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1 Introduction:	trends	in	voluntary	action	by	individuals	
A	defining	characteristic	of	the	third	sector	is	voluntarism:	the	willingness	of	citizens	to	
give	time,	without	monetary	reward,	to	voluntary	organisations	(formal	volunteering)	or	
to	individuals	or	neighbours	in	their	communities	(direct,	or	informal,	volunteering).	
Consideration	of	trends	in	the	level	of	voluntary	activity	therefore	provides	important	
information	about	whether	it	is	possible	to	expand	the	impact	of	the	third	sector	through	
an	extension	of	volunteering.		

The	United	Nations	(2011)	has	referred	to	voluntary	action	as	an	“essential	renewable	
resource”	for	social	development.	That	statement	raises	a	number	of	questions	about	the	
nature	of	that	resource:	something	which	has	direct	benefits,	in	the	form	of	services	
delivered,	support	given	to	individuals,	or	funds	raised,	or	something	which	has	latent	or	
indirect	benefits	to	society	more	generally	(Kamerade	(2015)	has	recently	differentiated	
between	these	various	benefits)?	In	the	context	of	social	capital	debates	there	are	
arguments	as	to	had	whether	volunteering	is	a	cause	of	social	capital	or	an	outcome	of	it,	
and	whether	voluntary	action	generates	the	beneficial	social	and	economic	consequences	
which	its	advocates	claim	(e.g.	are	high	levels	of	participation	associated	with	enhanced	
trust,	or	is	it	the	case	that	those	who	are	more	trusting	to	begin	with	become	engaged?).		

Those	questions	have	attracted	extensive	academic	attention.	The	topic	has	featured	in	
prominent	work	on	social	capital,	as	in	Putnam’s	emphasis	on	the	“civic	generation”	that	
fought	in	World	War	II	and	subsequently	contributed	substantially	to	community	life	in	
the	USA	(Putnam,	2000).	There	are	extensive	critiques	of	the	concept	of	social	capital	as	
well	as	challenges	to	the	interpretations	of	social	trends	advanced	by	various	
commentators	(e.g.	Fine,	2010).	But	one	of	the	central	points	of	contention	is	whether	
there	are	identifiable	trendsc	in	the	levels	of	engagement.	

Politicians	have	also	sought	to	expand	voluntary	action,	either	as	a	good	in	its	own	right,	
as	a	necessity,	in	the	context	of	reductions	in	public	expenditure,	or	as	something	which	
will	be	of	benefit	to	particular	subgroups	of	the	population	(for	example,	in	terms	of	
improved	prospects	of	obtaining	employment,	or	better	health	and	well-being).	Well	
before	the	current	Prime	Minister’s	enunciation	of	his	concept	of	the	“Big	Society,”	British	
governments	have	formally	promoted	voluntarism	since	at	least	the	establishment	of	the	
Volunteer	Centre	in	1973.	It	is	true	that	the	means	through	which	they	did	this	have	
varied,	as	have	the	emphases	on	the	ends	which	they	wish	to	attain.	But	an	examination	
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of	party	political	manifestoes	over	the	post-Second	World	War	period	in	the	UK	shows	a	
steady	increase	in	the	space	given	to	voluntary	action	(Chaney,	2014).	In	different	ways,	
the	post-1979	governments	have	all	sought	an	increase	in	voluntary	action	–	which	is	not	
to	say	that	they	have	all	believed	that	government	is	able	to	increase	it,	nor	is	it	to	
suggest	that	they	have	all	subscribed	to	the	same	policies.	Times	may	be	hard	but	
expectations	are	high:	indeed	Rochester	et	al	(2010,	1)	argued	that	the	"current	weight	of	
expectation	about	the	contribution	[volunteering]	can	make…	has	never	been	greater".	It	
is	reasonable,	therefore,	to	ask	what	evidence	there	is	about	levels	of	volunteering,	and	
about	how	levels	of	volunteering	have	changed	over	time.		

