impact of the pandemic on volunteers in policing—in England and Wales, a cohort estimated between 7,211 Police Support Volunteers 
(PSVs) to up to 500,000 ‘citizens in policing’ who regularly give time in some capacity to support the police—has been largely overlooked. This 
article draws on a national benchmarking survey of PSVs in England and Wales conducted in 2021 (n = 1,305) to reflect on volunteering experi-
ences during the pandemic. It considers the contribution that PSVs can make during challenging times and the importance of flexible and inno-
vative tasking to capitalize on the volunteer offer. The article underpins the centrality of an adequately resourced police volunteer infrastructure 
to effectively mobilize volunteer resources on both a ‘business as usual’ basis, and during times of crisis.

I N T RO D U CT I O N  A N D  CO N T E X T
On 23 March 2020, the Prime Minister announced a UK 
national lockdown in response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
What was to be the first of three lockdowns over the following 
twelve months, non-essential businesses and schools closed, and 
most people were required to stay at home. By early April 2020, 
over a third of the global population was under some form of 
COVID-19 lockdown restricting work, travel, and social interac-
tions (Koh 2020). Lockdown rules eased in the UK from Spring 
2021, although restrictions in various guises (mask wearing, 
social distancing) continued in some circumstances. Panzone 
et al. (2021: 1) highlight how lockdowns ‘challenged the stabil-
ity and tested the resilience of many industries’ including retail, 
hospitality, entertainment, leisure, and travel. The same can cer-
tainly be said for emergency services, most notably the National 
Health Service (NHS), but also policing. Indeed, the Covid-19 
pandemic presented challenges in the form of changing patterns 
of criminal behaviour, frequently shifting emergency regula-
tions, and new dynamics in how police and citizens interacted 
with each other (Perry et al. 2021). Furthermore, police officers 
and staff reported higher levels of stress during the pandemic 
linked to both work and home related factors (Brown and 
Fleming 2022).

Policing during the pandemic
Many public sector agencies struggled with responding to the 
challenges of Covid-19, but policing was particularly affected 
(Aitkenhead et al. 2022). The impacts were experienced in a 
myriad of ways, both internally as an organization and in the 
requirements of the police to respond to new and ever devel-
oping Covid-19 legislation (Nielson et al. 2022). The police 
were classed as an essential service throughout the pandemic, 
meaning police officers were exposed to an increased risk of 
contracting Covid-19 (Bates 2020), and police resources came 
under heightened pressure due to significant staff shortages as 
people were off sick or isolating (Crest 2020). With the ongo-
ing legislative changes relating to Covid-19, police officers were 
also required to keep up to date on changing operating policies, 
understand and implement social distancing mandates, and 
continue to undertake the multitude of other duties that have 
become part of the policing role (Yesberg et al. 2023).

Police Scotland and the National Police Chiefs’ Council and 
College of Policing representing policing in England and Wales, 
adopted the ‘4 E’s’ approach—engage, explain, encourage, and 
enforce—to policing the pandemic. Enforcement was only rec-
ommended for the most steadfast non-compliers, yet emerging 
research suggests there was significant inequality around the 
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application of police Covid-19 powers (Aitkenhead et al. 2022; 
Murray et al. 2024). Indeed, there were broader concerns during 
the pandemic about the appropriate boundaries of police powers 
in a public health crisis, including the impact of this on public 
trust and perceptions of police legitimacy (Yesberg et al. 2023). 
These concerns seemed to be shared by police services them-
selves, with Kyprianides et al. (2021) reporting a positive orga-
nizational climate linked to a commitment to democratic modes 
of policing, support for procedurally just policing, and rejection 
of police use of force.

Volunteers in policing
While studies have explored the experiences of paid members of 
the police workforce during the pandemic (e.g. Wu et al. 2021 in 
China; Brown and Fleming 2022 in the UK; Helfers and Nhan 
2022 in the USA), the impact of the pandemic on volunteers in 
policing has been largely overlooked. Volunteers in policing have 
a long history and span a range of areas including those man-
aged within the police service [e.g. Special Constables, Volunteer 
Police cadets, and Police Support Volunteers (PSVs)], part-
nered and supported by the police service (e.g. Neighbourhood 
Watch, citizen patrols), and which act to hold the police service 
to account (e.g. Independent Advisory Groups, community 
monitoring networks) (Bullock 2014; Millie 2019). PSVs—the 
focus of this article—are citizens who give their time freely to 
perform tasks that complement the duties of police officers and 
staff. Emerging in UK forces from the early 1990s onwards, these 
non-warranted and (usually) non-uniformed volunteers carry 
out a range of tasks from administration, front counter duties, 
and community engagement activities, to operational functions 
(e.g. traffic speed checks, viewing CCTV footage) and specialist 
skill or interest roles such as scientific support, gardening, puppy 
walking, equine assistance, and mountain rescue, with the nature 
of volunteering varying by force location.

In terms of demographics, PSVs have an older age profile 
compared to other volunteers in policing. For example, a 2021 
benchmarking exercise reported that more than half (58%) of 
PSVs were over 50, whereas regular police officers and Spe-
cial Constables have very small proportions over 55 years of 
age (Britton et al. 2021). There is a relatively even gender split 
amongst PSVs, which differs to roughly two-thirds male in the 
regular and three-quarters male in the Special Constabulary 
(Home Office 2024; Marshall and Britton 2024). It is not pos-
sible to summarize PSVs’ ethnicity or disability profiles due to 
data availability. PSVs’ motivations for giving their time gener-
ally falls within three categories: altruistic (a desire to make a 
positive difference and ‘give back’ to the police and community); 
social (volunteering as part of leisure, enjoyment and opportuni-
ties to meet people); and career-focussed (developing skills and 
enhancing employability). Consistent with findings on volun-
teering more broadly, altruistic and social drivers tend to be the 
most prominent amongst PSVs (Penner and Finkelstein 1998; 
Haski-Leventhal 2009; Shye 2010) with notably fewer citing 
career-based reasons (Wisner et al. 2005).

