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Abstract
Policing organisations across the world are continually increasing the use of volunteers in sup-
port of day-to-day activities as they attempt to deal with unprecedented challenges. The utility 
of this approach is contested by some, with debates concerning the economic, organisational, 
and social benefits of the use of volunteers within policing being paramount. However, it is 
the economic benefits that are often highlighted within this debate as public policing organ-
isations come under increasing pressure, often as a result of reduced funding and increased 
demands for service.

This article explores the potential economic benefits of one such under-reported volunteer role in 
England and Wales, that of the Volunteer Police Cadet (VPC) leader. Based upon original research 
involving VPC leaders, the article explores the commitment of such volunteers and discusses the 
potential economic and social benefits. The results indicate a clear economic benefit for policing 
organisations, whilst highlighting the social benefits for communities at large and for the VPC 
leaders themselves in terms of personal development. This research, whilst purely indicative rather 
than completely representative, illuminates the potential for the use of volunteers across a range 
of roles within policing which may have resonance across a number of countries.
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Introduction

There is an established history of volunteers supporting frontline policing (Bullock & 
Leeney, 2016; Wolf et al., 2017; Dobrin, 2017). Across England and Wales, uniformed police 
volunteers (special constables) can trace their history back to 1831 (Bullock & Leeney, 
2016). In the Netherlands, the routes of the contemporary volunteer uniformed police 
patrol officer (politiesurveillant) has its origins in a model of reserve policing from 1948 
(Van Steden & Mehlbaum, 2018), and in Estonia the role of the volunteer assistant police 
officer was established in 1994 (Ramon, 2020).

There are also a number of other volunteer roles within policing that are often lesser 
known and under researched, and although not necessarily on the frontline, are equally 
valuable to the service. Some Dutch police volunteers donate hours to roles behind the 
scenes, including administration, computing and the staffing of receptions (Van Steden 
& Mehlbaum, 2018), while in Estonia IT specialist are recruited as volunteers to counter 
cyber threats (Hitchcock et al., 2017). O’Connor et al., (2021) report a wide range of roles 
conducted by volunteers within Canadian policing, ranging from supporting crime pre-
vention initiatives and search operations, to acting as role players during training and 
undertaking administrative activities. Whilst across England and Wales, police support 
volunteers (PSVs) also provide many similar ‘behind the scenes’ roles, which differ be-
tween police forces, but can include the staffing of reception areas, the taking of crime 
reports, updating victims of crime, and donating their time to lead, inspire and support 
young people as Volunteer Police Cadet (VPC) leaders.

Devore (1989) identifies police cadet schemes for young people in Australia and the UK 
during the 1930’s and the growth of schemes in the USA during the 1950’s targeted at 
attracting young people towards careers within policing. Schwindt (1998) describes how 
in the 1970s an idea from Switzerland was evolved in Germany as a uniformed volunteer 
traffic cadet scheme for young people, where teenagers were trained to support the 
police controlling the flow of traffic at major events, such as exhibitions or parades.

The contemporary national VPC scheme across England and Wales was launched in 2013 
as a police focused and led inclusive youth organisation (VPC, n.d.). Although no official 
national figure has been published, in the region of 2,300 to 2,500 volunteers, including 
a small number of employed staff, lead the delivery of the VPC scheme across all po-
lice force areas (Callender et al., 2019), supporting almost 18,000 cadets in over 500 units 
(DeMarco & Bifulco, 2020). However, what are the economic benefits to the policing of 
utilising volunteers to lead the cadet schemes?
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Review of the literature