Central	to	debates	about	the	impact	of	the	third	sector	in	British	public	policy	in	recent	
decades	has	been	the	assumption	that	the	level	of	citizen	engagement	can	be	increased.	
There	are	discourses	of	both	virtue	and	necessity	here.	In	political	rhetoric,	voluntary	
action	has	served	as	an	important	symbol	of	a	new	direction	in	policy	–	its	renewal	being	
a	token	of	governmental	attempts	to	reverse	the	ratchet	of	ever-increasing	state	
expenditure,	or	to	distinguish	political	parties	from	their	right-	or	left-wing	predecessors	
(Cameron	and	Blair,	respectively).	Optimistic	commentators	highlight	the	potential	boost	
to	volunteering	from	demographic	change,	emphasising	the	significant	productive	
contributions	to	society	that	might	be	expected	from	the	retirement	of	the	baby	boom	
generation.	Resisting	negative	economic	discourses	about	the	fiscal	burden	of	
demographic	change,	the	Commission	on	the	Voluntary	Sector	and	Ageing	(2015) 
demonstrate	the	very	considerable	share	of	voluntary	work	that	is	undertaken	by	the	
elderly	population.	The	assumption	being	made	here	is	that	the	elderly	will	continue	to	
engage	in	volunteering	at	the	same	rate	as	their	counterparts	from	previous	generations.	
More	negatively,	public	expenditure	projections	imply	that	maintenance	of	existing	levels	
of	service	provision	is	likely	to	be	impossible	without	considerable	commitment	from	
volunteers.	Illustrative	of	the	ways	in	which	this	is	becoming	a	default	assumption	is	the	
enquiry	by	Kate	Lampard	QC	(2014)	into	the	NHS’s	internal	investigations	of	the	criminal	
activities	of	Jimmy	Savile.	Because	of	his	extensive	voluntary	activity	and	fundraising	for	
hospitals,	Savile	was	able	to	gain	access	to	very	large	numbers	of	vulnerable	individuals	
who	he	then	assaulted	and	abused.	The	context	in	which	he	was	able	to	do	so	was	one	of	
resource	shortage,	in	which	NHS	authorities	welcomed	his	fundraising	but	did	not	have	in	
place	appropriate	safeguards	against	his	criminal	activities.	Lampard’s	report	assumed	
that	by	necessity,	resource	constraints	mean	that	the	NHS	will	rely	to	a	very	much	greater	
extent	on	volunteers	in	the	future,	and	she	therefore	placed	great	stress	on	structures	for	
the	management	of	their	involvement.		
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How	realistic	are	the	expectations	that	levels	of	volunteering	can	be	increased?	Which	
groups	and	communities	are	most	likely	to	engage	and	to	benefit	from	such	an	increase?	
And	what	happens	when	governments	seek	such	additional	engagement?	Are	citizens	
committed	to	increasing	their	engagement,	cynical	about	the	motivations	of	those	who	
ask	them	to	do	so,	or	constrained	by	material	circumstances	from	becoming	more	
involved?	Can	we	expand	the	proportion	of	citizens	engaged	in	their	communities	in	
response	to	austerity	or	to	other	emerging	demands?	Should	we	be	optimistic	about	the	
prospects	for	voluntarism	and	is	there	more	that	politicians	and	policy-makers	can	do	to	
promote	it?	The	focus	on	the	UK	is	defensible,	in	a	European	project,	for	two	main	
reasons:	the	availability	of	high-quality	survey	data	over	a	long	time	period,	and	a	long	
history	of	policy	intervention.		

The	paper	begins	with	a	review	of	the	ways	in	which	voluntary	action	has	been	measured,	
and	then	summarises	the	results	of	a	number	of	surveys	covering	the	past	three	decades,	
including	both	cross-sectional	and	longitudinal	analyses.	The	latter	include	work	on	the	
evidence	for	cohort	variations	in	engagement,	as	suggested	by	Putnam,	and	on	the	
effects	of	economic	conditions	on	levels	of	engagement	both	in	the	short-	and	long	term.	
This	is	followed	by	a	consideration	of	demographic	change	and	the	likely	future	supply	of	
volunteers,	demonstrating	the	apparent	age-related	variations	in	volunteering	are	largely	
explained	by	socioeconomic	characteristics	of	individuals,	and	a	discussion	of	qualitative	
evidence	on	whether	or	not	individuals	wish	to	become	more	engaged	in	their	
communities.	A	brief	discussion	of	policies	to	support	volunteering	is	then	presented	and	
section	6	concludes.		

