


BACKGROUND TO THE 
RESEARCH



This area has not been 
covered by a national 

survey for over a decade

There’s value in going 
beyond levels of 

participation to how 
volunteers experience it

Understanding the 
volunteer experience is 
even more important in 

changing times

We should remember to 
step into volunteers’ 

shoes

WHY THE VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE?



1. To gain a rounder view of the different ways people 
get involved

2. To look at how volunteering fits into people’s lives 
and the impact it has on them

3. To understand people’s experiences across the 
volunteer journey

4. To consider what a quality volunteer experience looks 
like

5. To explore how to better engage potential volunteers

OUR AIMS & OBJECTIVES



OUR APPROACH

Methodology & Sample

• National survey (GB, 18+) 
10,103 respondents

• YouGov’s panel, via online 
self-completion 
questionnaire (May 2018)

• Data weighted to reflect the 
GB population

Scope & Focus

• Volunteering through 
groups, clubs, organisations

• Recent, former volunteers 
and non-volunteers

• Draws on existing surveys 
but not designed for 
comparability

Existing 
evidence Survey design Fieldwork Analysis & 

Reporting

Stakeholder engagement



WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED?



THE CONTEXT OF PARTICIPATION



OF THOSE SURVEYED, MOST HAVE VOLUNTEERED 
THROUGH AN ORGANISATION OVER THEIR LIFETIME

Around 7 in 10 
Base: All respondents (10,103)



DIVERSITY CONTINUES TO BE AN ISSUE

• 65+ years old
• from higher socio-

economic groups (ABC1)
• educated to a higher level 
• female
• retired or working part 

time (< 8 hours)
• living in town and fringe, 

or rural area

• 25-54 years old
• from lower socio-

economic groups (C2DE)
• educated to a lower level 
• male
• unemployed or not 

working
• living in urban area

Recent volunteers (last 12 months) 
are more likely to be:

Those who have never volunteered 
are more likely to be:

These inequalities don’t just apply to who gets involved but also 
some of the activities they do, especially leadership roles



The simple summary… The more complex reality…

81% volunteer in their own 
local neighbourhood

Of those employed, 82% give 
time outside of work hours, 
not organised by employers

67% volunteer for civil 
society, 17% for public sector 

66% are always / often with 
others

57% undertake a mixture of 
online and offline activities

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)

PEOPLE ARE MORE LIKELY TO VOLUNTEER IN CERTAIN 
WAYS…BUT THE REALITY IS MORE COMPLEX



VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE 
AND IMPACTS



VOLUNTEERS ARE VERY POSITIVE OVERALL ABOUT 
THEIR EXPERIENCE 

% very or fairly satisfied

had or would recommend it 
to family or friends %

% likely to continue in 
the next 12 months

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)



THIS IS A HUGE TESTAMENT TO THE WORK OF 
VOLUNTEER-INVOLVING ORGANISATIONS

feel recognised 
enough

feel well 
supported

84%

83%

agree the process 
of getting involved 
was easy and 
straightforward 

90%

agree there is a 
culture of respect 
and trust

87%

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)



49 44

It broadens my
experience of life

I meet new people

It gives me a sense
of personal

achievement

It makes me feel
like I'm making a

difference

I enjoy it

Definitely agree Tend to agree

Top 5 perceived benefits of volunteering:

93

90

90

89

86

Strongly associated 
- satisfaction & 
retention

Agree (%)

ENJOYMENT SHOULDN’T BE UNDERVALUED

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)



MAKING A DIFFERENCE MATTERS

MOTIVATION

Wanting to help 
people or 
improving things is 
the key reason 
people get involved

IMPACT

90% of recent 
volunteers feel they 
make a difference 
through their 
volunteering 

SATISFACTION

Feeling they make a 
difference is 
strongly associated 
with being satisfied 
and continuing to 
volunteer

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)



Connection with 
the group and 

its cause

Connection with 
other people

Connection with  
local community 

Volunteering most 
commonly takes 

place in community 
spaces (35%) 

68% agree their 
volunteering helps them 
feel less isolated

CONNECTIONS ARE AT THE HEART OF THE VOLUNTEER 
EXPERIENCE 

This was highest among 
18-24 (77%) and 25-34 
year olds (76%)

85% agree that 
they feel they 
belong to the 
organisation

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)



Across certain aspects of their volunteer experience, 
some are less positive than others….