The benefits and challenges of utilising volunteers within policing is often debated by 
Government (Millie, 2019; Löfstrand & Uhnoo, 2020), not least of which, because at face 
value volunteering expands the visible presence of policing at minimal cost whilst also 
continuing to establish and grow the legitimacy desired between the police service and 
communities they serve (Gravelle & Rogers, 2010; Millie, 2019). For example, in the region 
of 3,800 volunteers have been trained and equipped in Sweden to support policing by 
providing a visible and highly recognisable volunteer policing presence (Löfstrand & Uh-
noo, 2020), whilst in Estonia 1,050 volunteer uniformed assistant police officers donate 
the majority of their time on preventative duties such as visible patrols (Ramon, 2020). 
In the Netherlands contemporary volunteer policing consists of almost 1,700 uniformed 
police volunteers who perform similar visible duties as their regular police colleagues, 
and 1,600 Police Support Volunteers, who donate their time to support policing ‘behind 
the scenes’ functions (Van Steden & Mehlbaum, 2018). Across England and Wales slightly 
over 9,500 special constables (Home Office, 2021), who when on duty have the same war-
ranted powers and almost identical uniforms as regular police officers, support front-line 
policing, with additionally just under 8,500 police support volunteers (PSVs) providing 
‘behind the scenes’ functions (ibid.). Whilst in Scotland, volunteer special constables are 
often partnered with a regular officer to corroborate evidence (Dickson, 2015).

Gravelle and Rogers (2010) describe how volunteers can be used to augment the finite 
resources available to policing organisations. As well as the volunteer roles, such as spe-
cial constables across the UK or reserve deputies in the USA, directly supporting frontline 
policing, examples of ‘behind the scenes’ volunteer roles range from the staffing of re-
ception areas or the monitoring of CCTV for the Dutch police (Van Steden & Mehlbaum, 
2018) to supporting victims and witnesses in police forces across England and Wales. 
However, volunteering in policing is not free, it incurs direct and indirect costs for the po-
lice service, such as allowances, the issuing of resources, completing training etc., and it is 
also worthy to note that it can incur costs for the individual volunteers, such as transport 
to/from events, additional clothing, childcare etc. Reported organisational costs vary sig-
nificantly. For example, Dobrin (2017) details how the initial uniform and equipment costs 
for a volunteer police officer in the USA amount to $7,000 (€5931), whilst Schwindt (1998) 
describes how traffic cadet uniforms cost DEM 350 (€178). Hirschmann (2014) identifies 
how volunteer police in Baden-Württemberg, Germany can claim an hourly compensa-
tion of €7 an hour, similarly, special constables in England and Wales who are retained 
on duty beyond 4 hours, but not exceeding 8 hours, can claim up to £7.23 (€8.45) for 
refreshments (Home Office, 2014). There are ongoing debates with regards to such cost 
versus the benefits of utilising volunteers within policing (Gravelle & Rogers, 2010; Van 
Steden & Mehlbaum, 2018).
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Across England and Wales, suggested costs for volunteer roles within policing vary huge-
ly. This is probably related to how direct and indirect costs are measured by individual 
forces. For example, one force reports how it deployed 162 PSVs at a cost of slightly over 
£1,400 (€1,638) each, whereas another force reports deploying 536 PSVs for a little under 
£145 (€169) each (Unison, 2014). A third police force reports training costs for a special 
constable of just under £1,400 (€1,638) each, with uniform and equipment costs in the 
region of £480 (€561.60) (Durham Constabulary, 2015).

Van Steden and Mehlbaum (2018) suggest a blurred vision and ongoing mistrusts in the 
Netherlands with regards to the replacement of paid roles with volunteers. O’Connor 
et al., (2021) also suggest concerns over integrating volunteers within the regular police 
service in Canada due to the perception of replacing paid roles. However, in contrast, the 
Police Federation for England and Wales (the staff association for police constables up to 
the rank of Chief Inspector), view the volunteer special constabulary as an essential part 
of policing (Police Federation, 2021). Although Bullock and Leeney (2016) point out that 
acceptance of the special constables seems to be much higher amongst those police of-
ficers they work with regularly. One of the public service unions which represents police 
staff, Unison (2014), also acknowledge that some volunteer roles, such as those donating 
their time as volunteers with police cadets, are non-controversial, as they are genuine 
voluntary roles not affecting the employment of paid staff. The acknowledgement that 
some volunteer roles are not replacing paid roles is a positive and welcome step. It is 
however important for policy makers to balance the costs associated with recruiting, 
training and equipping policing volunteers with their part-time commitment and likeli-
hood of longevity in their voluntary role (Bullock and Leeney, 2016).