A 2018 benchmarking survey estimated that there were 
approximately 1,100 PSV role profiles across police services 
in England and Wales, reflecting the breadth and diversity of 
their contribution, and the extent to which this varies between 

forces (Britton et al. 2018; Callender et al. 2018). Indeed, with a 
cohort estimated between 7,211 PSVs to up to 500,000 ‘citizens 
in policing’, an umbrella term to describe PSVs, Special Consta-
bles, Police Cadets and others who give time in some capacity to 
support and advise the police, volunteers make a sizable contri-
bution to policing in the UK (Millie 2019; Luksyte et al. 2021; 
Home Office 2024).

Volunteering during the Covid-19 pandemic
Turning to volunteering more broadly, the UK witnessed an 
increase in citizens motivated to give their time both formally 
and informally during the Covid-19 pandemic (Mak and 
Fancourt 2022). Often driven by a desire to ‘do something’, 
changes in work and school patterns, and efforts to seek out 
social interaction, there were unprecedented levels of interest 
in volunteering (Kanemura et al. 2022). This enthusiasm was 
highlighted through the UK’s GoodSAM Volunteer Responders 
programme, established in March 2020 to support the NHS and 
people vulnerable to Covid-19 who were shielding or isolating. 
Following an initial call for 250,000 people to give their time, 
recruitment was paused after 750,000 volunteers came forward 
in six days (Royal Voluntary Service 2020).

However, there were frustrations amongst volunteers: in a 
survey conducted in summer 2020, over a third of respondents 
(38%) had not yet been given a task while over half (52%) felt 
that the programme could have been better organized. This 
impacted on volunteers’ feelings of satisfaction in their role and 
their intention to continue volunteering. The report showed 
higher levels of satisfaction as volunteer taskings increased, and 
respondents were almost twice as likely to state that they would 
continue volunteering if they have been given a task compared 
to those who had not. These findings echo those from studies 
with police volunteers (albeit not during the pandemic) which 
link satisfaction, morale, and intention to continue volunteering 
(Callender et al. 2019; Pepper 2022). Of those GoodSAM Vol-
unteer Responders who were unlikely to continue giving their 
time not feeling that they are making a difference was cited as a 
key reason (Royal Voluntary Service 2020). The challenges of 
sourcing and allocating meaningful—rather than just ‘busy’—
tasks has been recognized across volunteering more generally 
(Shin and Kleiner 2003). This is amplified in a police volunteer 
context where extending policing and crime control-related 
tasks beyond state actors has been recognized as ‘inherently 
problematic’ (Bullock 2014: 10).

These findings point to a clear appetite for volunteering, cata-
lysed during the pandemic. Over three-quarters of respondents 
to the volunteer survey thought that people were doing more 
to help others since the Covid-19 outbreak (Royal Voluntary 
Service 2020). However, there are challenges here in terms of 
tasking and management—themes which have been reflected 
more generally in both police volunteering (Whittle 2014; Bull-
ock 2017) and non-police volunteering spaces (Brudney and 
Kellough 2000; Choudhury 2010; Cordery et al. 2015). Luksyte 
et al. (2021) argue that directive leadership required in times 
of crises are not conducive to inclusive styles of volunteer man-
agement. Indeed, volunteering programmes need an adequately 
resourced and efficient infrastructure in place which incorpo-
rates dedicated volunteer management and training, appropriate 
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tasking, and systems of recognition and reward to effectively 
mobilize volunteer resources on both a ‘business as usual’ basis, 
and at pace during times of crisis.

A I M S  A N D  CO N T R I B U T I O N  O F  T H I S  A RT I CL E
Given the growing body of work around police volunteers and 
the significance of volunteering more broadly during times of 
crisis, it is important to reflect on the way(s) PSVs experi-
enced the Covid-19 pandemic. Drawing on a national bench-
marking survey of PSVs in England and Wales conducted in 
2021 (n = 1,305), the article considers the contribution that 
police volunteers can make during challenging times and the 
importance of flexible and innovative tasking to capitalize on 
the volunteer offer. It also explores the challenges of opera-
tionalizing volunteers and approaches to developing an infra-
structure which enables this in ‘quick time’ as crises present. 
The article adds to a small but growing body of literature 
around volunteers in policing—yet one that is currently scant 
in terms of studies focussed on the Covid-19 pandemic. The 
article will stimulate thinking around capitalizing on work-
force resources at times of organizational and national crisis, 
and the development of a ‘road map’ for involving volunteers 
as part of this. Finally, it will consider how to better integrate 
volunteers within police national crisis planning, contribut-
ing to both the resilience of policing organisations and the 
experience of PSVs.

M ET H O D S
This article draws on findings from a survey commissioned by 
the National Police Support Volunteer Strategy Working Group 
to help shape the development of and the support provided 
to volunteers in policing by asking all volunteers throughout 
England and Wales to share their experiences. The survey cov-
ered a range of questions about being a PSV, including:

The demographics, length of service, and future intentions of 
PSVs.

Experience of recruitment and training.
Experience of their support, management, and treatment as 

volunteers.
Experience of volunteering during the pandemic.
Relationships between PSVs and others in policing.
Outcomes, impact, and potential improvements for the future.

