
Working for the Third Sector  
 
Also known as the ‘not for profit’, ‘community/voluntary’ or the ‘charitable’ sector.  Most charities are 
registered with the Charity Commission and must fulfil certain criteria to get legal charitable status. There 
are around 170,000 registered charities in Britain varying enormously in size and income. Some of the 
largest include Oxfam, The National Trust, Cancer Research UK, Barnardo’s, British Heart Foundation, 
NSPCC, Salvation Army, Scope. 
 
The Office of Civil Society (previously Office for the Third Sector) is the governmental office overseeing 
national policy for the sector. 
 
Unlike the private sector, charities do not make a profit and are mostly funded by a mixture of individual and 
corporate donations, government grants, grants from charitable trusts and foundations, lottery funding, 
sales of services/goods and, more recently, government contracts.  
 
Since this kind of funding can be unpredictable and less secure, fixed term contracts (for one or two years) 
can be more common in this sector. Financial constraints also mean that employer benefits such as leave 
entitlement and salaries are below private sector levels. It is also uncommon for charities to run employer 
pension schemes. However, job satisfaction is said to be higher within this sector than any other. 
 

Current and future trends  
The sector has developed dramatically over the last two decades, with tighter regulation and a drive 
towards increasing professionalism. Organisations will need to adapt further over the coming months and 
years as a result of government policy. This sees charities and voluntary organisations playing a larger role 
in delivering public services, possibly even competing against private companies for service delivery 
contracts. Charitable organisations also face financial challenges as a result of the 2010 recession and 
government cutbacks into 2011-2012.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
More recent reports from Skills – Third Sector, the government department focused on the third sector, 
reports an increase in employment activity throughout the sector (February 2013) although many of these 
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Over the last 10 years the VCS [voluntary and charity sector] has grown significantly. Income has 
increased by over 5% per year in real terms, from £25.1billion in 2000/1 to £35.5billion in 2007/8. The 
sector has also become more diverse, providing a wide range of services to greater numbers of people.  
 
The role of the sector in public service delivery has increased, stimulating debates around the 
relationship between the state and the sector. In terms of how the sector is funded there has been a 
move from grants to contracts. Statutory income to the sector has increased, government contracts 
were worth £4.0bn in 2000/1 which had risen to £9.1bn by 2007/8, but over the same period income 
from government grants fell slightly from £4.1bn to £3.7bn.  
 
The professionalisation of the sector has been a large topic of discussion – there are now over 170,000 
voluntary organisations in the UK employing 668,000 people. The skills required to work in the VCS, the 
evidence required to comply with funder requirements, and the adherence to both occupational 
guidelines as well as legislation, have also changed.  
 
However, boom time is over for the sector. Imminent public spending cuts mean that many VCS 
organisations now face a real challenge to maintain their levels of activity. With a new government 
comes a new agenda, and the Big Society idea, combined with the constrained public finances presents 
a real challenge to the sector – as well as potential opportunities. 



opportunities are of a part-time or temporary nature. The Labour Force Survey reports an increase of 
around 18,000 new recruits to the sector over July – September 2012 period. 
 

Job types available 
Despite the current challenges, there are opportunities for growth and development in the sector. There are 
also a wide range of jobs available for talented and experienced graduates: 
 
 “Anyone who thinks working in this sector consists of collecting old clothes for refugees, or rattling a 
collecting box on a windy street corner, hasn’t been inside the head office of a major national or 
international charity recently. Today many of these organisations have annual budgets running into millions, 
staff clock up vast numbers of air miles as they fly from one outpost to another, and governments consult 
their officials. Not all the jobs are so high profile, and you certainly won’t start out at the top, but with the 
huge range of interesting and diverse jobs in this sector there is usually something for anyone with a skill to 
offer, from logistics to IT.” Getting into the Voluntary Sector, Verite Reily Collins, 2000 
 
The majority of charitable organisations are now extremely professional in the way they function, increasing 
job opportunities for skilled and experienced graduates. There are openings in: 

 Business Management 

 Marketing 

 IT 

 Finance 

 Administration 

 Press and PR 

 Human Resources 

 Research 

 Project Management 

 Campaigning 

 Fundraising/Development 

 Subject specific roles such as engineering, youth work or sports may also be required depending on 
the organisation.  