In the United Kingdom (UK), a House of Lords debate (1968) provides details of how uni-
formed police cadets were recruited at 16 and trained towards employment as a police 
constable at the age of 19. However, the contemporary 21st century Volunteer Police Ca-
det (VPC) scheme across England and Wales is a very different entity. The VPC scheme is 
a uniformed youth group within the wider policing family for young people aged 13 to 
18, with over 18,000 cadets (VPC, n.d.). The cadets meet weekly, not to develop into future 
police constables, but rather to adopt a spirit of adventure and become good citizens 
(Citizens in Policing, 2021). Cadets wear a uniform (although it differs across police forces) 
when attending weekly meetings or events, study a structured programme of knowl-
edge and life skills development which includes learning about the structure and history 
of policing across the UK, basic criminal law, first aid, confidence building and teamwork. 
The cadets have the opportunity to visit different policing specialisms (such as neigh-
bourhood, firearms and crime scene investigation departments), support social action in 
local communities (such as anti-theft bike marking campaigns or crime prevention leaflet 
drops) and take part in sport and adventurous activities (ibid.). Similarly structured youth 
policing programmes are described by Anderson et al., (2008) in the USA.
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Across England and Wales there is a National VPC team who lead the development of 
strategy and standards supporting the cadet scheme across the numerous units (VPC, 
2021a). At the centre of the delivery of the unit activities are the VPC leaders, who freely 
donate their time to lead and manage the cadets towards achieving the national VPC 
objectives of youth led social action making a difference in local communities, diverting 
young people away from crime, building trust between young people, communities and 
policing, whilst allowing young people to have a voice within contemporary policing 
(VPC, n.d.). The majority of volunteer cadet leaders come from policing backgrounds, 
such as police officers or staff, but equally citizen volunteers with no policing background 
can also become leaders. All volunteers being vetted by their local police force to nation-
al standards, including a Disclosure and Barring Service check (which reports on any crim-
inal records held), as suitable to work with young people and the vulnerable (VPC, 2021b).

The hours donated by leaders are not fixed but flexible depending on their availability 
and the roles for which they volunteer (VPC, 2021b). These roles range from the teaching 
of cadets during parade evenings or dealing with the required administration, to using 
existing specialist knowledge and skills to supervise community visits or deliver outdoor 
activities (ibid.). Whichever roles the leaders donate their time for, Anderson et al., (2008) 
highlights the importance of establishing supportive relationships between adult leaders 
and young people in community-based youth police programmes, with Pepper and Sil-
vestri (2017) reporting that within the Metropolitan Police VPC scheme, serving London, 
the cadets had strong relationships with their leaders, often sharing the same values and 
norms.

Research Methodology

In the autumn of 2020 the researchers, in collaboration with the National VPC team who 
assisted in identifying established cadet schemes across England and Wales to be in-
volved in the research, developed and administered an ethically approved survey to vol-
unteer police cadet leaders across schemes embedded in six police forces areas.

The self-completion questionnaires and consent forms were administered online to 
103 participants with respondents asked to return completed documents directly to 
the researchers. This enabled those completing the questionnaires to respond freely 
avoiding any sensitivities of returning via gatekeepers. As well as an initial introducto-
ry email being sent to participants before administering the survey, a follow up email 
was also sent to participants encouraging completion following initial administration.  
The questionnaire was constructed to gather background demographic information of 
the respondents, then using a blend of open questions, closed questions and free text 
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boxes to explore a range of data including time volunteering with the scheme, donated 
hours and experiences as a VPC leader.