The survey was designed and facilitated by the Institute of Pub-
lic Safety, Crime and Justice at the University of Northampton on 
a platform called ‘Online Surveys’.1 The survey and overall proj-
ect were reviewed and approved by the University of Northamp-
ton, Faculty of Health, Education, and Society Research Ethics 
Committee. The survey was live for approximately six weeks in 
May and June 2021 and was distributed to citizens in policing 
co-ordinators in every police force in England and Wales by a 
Regional Citizens in Policing Coordinator who was leading the 
project on behalf of the National Police Support Volunteer Strat-

egy Working Group. The survey was preceded with a communi-
cation announcing the survey to all Chief Constables.

Analytical procedure
Both quantitative and qualitative data were analysed, drawing 
on fixed response and open text questions. Data were analysed 
utilizing questions throughout the survey but focussed on three 
key themes: 1) volunteering during the Covid-19 pandemic, 2) 
Communication during the pandemic, and 3) impact of the pan-
demic on the PSV role.

In terms of the quantitative data, this article incorporates 
descriptive data and bi-variate analysis. Bi-variate analysis was 
conducted across theme, looking at the difference in experi-
ence of those who had and had not volunteered in the last 12 
months. Additionally, bi-variate analysis was used to look at the 
relationship between questions measuring experience (e.g. satis-
faction with communication received from the police) alongside 
age and gender. Ethnicity was not included due to the relatively 
small numbers of ethnic minority participants.

For the experience questions within the survey instrument, 
respondents were asked to score their agreement with a series 
of statements relating to their experience of being a PSV, using 
a 6-point scale (1: Strongly Agree, 2: Agree, 3: Slightly Agree, 4: 
Slightly Disagree, 5: Disagree, 6: Strongly Disagree). As agree-
ment to statements was high in the PSV sample, when looking at 
differences between groups in levels of agreement, the propor-
tion of those who ‘Strongly agreed’ with statements was com-
pared. Analysis of results when looking at associations between 
variables, for example association between whether they had 
volunteered during the pandemic (yes/no) and the extent to 
which they feel valued (strongly agreed/did not strongly agree), 
was conducted by way of Chi-square testing at the 95% confi-
dence level (P < .05) with Phi statistic being reported to indicate 
the strength of association being tested.

Thematic analysis was conducted on the qualitative survey 
question results, which involved coding the data to identify 
emergent themes. An inductive approach was used so as not to 
apply pre-existing conceptions of what themes might arise. Two 
members of the research team were involved in the process, first 
by coding alone and then coming together to discuss and refine 
categories, ensuring reliability and that the analysis was as close 
to theoretical saturation as possible. Quotes are included to illus-
trate themes throughout the article (with survey, number, gen-
der, age, and length of time volunteering in brackets).

Sample
In total, 1,305 PSVs completed the survey, which represents a 
16.2% response rate against Home Office data for all recorded 
PSVs (8,014) in March 2021 (Home Office 2022). Responses 
were received from PSVs across 42 forces, with the number 
of responses ranging from 4 to 77, with the mean number of 
responses per force being 31. Almost two-thirds (n = 846, 65%) 
of the sample said that they had volunteered in the last year, a 
third (n = 444, 34%) said they had not volunteered in the last 
year, and 15 (1%) did not respond.

There were more males in the sample (n = 717, 55%) com-
pared to females (n = 567, 44%). In addition, 4 (0.3%) partic-
ipants preferred to self-describe (3 stating ‘non-binary’ and 1 

1Online Surveys is the default platform as per the University of Northampton research 
ethics code and procedures.
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stating ‘binary’). As such, the sample comprised slightly more 
male PSVs compared to benchmarking data collected in the 
same period that the survey was completed (Britton et al. 2021), 
where there are 52% males compared to 48% females.

Approximately 5% (n = 65) of the sample were from an eth-
nic minority background, comprised of 2.3% (n = 29) Asian or 
Asian British; 1.2% (n = 15) from an ‘other’ background, 1% 
(n = 12) from a black or black British background, and 0.7% 
(n = 9) mixed or of a multiple ethnic background. The extent 
to which this is representative of the volunteering population 
is unknown, as many forces do not routinely collate this infor-
mation, and as such, benchmarking data were too incomplete to 
provide a meaningful comparator. The ethnic minority make-up 
of the sample does not reflect the overall population in England 
and Wales, where approximately 14% of the population is from 
an ethnic minority background. Therefore, it is clear that those 
from minority ethnic backgrounds are underrepresented in the 
sample, but the extent to which they are underrepresented in the 
PSV population as a whole is unknown.

Figure 1 shows the age range of the sample as compared to 
the actual population of PSVs according to benchmarking data. 
It illustrates that whilst nearly half of PSVs are aged over 60 years, 
the sample is over-representative of this group at 59%. Whilst 
PSVs are generally characterized as older, it should be noted that 
1 in 5 PSVs are aged 18–29 years but are slightly underrepre-
sented in the survey sample.

When comparing the length of time PSVs had volunteered in 
the sample to benchmarking data (Britton et al. 2021), the sam-
ple broadly follows a similar distribution pattern. As might be 
expected, given the age profile described above, those newer in 
service (<5 years) are slightly underrepresented and those older 
in service (5 years and over) are over-represented.

F I N D I N G S
This section outlines survey findings under three key themes: volun-
teering during the Covid-19 pandemic, communication during the 
pandemic, and impact of the pandemic on being a PSV.

Volunteering during the Covid-19 pandemic
Survey respondents were asked how the Covid-19 pandemic had 
impacted their experiences of being a police volunteer. Of par-
ticular note was that almost two-thirds (65%, n = 846/1,305) 
reported that their volunteering role had been suspended at 
some point during the pandemic. Proportionately, this was 
similar between both respondents who had and who had not 
volunteered over the previous 12 months (62% and 70%, respec-
tively). Some respondents made the decision to stop volunteer-
ing during the pandemic themselves often due to shielding or 
concerns about safety for themself or others. Perhaps unsur-
prisingly, this was more prevalent amongst those who had not 
volunteered over the previous 12 months (42%, n = 186/444) 
compared to those who had (28%, n = 240/846). However, of 
those who had volunteered over the last year, over half (55%, 
n = 465/846) stated that they had volunteered less than the pre-
vious year.