2 Measurement	and	meaning:	research	methods	and	
their	effect	on	the	measurement	of	voluntary	action	

There	is	a	lot	of	disagreement	in	this	area.	Famously,	“methodology	is	destiny”	(Rooney	et	
al.,	2004):	how	we	define	voluntary	action	influences	the	results	we	get	from	research	
into	it.	Unfortunately	measures	of	voluntary	effort	have	not	been	implemented	
consistently	over	time.	Salamon	and	Sokolowski	(2011)	referred	to	apparent	“gyrations”	
in	the	propensity	of	British	citizens	to	engage	in	voluntary	acts	because	reported	
proportions	of	engagement	vary	from	as	low	as	2%	to	somewhere	in	excess	of	40%,	but	
the	variations	are	largely	a	function	of	the	different	instruments	used	in	the	surveys	being	
compared.		
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Drawing	on	Staetsky	and	Mohan	(2011)	I	distinguish	between	three	types	of	surveys	that	
address	involvement	in	volunteering.	First,	a	number	of	surveys	have	a	specific	aim	of	
assessing	the	proportion	and	characteristics	of	population	involved	in	voluntary	activities.	
These	are	referred	to	as	‘topical	surveys’.	These	are	the	National	Survey	of	Voluntary	
Activity	(NSV)	and	the	Citizenship	Survey	(CS)1.	These	surveys	were	sponsored	by	the	
government	departments	or	units	specializing	in	society	and	community	issues	and/or	by	
the	bodies	specializing	in	volunteering	research2.	‘Topical	surveys’	allow	an	in-depth	study	
of	the	phenomenon	of	individual	volunteering	but	also	of	related	activities	such	as	
informal	individual	help,	charitable	donations	and	receipt	of	voluntary	help	by	general	
public.	Second,	there	are	‘general	purpose’	surveys,	such	as	the	British	Household	Panel	
Survey	(BHPS)	and	the	General	Household	Survey	(GHS)	which	included	questions	or	
modules	on	volunteering.	Such	surveys	collect	less	detailed	information	on	volunteering	
than	‘topical’	surveys	but	the	former	typically	have	longer	histories	of	operation.	Finally,	
there	are	some	surveys	which	are	not	dedicated	to	the	issue	of	volunteering	but	which	
nevertheless	address	issues	of	social	attitudes,	values	and	the	scope	and	nature	of	civic	
participation,	such	as	the	British	Social	Attitudes	Survey	(BSA),	the	European	Social	Survey	
(ESS)	and	the	National	Survey	of	Culture,	Leisure	and	Sport	(NSCLS)	which,	too,	included	
single	questions	or	modules	on	voluntary	activities.	These	are	referred	to	here	as	
‘specialized’	surveys,	but	are	not	discussed	here	for	reasons	of	space	(see	Staetsky	and	
Mohan	for	summaries	of	results	from	these).		

Table	1	summarizes	the	principal	characteristics	of	different	surveys	used	in	this	paper:	
their	methods,	coverage	in	terms	of	periods,	populations	and	geography,	sampling	
procedure	and	number	of	cases	available	for	analysis	for	each	survey.	

Questions	on	individual	volunteering	were	asked,	across	all	surveys,	on	over	30	occasions	
between	1981	and	2015.	There	have	also	been	other	methods	for	investigation	of	
volunteering	such	as	the	in-depth	reporting	of	daily	activities	in	the	Time	Use	Survey	
(2000;	Fisher,	2010).	

At	least	two	estimates	belonging	to	different	points	in	time	are	available	for	each	survey,	
while	the	GHS,	BHPS,	CS	and	NSV	allow	construction	of	trends	in	individual	volunteering.	
As	we	shall	see,	though,	they	offer	widely	varying	reports	of	involvement.

																																																								
1	Also	known	as	the	People,	Families	and	Communities	Survey	and	Communities	Study.	
2	The	National	Centre	for	Volunteering	(formerly	The	Volunteer	Centre)	and	the	Institute	for	
Volunteering	Research.	