 

Getting into the sector 
The third sector is a very competitive area to get into and charitable organisations will most often want to 
see relevant work experience (often voluntary work) from applicants as well as a demonstrable 
passion/interest in that organisation’s work. Spend your time at university wisely, making use of every 
opportunity to gain work experience in your preferred field! 
 
The most common soft skills required by third sector organisations include project management, 
organisation, communication, interpersonal, flexibility, team work, leadership, problem solving and working 
to deadlines and under pressure. Throughout your time at university aim to undertake activities that develop 
and use these skills.  
 
Frequently advertised in the third sector are fundraising and campaigning jobs and these could be good 
ways into the sector if you don’t have a specific skill to offer and lack experience. 
 
If you want to work for an international charity, you will increase your chances of getting a job if you can 
speak more than one language and have some international awareness. 
 
Selection processes for jobs in the third sector may vary, depending on the nature of the role and the size 
of the organisation. Larger charities are more likely to employ a lengthier selection process which may 
include application form, interview, psychometric tests, assessment centres, group work and presentation. 
Other charities will ask for submission of a CV or application form followed by an interview if shortlisted. 



Graduate Schemes and Internships 
Very few charities offer graduate training schemes; some offer internships. See the following for more 
information: 
 
 Graduate Schemes and Internships in the charity sector - http://targetjobs.co.uk/career-sectors/public-service-

charity-and-social-work  

 International Development opportunities - www.bond.org.uk/pages/internships-and-volunteering.html 

 Charity Works www.charity-works.co.uk – 12
 
month graduate development programme aimed for the charity 

sector starting each September. Recruitment begins in February, closing in May. The selection process consists 
of: Application form > two psychometric tests > Assessment centres.  

 

Job Vacancies 
Charitable jobs are advertised in the following key places: 
 
Newspapers 

 The Guardian (Monday, Wednesday and 
Saturday) 

 Daily Telegraph (Thursday) 

 The Times (Thursday) 

 The Independent (Monday and Thursday) 
 

Charity press online 
 Third Sector www.thirdsector.co.uk  

 Charity Job www.charityjob.co.uk 

 ICFM Recruitment Update www.institute-of-
fundraising.org.uk/jobsandcareers 

 Voluntary Sector Jobs 
http://voluntarysectorjobs.co.uk 

 
As well as looking for job vacancies, you could send your CV speculatively to organisations you are interested in. See 
our Information Sheets entitled Creating a winning CV and Covering Letters in the Careers Library or on the Careers 
and Employability portal. 

 

More information 
For more information on third sector entry and requirements, future trends, job roles and employers see: 
 
 Prospects: Charity and Development Work - www.prospects.ac.uk/industries_charity_overview.htm  

 Target Jobs: Getting into the charity/not for profit sector - http://targetjobs.co.uk/career-sectors/charity-not-for-profit  

 Skills – Third Sector - www.skills-thirdsector.org.uk/about_the_sector 

 Volunteering opportunities - www.do-it.org.uk  

 Also see our Work Experience leaflet in the Careers Library or on the Careers and Employability Portal. 

 International Development - www.bond.org.uk/  

 The Charity Commission - www.charity-commission.gov.uk/ 

 The National Council for Voluntary Organisations - www.ncvo-vol.org.uk 

 The Office of Civil Society - www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resource-library/office-civil-society-structure-finalised  

 

 

 

Disclaimer. The information provided in this document is intended as a guide only. You would need to verify any 
official detail with appropriate authorities before acting on it. We do not accept liability for any inaccuracies within this 
document. 
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