There was no significant difference by age in the proportion 
that had volunteered in the last 12 months and those that had 
not (χ2(4) = 8.961, P > .05); however there was a significant 
difference for gender with males slightly more likely to have 
volunteered in the last 12 months (68%, n = 482) compared to 
62% (n = 349) of females (χ2(1) = 5.303, P ≤ .05). Conversely 
there was no significant difference in the proportion of males 
and females that made the decision to stop volunteering in the 
pandemic at any point, for example, due to shielding or safety 
concerns (χ2(1) = 0.989, P > .05). However, for age there was a 
significant difference by age with those aged over 60 years being 
particularly likely to say that they had made the decision to stop 
volunteering at some point in the pandemic (39%, n = 286) 
compared to between 20% and 27% of the other age groups 
(χ2(4) = 28.872, P ≤ .001) (Table 1).

Of those who had not volunteered in the past year, the vast 
majority (87%, n = 385/444) intended to return to volunteer-
ing, with the next largest category (11%, n = 50/444) stating 
‘don’t know’. A very small number (1%, n = 4) of respondents 
did not intend to return to volunteering, due to advancing age 
and changes to their paid work role. As one respondent stated:

Figure 1. Age range of survey sample as compared to PSV population
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‘I have started working for [name of organisation] and now 
have a much more demanding job role working in a different city, 
so would find it difficult to fit volunteering in around this’ (Survey 
respondent 452; female; age 20-24 years; 3-4 years service)

Another highlighted: ‘I am well over 80 and due to health issues 
(it) is prudent and time to sit back and enjoy the remainder of my 
life’ (Survey respondent 1129; male; 80 + years; 10-15 years ser-
vice). However, one respondent linked their decision to not 
return to volunteering to feelings about their role and the extent 
to which they felt able to contribute to policing as part of this: 
‘There seems little scope for useful activity’ (Survey respondent 1192; 
female; 60-69 years; 5-10 years service).

Similar themes came across when survey respondents were 
asked about how much longer they expected to continue to be 
a volunteer in policing. Of those who stated they were planning 
to stop volunteering soon, or could see themselves stopping 
volunteering in 6 months or less (n = 73), this was most com-
monly linked to wanting to focus on paid employment. How-
ever, respondents also referred to lack of opportunities in their 
volunteer role which contributed to their decision:

‘I don’t honestly think the police have anything for us to do and 
have struggled with using us since they recruited us. Wouldn’t 
be surprised if we were let go’ (Survey respondent 823; female; 
40-49 years, 3-4 years service)
‘I don’t feel my time is being utilised’ (Survey respondent 720; 
male; 40-49 years, 3 months or less service)

This sentiment also came through from respondents who cited 
feeling undervalued as their reason for considering leaving their 
role:

‘I feel unvalued, under-utilised and irrelevant. There is a strong 
feeling of a them and me situation with the officers, although 
the Chief Inspector at [police station name] is highly inclusive 
towards me’ (Survey respondent 1002; male; 50-59 years; 2-3 
years service)
‘I can’t see any place for me. I literally haven’t anything to do and 
no one seems to care’ (Survey respondent 970; female; 60-69 
years, 3-4 years service)

There were no significant differences across the age groups 
(χ2(4) = 1.904, P > .05) or by gender (χ2(1) = 0.698, P > .05) 
in the proportion of PSVs that did intend to return to volunteer-
ing as opposed to those that said ‘no’ or ‘they did not know’. This 
is reassuring in the sense that the interruption to volunteering 
did not seem to disproportionately affect a particular age group 
or gender in terms of intentions to return as PSVs.

Communication during the pandemic
Respondents were asked whether they had any communication 
or support from their force during the time that their volunteer-
ing programme was suspended. Those who had volunteered 
in the last year were slightly more likely to state that they had 
received communication or support (93%, n = 440/475) com-
pared to those who had not volunteered (88%, n = 253/286). 
The quality and extent of communication or support received 

across both groups varied from the occasional or more regular 
email update (most frequently mentioned) to phone calls, news-
letters, online meetings, and even social catch ups, quiz nights, 
and coffee mornings via online platforms for some volunteers. 
For those who had not volunteered in the pandemic, three quar-
ters (76%, n = 331/435) stated that they were very satisfied, 
satisfied, or slightly satisfied with how their force had commu-
nicated with them throughout the pandemic. This was slightly 
higher for those who had volunteered over the past year (82%, 
n = 680/834). There was no significant difference across the age 
groups (χ2(4) = 8.297, P > .05) or by gender (χ2(1) = 1.127, 
P > .05) in the proportions that were satisfied with the levels of 
communication that they had received.

Respondents who expressed dissatisfaction with levels of 
communication, which was approximately 1 in 10 PSVs overall 
(n = 148, 11%) often related this to limited communication or 
no response to communication, or a lack of clarity around who 
they should be communicating with.

‘The force policy on COVID restrictions in the workplace were 
not clear. Therefore, (I) stopped attending. There didn’t appear 
to be any corporate communication strategy in place. Left to your 
own judgement with very little guidance from the force’ (Survey 
respondent 217; male; 60-69 years; 1-2 years service)
‘Not sure if the project I was involved with has been suspended or 
abandoned. There has been a change (in) who is leading it and 
I am not sure who (the) new person is’ (Survey respondent 22; 
male; 70-79 years; 3-4 years service)

One respondent highlighted how communication barriers had 
been exacerbated by changes in dedicated volunteer support 
roles. In some cases, this may have been linked to Covid-19-
related sickness or redeployment of officers and staff, although 
for others it was part of wider organizational restructures that 
pre-dated the pandemic.