All completed and returned questionnaires were anonymised and the findings com-
bined to ensure that no individual or cadet scheme could be identified, with the findings 
being analysed by researchers aware of the possible impacts of bias.

The benefits of conducting the research using online methodologies are often explained 
as providing an economical way of reaching out to a geographically spread sample 
groups, and although this was an important aspect in this research, there was an added 
dimension of the need to adhere to the changing risks and rules in relation to COVID-19.

Findings and discussion

The response rate to the survey was limited, with 14 questionnaires (13.6%) received. This 
could be due to a number of reasons including the survey methodology adopted, the 
participants focus elsewhere than the VPC scheme during the Covid-19 pandemic or the 
perceived value and impact of completing the questionnaire. As such, the findings are 
not easily generalisable to the wider population of VPC leaders but do provide a useful 
insight for policy makers.

Chart 1.  Self-reported average weekly hours donated by VPC leaders
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Of the responses received, 8 were completed by male leaders (57%) and 6 female leaders 
(43%), 10 of the leaders (71.4%) were over 35 and only 4 (28.6%) were between 18 and 34 
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years of age, with 11 leaders (78.5%) having volunteered for less than two years and no-
one having volunteered for more than 4 years with the VPC scheme which, at the time 
of the data collection, had been established nationally for 7 years. Of the respondents, 11 
(78.5%) were either in full-time or part-time employment.

Almost two thirds of respondents, 9 (64%), reported donating an average of more than 
3 hours a week, with 1 respondent reporting donating an average of between 9 and 12 
hours a week. Denny et al., (2021) detail how volunteer leaders with the military spon-
sored cadet forces across the UK donate an average of 10 hours a week, with Talbot (2015) 
reporting donating an average of 15 hours a week as a volunteer scout leader. In a re-
search project one special constable reported volunteering for a total of 120 hours in 
a month (Pepper and Wolf, 2015). Talbot (2015) continues to identify how giving time 
freely for a voluntary cause that an individual passionately supports, can lead to volun-
teers overstretching themselves and not managing their other commitments, as a result 
this requires careful management to avoid the feeling of burnout. Such overstretch of 
the volunteers leading to possible burnout is also highlighted by Warren and Garthwaite 
(2015). Talbot (2015) also explores a number of other negative impacts on volunteers such 
as stress, anxiety and excessive demands including at times feeling pressured to deliver a 
service. Similarly, Bullock and Leeney (2016) discuss how volunteers can feel pressured to 
volunteer at times that were not convenient for them.

There is no fixed way of calculating the economic benefits to policing of volunteer-
ing. Volunteering Gloucestershire (2021) describe how using the National Living Wage 
in the UK [currently £8.91 (€10.421) an hour for those over 25] can be utilised to calculate 
the economic value of volunteers, but then continue to discuss how local charities be-
lieve that between £11.50 (€13.45) an £13.50 (€15.79) an hour is a more realistic figure. 
Dostál (2021) describes an alternate approach to calculating the economic value, where 
the value is equal to the number of hours donated times an hourly wage for a similar 
job role. As an example, similar youth leadership jobs advertised across England and 
Wales at the time of writing are with St John Ambulance (2021), who recruit part-time 
youth support workers to lead the planning and delivery of the national NHS Cadet 
programme for those aged between 14 and 18. The programme aims to develop the 
skills of young people for future volunteering within health, and for such paid roles, the 
advertisement states a reimbursement of £11.00 (€12.87) per hour (ibid.). Similar multiple 
part-time youth leadership roles advertised at the same time include Combined Cadet 
Force school staff instructors at £10.53 (€12.32) per hour, high ropes Assistant Outdoor 
Activity Instructors at £10.65 (€12.46) an hour and Activity-based Youth Workers at £9.74 
(€11.39) an hour.