THERE IS NO ROOM FOR COMPLACENCY

Younger  
Disabled

Occasional 
Public sector

ESV
BAME*

Older
Non-disabled

Frequent
Civil society

Non-ESV 
White

*Caution should be taken due to low base sizes



There is also a balance between individuals’ 
expectations and organisational needs

MEETING EXPECTATIONS IS A BALANCING ACT

Over

1/3

agree things could 
be much better 

organised

Around 

1/4

agree there is too 
much bureaucracy

Public sector

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)



PEOPLE WANT TO GIVE TIME ON THEIR OWN TERMS –
VOLUNTEERING ISN’T PAID WORK

Most people are happy with the way their time is managed 
when volunteering, but… 

It’s not just how much time 
volunteers can give, but also 
how that time feels. 

• Frequent

• Public sector

• Employer-supported 
volunteering

• Paid coordinator

Around 1 in 5 
agree their volunteering 
is ‘becoming too much 
like paid work’

Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation



RECOGNITION: A LITTLE GOES A LONG WAY

• Around 4 in 10 say recognition is important…but 
it’s strongly associated with satisfied volunteers

• 84% say they feel recognised enough
• Receiving ‘thanks’ is appreciated

Verbal or written thanks from 
the organisation

Verbal or written thanks from 
the individual helped

Invitation to a celebration or 
social event

Ways respondents thought volunteers would most like to be recognised for the 
help they give* (%)

42

32

28

*Respondents could select more than one answer
Base: All recent volunteers (3,898) – main organisation (if more than one)



EXPERIENCE MATTERS

• Changing circumstances are inevitable

• However, it’s how people experience the different 
elements of the volunteering journey that matters 
most for overall satisfaction and the likelihood 
that they will continue

• This is true for all who have volunteered, 
regardless of who they are

Experience matters for future involvement



ENGAGING VOLUNTEERS 
FOR THE FUTURE



THERE IS POTENTIAL FOR FUTURE ENGAGEMENT 
ACROSS ALL GROUPS 

Most likely to get 
involved again in the 
next 12 months

Least likely to get 
involved in the 

next 12 months



IF WE’RE TO BROADEN THE DIVERSITY OF VOLUNTEERS, 
WE NEED TO TACKLE BARRIERS STEP BY STEP

Of those who had never 
volunteered,

‘I have never thought 
about it’ 

is one of their key 
reasons for not being 

involved (19%)

Base: Respondents who had never volunteered (3,077)



WE CAN’T IGNORE THE ISSUE OF TIME (BUT…) 

27

25

16

Base: Respondents who had not volunteered within past 3 years/ ever 
(5068)

Being flexible with the time 
committed is most likely to 
encourage potential volunteers

I do other things 
with my spare time

I don’t want to make an 
ongoing commitment

I have not been 
asked

Key barriers to getting involved:

Most popular future opportunities 
include those which:

Make use of their existing 
skills and experience

Look enjoyable and 
fun to be part of

Combine with an existing 
hobby or interest

Dipping in and out/
involvement in one-off 
events



OUR CONCLUSIONS



QUALITY, NOT JUST QUANTITY

• It’s not just a numbers game

• We need to:

• continue to provide a quality 
experience for those who are 
already volunteering, and 

• offer a quality experience through 
opportunities that will attract 
potential volunteers



WHAT MIGHT A QUALITY EXPERIENCE LOOK LIKE?



• Employer-supported 
volunteering (released 
June 2019)

• Public services (due Nov 
2019)

• Diversity (due Mar 2020)
…and more

Reports focusing on key 
themes

Main report 

Summary report 

WHAT’S AVAILABLE FOR YOU 
www.ncvo.org.uk/timewellspent  



Véronique Jochum
veronique.jochum@ncvo.org.uk

Amy McGarvey 
amy.mcgarvey@ncvo.org.uk

www.ncvo.org.uk/timewellspent  
#TimeWellSpent

THANK YOU



NCVO champions the voluntary sector and 
volunteer movement to create a better society.
We connect, represent and support over 14,000 
voluntary sector member organisations, from the 
smallest community groups to the largest 
charities.
This helps our members and their millions of 
volunteers make the biggest difference to the 
causes they believe in.

• Search for NCVO membership
• Visit www.ncvo.org.uk/join
• Email membership@ncvo.org.uk