‘Since the removal of dedicated volunteer programme manager 
staff based locally...the flow of information has to originate cen-
trally. That’s too impersonal, doesn’t happen frequently enough 
and, because it’s not local, inefficient as far as volunteers based 
locally are concerned. Just my opinion, but that has had a det-
rimental effect to a thriving, successful programme’ (Survey 
respondent 996; male; 50-59 years; 15-20 years service)

While respondents understood the challenges that the police 
faced during the pandemic, communication clearly remained 
important for volunteers, perhaps more so during uncertain 
times. The impact of poor communication was felt keenly by 
some volunteers:

‘Since people are giving up their own time to help out, it’s not 
a bad idea to keep them updated to what’s going on and when 
we are likely to return to some volunteering opportunities in the 
future and what they may be. This will generate interest since a lot 
of people could be isolated and this was their way of meeting peo-
ple, but also to show you that the police force you have volunteered 
(with) care about you as volunteer as well as a person’ (Survey 
respondent 38; male; 50-59 years; 6 months- 1 year service)
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‘It’s made me feel that I didn’t matter to the higher-ranking offi-
cers. That I wasn’t providing a worthwhile service for the police. 
Officers on the ground really missed me because work wasn’t 
being done to help them’ (Survey respondent 883; female; 50-59 
years; more than 20 years service)

Impact of the pandemic on being a PSV
Respondents were asked about both the positive and negative 
impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on their experiences of being 
a PSV over the past year. Views were notably skewed towards 
negative aspects for those who had not volunteered over the last 
year. Unsurprisingly this group most frequently spoke about vol-
unteering opportunities not being available to them—either due 
to the programme being suspended or personal circumstances 
(e.g. shielding, concerns about safety for themself or others). 
While many understood the reasons for suspending roles, there 
was a sense that respondents missed volunteering. As one stated: 
‘[I] missed being in the thick of things!’ (Survey respondent 1048; 
male; 70-79 years; 15-20 years service). There was clearly a sense 
of ‘goodwill’ and desire to be involved amongst these volunteers. 
Many spoke about wanting to give their time and feel useful—
particularly during a time of crisis—but not having the opportu-
nity to do so, which led to frustration and disappointment.

‘Not getting the opportunity to volunteer my time. I even changed 
roles so I could contribute during the Covid pandemic and after a 
training/briefing for community engagement voluntary position, 
I received no contact from line manager or trainer as to why the 
role was suspended. It was really disheartening because I had a 
lot of time I could commit to the role or other volunteering in the 
organisation’ (Survey respondent 471; female; no age given; 3-4 
years service)
‘Disappointed that some formal participation as a police volun-
teer could not be introduced. Not being able to contribute during 
this time has been frustrating’ (Survey respondent 110; male; 
60-69 years; 1-2 years service)
‘Disappointed I couldn’t volunteer and help aid the forces efforts 
and would have been nice to have something to do’ (Survey 
respondent 397; male; 20-24 years; 3-4 years service)

For those who had volunteered over the last year, there was a 
much more varied set of responses to the question about both 
the positive and negative impacts of Covid-19 on experiences 
of being a police volunteer. In terms of negative aspects, volun-
teers spoke about broader pandemic-related issues that impacted 
on their role, including restrictions linked to social distancing, 
wearing masks, concerns about personal safety (particularly for 
older and/or clinically vulnerable volunteers), and the knock-on 

effect of school closures and community events being cancelled. 
This highlighted the face to face, often ‘frontline’, contribution 
of many PSV roles. Indeed, respondents spoke about their frus-
trations linked to a reduction in the nature or scale of tasks they 
were able to carry out:

‘It feels like Covid has significantly impacted the demands to 
those volunteering. My hours have reduced a lot. Due to the strain 
on police resources, the number of hours spent on working with 
volunteers has reduced, thus making it feel like volunteering has 
become less important to the police’ (Survey respondent 1038; 
female; 25-29 years; 2-3 years service)
‘Job satisfaction was much reduced because the part of my role 
that I enjoyed the most was liaising between police and members 
of the public, and that was completely prohibited, and also the 
amount of work I was asked to do declined to less than 20% of 
what I used to do pre-Covid’ (Survey respondent 413; male; 
60-69 years; 10-15 years service)
‘It (is) frustrating, especially as much was being made of all the 
volunteering that was being undertaken whilst we were being pre-
vented from doing anything’ (Survey respondent 503; female; 
60-69 years; 5-10 years service)

However, some volunteers shared stories of how their roles had 
adapted and, to some extent, took on renewed value during the 
pandemic. This was sometimes linked to new opportunities 
presented by times of emergency or more time to volunteer 
due to changes in working patterns or other areas of their life. 
Respondents spoke about alternative tasks they took on—
sometimes pandemic related—including managing, moving, or 
distributing Protective Personal Equipment (PPE), role play in 
recruitment exercises, supporting vulnerable people in the com-
munity, leaflet drops, training for new roles to cover staff sick-
ness due to Covid-19, delivery of food and other resources to 
officers during long shifts, welfare checks, looking after vehicles, 
and volunteering for new roles which were able to move online 
(e.g. cadet groups).