1	 Figures converted 16 July 2021 based on € values of £ = 1.17, $ = 0.85, DEM = 0.51
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Adopting the approach of Dostál (2021), the mean of the four similar part-time youth roles de-
scribed above is calculated at £10.48 (€12.26) an hour. As such, when calculated together, the 
average weekly economic value to the VPC scheme locally and nationally from the self-report-
ed weekly hours donated by the 14 respondents ranges from a weekly minimum of 42 hours, 
equating to £440.16 (€514.98), and a maximum of 81 hours, equating to £848.88 (€993.18), in 
reality it will be somewhere in between. Although these findings are not easily transferrable 
to the whole volunteer cadet leader population numbering over 2,000, if they were trans-
ferred to the 103 possible participants in the survey alone, the weekly hours donated and 
the economic value could equate from a minimum of 309 hours at £3,238.33 (€3,788.83), to a 
maximum of 596 hours, at £6,246.08 ((€7,307.91), a substantial commitment by volunteers with 
significant economic benefits to the VPC scheme and the wider policing family.

It is equally important to recognise that volunteer leaders are not employed and measur-
ing the economic benefits in isolation does not take account of many other benefits from 
volunteering to both communities and individuals. The National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations (2019) suggests volunteering has benefits across stakeholders in terms of 
economic, human, social and cultural capital. Leahy et al., (2020) suggesting that vol-
unteering within policing, in whatever capacity, has a positive impact on engagement 
with local communities, along with enhanced participation by the community itself in 
policing (Dobrin, 2017). This certainly appears to be the case with the range of activities 
executed by VPC leaders, as cadets’ report valuing their involvement and impact in local 
communities (Callender et al., 2019).

Anderson et al., (2008) suggest that young people who engage with such youth polic-
ing programmes feel more comfortable and respected by the police, whilst Callender et 
al., (2019) identified how the VPC scheme had positive impacts on those young people 
who engaged with it. It is therefore worth considering the transferability of other ben-
efits to the police service of the volunteer cadet leaders who champion policing with 
their cadets, as they not only bring transferrable professional skills with them as a vol-
unteer to their role (Millie, 2019; Leahy et al., 2020), but also develop new and enhance 
skills of leading young people whilst improving their confidence in liaising with younger 
communities. DeMarco and Bifulco (2020) report how volunteer cadet leaders describe 
one of the benefits of volunteering as being the opportunities to reach out and support 
young people in local communities. The findings from the current research would tend 
to support this with one VPC leader respondent describing skills of youth engagement 
in the free text, stating how being a volunteer leader allowed them “to work with young 
people from disadvantaged background and gives them an opportunity to see police officers 
in a different light” and another respondent commenting how “For anyone I believe that 
being a VPC Leader can help gain more confidence”. Unsurprisingly, the majority, 12 (85%), of 
the cadet leaders responding either agreed or strongly agreed that the VPC leader role 
assisted them in understanding how to lead and supervise young people.
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Cadet leader skills should also assist in meeting a number of the VPC scheme core objec-
tives of diverting young people away from influences that may have a negative impact 
on them which could lead to the commission of crime, whilst also building trust between 
young people, local communities and policing (VPC, n.d.). Similarly, Denny et al., (2021) re-
port how volunteer leaders describe cadet membership of the military sponsored cadet 
forces as providing a positive alternative to criminal gangs and reduced vulnerability to 
manipulation by radical groups. Such positive engagement by cadet leaders can have 
economic impacts by providing role models, engaging with sometimes hard to reach 
communities whilst arguably reducing crime and the costs of policing, along with ulti-
mately costs to society as a whole. Edmunds et al., (2021) provides details of an evaluation 
of a structured programme of activities implemented to divert young people away from 
crime in New South Wales, Australia, which led to opportunities for significant reduced 
policing costs. However, estimating the costs to policing of dealing with crime (and other 
anti-social behaviour) can vary greatly due to a range of variables including crime type, 
allocated resources, administration etc. This of course also takes no account of costs to 
the wider criminal justice system, victims and so on. Heeks et al., (2018) provide estimates 
of costs for policy makers of some crimes committed across England and Wales, and 
similarly Glaubitz (2016) discusses costs of crime in Germany.