	 6	

Table	1.	Summary	of	characteristics	of	key	British	surveys	that	have	included	questions	on	volunteeringi	

Survey	 Survey	
objective	

Method	 Period	
covered	
by	
survey		

Times	when	
the	question	
on	
volunteering	
is	included	

Population	
coverage	

Geographical	
coverage	

Sampling	
procedure	

Response	
level	

Number	of	
cases	
available	
for	analysis	

BHPS	
(absorbed	into	
Understanding	
Society,	2009–
)	

‘general	
purpose’	

longitudinal	 1991	
onward	

1996,	1998,	
2000,	2002,	
2004,	2006,	
2008,	2011,	
2013,	2015	

Age	16	and	
over	

United	
Kingdom	
(excl.	remote	
parts	of	
Scotland)	

multi-
stage	
stratified	
random	
(initial	
selection)	

57%–62%	 ~10,000	
(post	2009:	
over	
50,000)	

GHS	 ‘general	
purpose’	

repeated	
cross-
sectional;	
transition	
to	
longitudinal	
in	2006	

1971	
onward	

1981,	1987,	
1992,	2004	

Age	16	and	
over	

Great	Britain	 multi-
stage	
stratified	
random	

80%–83%	 18,000–
21,000	

CS	(continues	
as	Community	
Life,	2012–)	

topical	 repeated	
cross-
sectional;	
continuous	
design	
from	2007	

2001-
2011	

2001,	2003,	
2005,	2007,	
continuously	
2008-10;		

Age	16	and	
over	

England	and	
Wales	

multi-
stage	
stratified	
random		

63%–68%	 10,000–
14,000;	
Community	
Life	Survey	
2500–6000	

NSV	 topical	 repeated	
cross-
sectional	

1981–
2006	

1991,	1997,	
2006	

1981,	
1991/1997:	
age	18	

1991/1997:	
United	
Kingdom	

multi-
stage	
stratified	

1991:	
63%	
	

1,500–
1,600	
(years	1991	
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i	Note:	More	detailed	information	on	the	response	rates	can	be	obtained	from	the	following	sources:	
BHPS-Taylor	et	al.		(2009).;	CS-Smith	and	Wands	(2003);	Michaelson	et	al.	(2006);	Munton	and	Zurawan	(2004).	GHS-ONS	(2009).		NSV,	2006	–	
Low	and	Butt	(2007);	NSV,	1991,	1997	–	BMRB	International	(1998).	
	

years	and	
over	
2006:	age	
16	years	
and	over	

2006:	
England	

random	 1997:	
51%	
	
2006:	
60%	

and	1997)		
2,700	(year	
2006)	
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Tarling	(2000)	argued	that	differences	in	the	definitions	of	volunteering	employed	by	
different	surveys	largely	account	for	the	observed	differences	between	surveys’	findings.	
Careful	attention	should	be	paid	to	the	wording	of	questions	and	the	possibility	that	
question	wording	can	affect	the	inclinations	of	the	respondents	to	report	(or	not	to	
report)	certain	types	of	activities.	In	some	respects	the	questions	used	to	identify	
involvement	in	volunteering	are	quite	similar	across	surveys.	Most	surveys	define	
voluntary	activity	as	a	group	activity,	i.e.	activity	implying	involvement	in	groups	or	
organisation,	enabling	one	to	draw	a	clear	distinction	between	volunteering	and	informal	
individual	help.	All	surveys	ask	about	involvement	within	a	period	of	12	months	prior	to	
the	survey	date.	Most	surveys	ask	about	frequency	of	involvement	and	those	that	do	
employ	similar	response	categories	(once	a	week,	at	least	once	a	month	etc.).	However,	
there	are	differences	in	survey	methodology	which	may	be	thought	to	influence	results.	
In	certain	cases	the	involvement	in	volunteering	was	measured	with	a	single	question;	in	
others	a	set	or	a	sequence	of	questions	was	presented	on	the	basis	of	which	involvement	
in	volunteering	was	derived.	Other	relevant	information	for	understanding	of	the	survey	
process	and	interpretation	of	results	includes	mode	of	data	collection,	contextual	
information	about	surveys	and	instructions	to	interviewers	of	each	survey;	we	have	
previously	summarised	these	(Staetsky	and	Mohan,	2011)	and	also	identified	some	areas	
of	confusion	in	individual	surveys	(about	what	can	be	considered	as	volunteering)	or	
inconsistency	between	surveys	in	measurement.	