For one volunteer, the pandemic presented more demands on 
their time: ‘I have done double my usual hours to cover for vulnera-
ble, isolating colleagues’ (Survey respondent 755; male; 60-69 years; 
5-10 years service). Another spoke about the unique nature of 
their role, which aligned with a ‘socially distanced’ contribution:

‘I am a mounted (horse rider) volunteer. We have undertaken 
patrols throughout the lockdown, as our horses need to be exer-
cised. We have given reassurance and high visibility. The general 
public have appreciated our presence in the community, during 
times when people have been very isolated and lonely’ (Survey 
respondent 199; female; 60-69 years; 5-10 years service)

Table 1. Proportion of age groups that made the decision to stop volunteering during the pandemic

29 years 
or below

30–39 
years

40–49 
years

50–59 
years

60+ 
years

Cramer’s 
V

χ2 df P

% that made the decision to stop volun-
teering during the pandemic

20% 26% 27% 26% 39% 0.151 28.87 4 <.001

Number that made the decision to stop 
volunteering during the pandemic/total

24/118 19/72 35/129 53/207 286/734
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Technology-enabled methods—including virtual meetings or 
training sessions, administrative-based tasks that could be done 
from a laptop or home computer or offering phone support—
often played a part in PSVs being able to continue their role in 
some guise. While this was appreciated, it was no substitute for 
face-to-face interaction—clearly an important element of volun-
teering for PSVs:

‘We could work online to some degree: slower and less effective but 
much better than nothing’ (Survey respondent 634; male; 70-79 
years; 5-10 years service)
‘Conducting meetings with cadets on Zoom has been less reward-
ing than face to face meetings. It has been difficult to motivate the 
cadets’ (Survey respondent 959; female; 50-59 years, 3-4 years 
service)

Indeed, the social element of volunteering was an important 
feature for volunteer wellbeing, particularly during challenging 
lockdown times:

‘Missed the office banter and comradeship. Only went into the 
office one day a week but miss the socialising’ (Survey respondent 
331; male; 80+ years; 10-15 years service)
‘I have been working from home so I have not been able to go 
into the police station, which I have missed. I do not feel part of 
the team if I do not interact with them’ (Survey respondent 593; 
female; 60-69 years; 5-10 years service)
‘My volunteering meant that my life was not being stuck in a house 
with limited opportunity to get out. Also, I felt that I was “doing 
my bit” for my country by supporting and helping the police while 
they did their very difficult tasks’ (Survey respondent 400; male; 
60-69 years; 3-4 years service)

The manner in which some volunteer roles adapted to meet 
pandemic-related demands highlighted the value that volunteers 
bring, according to some respondents:

‘More involved in response and neighbourhood policing. Shows 
the value of a volunteer role supporting during the pandemic’ 
(Survey respondent 580; male; 30-39 years; 5-10 years service)
‘It shows that there is definitely a need for volunteers in Chaplaincy 
in the Force in particular to be an impartial voice for the wellbe-
ing of officers and police staff. I suspect that the Chaplaincy team 

will be needed to help with the mental health fall out of the pan-
demic’ (Survey respondent 254; gender not stated; 20-24 years; 
2-3 years service)

Furthermore, those who did not have the opportunity to volun-
teer in police roles spoke about giving their time in other capac-
ities—demonstrating how motivations to volunteer endured, 
perhaps even heightened, during times of crisis.

‘There was no call for my usual face to face police volunteer role, 
so I looked for another way to help and that was to make scrubs 
for the NHS’ (Survey respondent 1057; female; 40-49 years; 4-5 
years service)
‘Volunteering at Covid-19 clinic. Not had many other opportuni-
ties since lockdown’ (Survey respondent 214; male; 40-49 years; 
2-3 years service)

Respondents were asked about their levels of agreement with a 
series of statements on feelings about their role. As Table 2 high-
lights, those who had volunteered during the pandemic were 
notably more likely than those who had not to ‘strongly agree’ 
that they felt valued by their force, that their force maximizes the 
use of time they give, that their force was good at managing vol-
unteers, that they made a difference in their volunteering work, 
and that they would describe their morale as being good.

A chi-square test of independence was performed to examine 
the relationship between respondents who strongly agreed with 
these statements and their volunteering activity. All were found 
to be significant; however, feelings of making a difference through 
their volunteering work was observed to have the highest associ-
ation with volunteering during the pandemic (χ2(1) = 24.271, P 
≤ .001). Feeling that the force maximized their time had the sec-
ond strongest association (χ2(1) = 16.382, P ≤ .001). Being able 
to continue volunteering throughout the pandemic clearly had 
a positive impact on how PSVs felt about their volunteer role. 
Furthermore, the statements in Table 2 have been linked with 
role identification, satisfaction, and intention to continue volun-
teering (Callender et al. 2019). When looking at the relationship 
between these statements and whether participants had or had 
not volunteered in the last 12 months by gender, all were signif-
icant for females, whereas there was no significant difference for 
males for ‘I feel valued by my force’ and ‘the force maximises the 
use of time that I give them’. Additionally, although there was a 

Table 2. PSVs’ feelings about their role by whether they volunteered during the pandemic or not

Statement Did volunteer during the pandemic 
(‘strongly agree’ responses)

Did not volunteer during the 
pandemic (‘strongly agree’ responses)

Phi χ2 df P

I feel valued by my force 41% (n = 349/845) 32% (n = 141/438) −0.89 10.142 1 .001
I would describe my morale as 
being good

49% (n = 415/844) 38% (n = 165/439) −0.110 15.648 1 <.001

I feel I am making a difference 
through my volunteering work

46% (n = 386/845) 31% (n = 138/439) −0.137 24.271 1 <.001

The force maximizes the use 
of time that I give them

30% (n = 254/842) 20% (n = 86/438) −0.113 16.382 1 <.001

The force is good at managing 
volunteers

33% (n = 282/842) 23% (n = 100/436) −0.109 15.274 1 <.001
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significant difference for both males and females in the propor-
tion of those that had/had not volunteered in the last year agree-
ing with the statements ‘I would describe my morale as being 
good’ and ‘The force is good at managing volunteers’, the effect 
size was higher for females (Table 3).