In addition, almost two thirds of respondents in the current research, (64%), either agreed 
or strongly agreed that the role provided new skills and experiences for future roles or 
jobs, Denny et al., (2021) also found similar career benefits for military sponsored cadet 
forces volunteers. The development of these additional transferrable skills may have eco-
nomic benefits within policing, where a significant number of VPC leaders are employed 
(VPC, 2021b), or externally within wider society.

However, given one of the core objectives of the VPC scheme is the engagement by 
cadet units in community actions, almost two thirds of respondents (64%), either dis-
agreed or strongly disagreed that being a volunteer leader made them more aware of 
local community issues, with similar numbers of respondents (57%) either disagreeing or 
strongly disagreeing, that it made them more aware of local issues relating to equality, di-
versity and inclusion. The benefits of volunteers understanding, representing and giving 
back to their local communities is of great importance (Dickson, 2021). As such, a greater 
awareness of local community issues may be an aspect to enhance amongst leaders 
or alternatively the sample may not reflect the broader understanding. Either way, this 
requires further exploration to make the best use of the VPC scheme, the opportunities 
it presents and the valuable economic resource.

Surprisingly, respondents were fairly evenly split as to whether the role of VPC leader 
is appreciated within the police service. However, one respondent commented in the 
free text how “a large part of my force don’t even realise that the cadets exist”. DeMarco and 
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Bifulco (2020) tend to agree, commenting from their research that the VPC scheme was 
perceived as being undervalued by the police service and not seen as a priority due to 
both limited time and resources.

Denny et al., (2015) explore the social impacts on cadets of being a member of a military 
sponsored cadet force, which include less absenteeism from school and increased likeli-
hood of attending further and/or higher education. With the Youth United Foundation 
(2018) adding from their research how membership of a uniformed youth group increas-
es social integration and responsibility. In the same way, the overall value of the VPC 
scheme to society may not necessarily be founded solely in the priorities of the ‘here and 
now’, rather in also meeting the societal needs of the not-too-distant future. Integral to 
the success of the VPC schemes are the volunteer leaders who need to feel part of the 
wider policing organisation.

If there is a need to recruit further volunteer leaders from across the police service, then 
wider promotion of the range of benefits should be promoted across potential volun-
teers as well as the decision makers. Although notably, all 14 (100%) of the respondents 
either agreed or strongly agreed that they would recommend the role of VPC leader to 
anyone interested in helping others.

Conclusion

Gravelle and Rogers (2010) propose that the economic and community advantages of us-
ing volunteers, especially during challenging times, is an option worthy of consideration. 
Although this research is only a limited snapshot in time, the findings suggest that the en-
gagement of volunteer cadet leaders to inspire, lead and support a cohesive young per-
sons’ programme seems a highly viable option for policing, with cadet leaders donating 
significant hours of voluntary work of great economic benefit to the VPC scheme and the 
wider policing family. Such commitments as volunteers requires careful management to 
ensure that in some cases the hours donated are manageable by the individuals. In addi-
tion, the benefits of community engagement and diversion of young people from crime 
add additional value to the volunteer leaders’ worth in a way, which is hard to measure. It 
also appears that the development of transferrable skills by the cadet leaders is not only 
of value to the individual but may also be of value to the policing family.

Opportunities to promote the broader value and impact of the cadet scheme should be 
increased across all levels of policing. Future research could also focus on establishing ac-
curate costs for recruitment, training and equipping of policing volunteers across a range 
of roles, as well as their longevity volunteering, as this will enable an exploration of return 
on investment. In addition, further research should consider the longer-term community 
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impact of schemes such as the VPC programme (and other volunteer schemes), and as 
such identify the wider economic benefits to policing and society as a whole. By doing 
so, organisations and policy makers will be able to better establish the impact of volun-
teers who continue to provide invaluable support across policing.
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