In terms of age, those 60 or above (who constitute 59% of 
the sample) were compared with those below 60 to determine 
whether the significant differences on these key measures iden-
tified in the whole sample were significant for both age groups. 
It was found that the significant difference on the key statements 
‘I would describe my morale as good’ and ‘The force is good at 
managing volunteers’ between those who volunteered and those 
who did not was present for both age groups. However, the sig-
nificant difference across the whole sample for the statements ‘I 
feel I am making a difference through my volunteering work’ and 
‘The force maximises the use of time that I give them’ was only 
significant for those aged under 60 (Table 4).

The variations identified above relating to age and gender 
illustrate that the impact on how volunteers feel about their role 
of may have affected demographic groups to different degrees.

D I S C U S S I O N
The Covid-19 pandemic presented a fundamental challenge to 
policing. Tasked with enforcing new and rapidly changing social 
distancing regulations and managing workforce health and 
wellbeing, while balancing existing priorities, placed the police 
under significant heightened pressure. Given the unprecedented 
nature of Covid-19, it is perhaps unsurprising that PSVs experi-
enced a mixed picture of volunteering through the pandemic. It 

is important to reflect on this, both to consider critically ways 
to improve the experience of PSVs in general, but also the pos-
sible benefits of embedding volunteers as part of the policing 
response to future crises.

Findings from survey data presented in this article highlighted 
that, somewhat inevitably, PSVs experienced their existing vol-
unteer roles in policing organisations in different ways. Indeed, 
for almost two-thirds (64%) of survey respondents, volunteer 
roles were suspended. While a section of PSVs in this study 
felt unable to continue volunteering due to shielding or con-
cerns about safety, there were others who wanted to continue 
to volunteer—particularly during a time of national crisis—and 
were disappointed and frustrated not to be able to do so. This 
willingness to ‘do something’ during the pandemic was seen 
more broadly through society (Royal Voluntary Service 2020; 
Kanemura et al. 2022), as were the challenges of meeting this 
with effective volunteer tasking and management. Communi-
cation was also patchy and inconsistent for PSVs in this study, 
with some receiving limited or no forms of messaging and a lack 
of clarity around who they should be communicating with. This 
impacted on PSV engagement with their role and the extent to 
which they felt valued by their police organization.

However, despite clear—at times, insurmountable—chal-
lenges for police organisations in involving volunteers and 
managing ‘business as usual’ (Buchan et al. 2025), the survey 
data highlighted examples of where PSV roles developed and 
adapted throughout the pandemic. Respondents spoke about 
being tasked with Covid-19-related activities such as managing, 
moving, or distributing PPE, supporting vulnerable people in 
the community, training for new roles to cover staff sickness, and 

Table 3. PSVs’ feelings about their role by gender and whether they volunteered during the pandemic or not

Statement Did volunteer during the pandemic 
(‘strongly agree’ responses)

Did not volunteer during the 
pandemic (‘strongly agree’ responses)

Phi χ2 df P

Female
 � I feel valued by my force 46.2% (n = 157/340) 36% (n = 71/197) −0.099 5.245 1 <.05
 � I would describe my morale 

as being good
55.3% (n = 189/342) 41.1% (n = 83/202) −0.137 10.205 1 <.001

 � I feel I am making a differ-
ence through my volunteer-
ing work

48.8% (n = 165/338) 36.5% (n = 69/189) −0.119 7.439 1 <.01

 � The force maximizes the use 
of time that I give them

38.4% (n = 121/315) 24.3% (n = 43/177) −0.144 10.166 1 <.01

 � The force is good at managing 
volunteers

40.9% (n = 132/323) 28.6% (n = 52/182) −0.123 7.599 1 <.01

Male
 � I feel valued by my force 39.6% (n = 188/475) 33.3% (n = 69/207) −0.059 2.395 1 >.05
 � I would describe my morale 

as being good
46.6% (n = 221/474) 38.4% (n = 81/211) −0.077 4.018 1 <.05

 � I feel I am making a differ-
ence through my volunteer-
ing work

45.3% (n = 215/475) 34.2% (n = 69/202) −0.103 7.177 1 <.01

 � The force maximizes the use 
of time that I give them

29.1% (n = 130/447) 22.8% (n = 42/184) −0.064 2.573 1 >.05

 � The force is good at managing 
volunteers

34.1% (n = 150/440) 25.4% (n = 47/185) −0.086 4.552 1 <.05
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delivering food and other resources to officers during long shifts. 
Other tasks (e.g. administration) adapted to remote working 
environments and previously in-person volunteering (e.g. police 
cadet groups) shifted to an online space.

This creativity in shaping new and re-purposed tasks highlights 
the diverse and often frontline nature of the PSV role. For some 
PSVs their volunteering took on renewed significance, through 
new roles and greater capacity to give time due to changes in 
work-life patterns. This was also an opportunity to contribute 
at an uncertain and, for some, socially isolated time. Commu-
nication was experienced positively by many volunteers (albeit 
more likely those who had volunteered over the past year than 
those who had not) with reports of newsletters, online meetings, 
quiz nights, and coffee mornings. Indeed, PSVs who were able to 
continue volunteering during the pandemic reported more posi-
tively on their experiences more broadly, compared to those who 
did not volunteer. Those who had volunteered were more likely 
to strongly agree with a range of statements about their role, with 
feelings of making a difference through their volunteering work 
and feeling that their force maximized the time that they gave 
most strongly associated.

This study has highlighted that, where volunteering was able 
to continue, PSVs formed part of a central response to the pan-
demic through contributing to new and changing patterns of 
working, supporting people in the community, and adapting 
existing volunteer activities to online spaces. However, for the 
majority of survey respondents, volunteering was suspended, 
indicating that police organisations were underprepared to 
engage with PSVs during times of crisis. Indeed, PSVs (and other 
police volunteers) were largely overlooked during the pandemic, 

and have remained notably absent from reflections on the polic-
ing response and strategic thinking going forward. There are rea-
sons why this may have been the case, not least the complexity 
of responding to the global public health emergency alongside 
managing a set of new legislation rushed through parliament. 
However, this also shone a light on the fragility of infrastructures 
often underpinning PSV schemes.

As previous studies have pointed to, volunteers are not ‘free’ 
and considerable infrastructure is required to ensure that pro-
grammes are able to deliver the services they intend to (Huck-
lesby and Corcoran 2016). Organisations that benefit the most 
from volunteers are those with adequately resourced and man-
aged volunteer programmes encompassing leadership, direc-
tion and vision for involving volunteers, an implementation 
framework, operating procedures and appropriate role descrip-
tions, and an effective system of ‘on the ground’ delivery and 
support (Choudhury 2010; Cordery et al. 2015). Inconsisten-
cies in resources to support and develop PSV schemes and a 
general absence of strategic attention and investment have 
been well documented (e.g. Callender et al. 2019). This has 
often resulted in a disparate and piecemeal experience for PSVs, 
which relies on motivated and engaged individuals, rather than 
a sustainable, institutional approach to recognizing, involving, 
and valuing volunteers. A precarious environment such as this 
presents challenges during ‘business as usual’; however, can 
prove insurmountable at times of crisis—themes which have 
been highlighted in this study—compromising the goodwill 
of existing and potential volunteering and leading to missed 
opportunities for volunteers, policing organisations, and the 
wider community.

Table 4. PSVs’ feelings about their role by age (below and above 60 years) and whether they volunteered during the pandemic or not

Statement Did volunteer during the pandemic 
(‘strongly agree’ responses)

Did not volunteer during the 
pandemic (‘strongly agree’ responses)

Phi χ2 df P

Below 60 years
 � I feel valued by my force 43.6% (n = 156/358) 35% (n = 49/140) −0.078 3.056 1 >.05
 � I would describe my morale 

as being good
52.1% (n = 188/361) 40.3% (n = 60/149) −0.107 5.888 1 <.05

 � I feel I am making a differ-
ence through my volunteer-
ing work

52.5% (n = 187/356) 34.6%
(n = 47/136)

−0.161 12.740 1 <.001

 � The force maximizes the use 
of time that I give them

37.7% (n = 127/337) 25.6% (n = 32/125) −0.113 5.900 1 <.05

 � The force is good at managing 
volunteers

41.5% (n = 140/337) 31.5% (n = 41/130) −0.092 3.956 1 <.05

60 years or above
 � I feel valued by my force 42% (n = 189/450) 35.1% (n = 91/259) −0.068 3.242 1 >.05
 � I would describe my morale 

as being good
48.9% (n = 219/448) 39.9% (n = 103/258) −0.087 5.300 1 <.05

 � I feel I am making a differ-
ence through my volunteer-
ing work

43.1% (n = 193/448) 36% (n = 90/250) −0.069 3.337 1 >.05

 � The force maximizes the use 
of time that I give them

29.7% (n = 124/417) 22.9% (n = 53/231) −0.073 3.455 1 >.05

 � The force is good at managing 
volunteers

33.8% (n = 141/417) 25.2% (n = 59/234) −0.089 5.208 1 <.05
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CO N CLU D I N G  T H O U G H TS
As policing organisations reflect on their response to the Covid-
19 pandemic and develop road maps to navigate their way 
through future times of crisis, consideration must be given to 
the role of volunteers as part of this. While other studies have 
considered the impact of Covid-19 on the police more widely 
(e.g. Brown and Fleming 2022; Buchan et al. 2025), PSVs have 
thus far been neglected in these discussions. Volunteers have 
the potential to make a significant contribution to recommen-
dations already taken from policing the pandemic, and police 
organisations should consider their role in supporting and free-
ing up officer time going forward. The nature of volunteer task-
ing would be guided by the details of future crises, but, as police 
volunteers in the Covid-19 pandemic demonstrated, this could 
include resource co-ordination and distribution, administration, 
and communication and engagement across both in-person and 
online spaces. Similarly, Aitkenhead et al. (2022) recognized 
the potential of police volunteers to contribute to workforce co-
ordination and planning, involving communities in conversations 
about resource prioritization, and increasing neighbourhood 
policing capacity (Aitkenhead et al. 2022). Volunteers also have 
potential to support delivery of the 4 ‘Es’ policing approach, which 
was recognized to help maintain relationships with the public and 
preserve policing by consent, particularly the ‘engage’ and ‘explain’ 
elements (Aitkenhead et al. 2022). This contribution seemed par-
ticularly vital during the pandemic, which Buchan et al. (2025) 
found amplified the concept of ‘abstract policing’—a shift away 
from bottom-up community-oriented approaches to a more dis-
tant, top-down experience. However, such involvement must be 
co-ordinated to ensure that volunteer contributions are harnessed 
appropriately (particularly during times of enhanced risk) and 
within the realms of additionality, rather than substitution of paid 
roles (Bullock 2014). Volunteers can form a meaningful part of 
this response, but only when an adequately resourced and sus-
tainable infrastructure to fully understand their potential, identify 
appropriate opportunities, and support, develop, and engage them 
within these as part of the broader policing landscape is in place. 
While volunteers continue to remain peripheral to strategic think-
ing, opportunities to harness such contributions will be missed.
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