All	surveys	enable	us	to	identify	volunteers	as	those	who	do	unpaid	voluntary	work	within	
the	span	of	the	past	12	months,	and	differentiate	between	volunteering	through	
organisational	settings.	Also,	most	surveys	ask	about	frequency	of	involvement	–	a	
feature	which	makes	it	possible	to	identify	those	most	consistently	involved	in	
volunteering,	for	example,	those	involved	with	a	frequency	of	at	least	once	a	month.		

This	section	examines	trends	and	levels	of	individual	level	voluntary	activity	as	shown	by	
different	surveys.	Table	2	shows	levels	and	trends	in	individual	involvement	in	
volunteering	across	different	surveys.	For	each	survey,	if	possible,	we	present	two	types	
of	measures:	an	inclusive	and	a	restrictive	definition	of	volunteering.	In	relation	to	each	
survey	an	inclusive	definition	usually	relies	on	a	basic	survey	question	clarifying	whether	
the	respondent	did	unpaid	voluntary	work	during	12	months	preceding	the	survey	
thereby	approximating	annual	rate	of	involvement	in	volunteering.	A	restrictive	definition	
– not	available	for	all	surveys	–	focuses	on	those	who	did	unpaid	voluntary	work	with
frequency	of	at	least	once	a	month.	Certain	figures	in	Table	2	are	highlighted	in	bold.
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Table	2.	Proportion	involved	in	volunteering:	findings	from	different	surveysi	

Survey	 1981	 1991	 1992–
96	

1997	 1998	 1999	 2000	 2001	 2002	 2003	 2004	 2005	 2006	 2007	 2011	

General	purpose	surveys	

BHPS	

Do	unpaid	
voluntary	work	
– incl.	def.

20.0	 18.7	 19.1	 28.0	 19.4	 18.3	

Do	unpaid	
voluntary	work	
– restr.	def.

11.4	 10.7	 10.9	 11.0	 10.5	 10.3	

GHS	

Given	unpaid	
help	to	a	group	
– incl.	def.

23.0	 24.2	 36.0	

Given	unpaid	
help	to	a	group	
– restr.	def.

N/A	 N/A	 21.6	

Topical	surveys	

CS	

Given	unpaid	
help	to	a	group	
– incl.	def.

39.1	 42.9	 44.6	 42.7	 40.3	

Given	unpaid	
help	to	a	group	
– restr.	def.

26.2	 28.4	 29.3	 27.4	 25.1	



10	

NSV	

Current	
volunteer	–	
incl.	def.	

44.0	 48.9	 46.9	 58.8	

Current	
volunteer	–	
restr.	def.	

27.0	 28.0	 27.8	 38.7	

Source:	UK	Data	Archive.	

i	Note:	(1)	BHPS:	Inclusive	definition	–	does	unpaid	voluntary	within	last	year	work	at	least	once	a	week,	at	least	once	a	month,	several	times	a	
year	or	once	a	year	or	less,	restrictive	definition	–	did	unpaid	voluntary	work	within	last	year	and	at	least	once	a	month.	CS:	Inclusive	definition	
– involvement	within	past	12	months,	restrictive	definition	–	involvement	within	past	12	months	and	at	least	once	a	month.	NSV:	Inclusive
definition	–	volunteered	within	the	last	year,	restrictive	definition	–	volunteered	within	the	last	year,	with	frequency	of	once	a	month	or	more.
GHS	2004:	Inclusive	definition	–	gave	unpaid	help	to	any	groups,	clubs	or	organisations	in	any	of	the	ways	during	the	last	12	months,	restrictive
definition	–	gave	unpaid	help	to	any	groups,	clubs	or	organisations	in	any	of	the	ways	during	the	last	12	months	with	frequency	of	at	least	once
a	month.	Information	collected	using	a	special	module.	GHS	1992:	Inclusive	definition:	gave	unpaid	help	to	any	groups,	clubs	or	organisations
in	any	of	the	ways	during	the	last	12	months	apart	from	trade	unions	and	political	parties.
(2) Data	for	the	NSV	in	1991	and	1997	and	for	the	GHS	in	1992	are	unweighted.	For	the	GHS	no	weighting	was	available	prior	to	2001,	and
weights	are	not	supplied	with	the	files	in	2004.
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These	figures	may	be	inflated	due	to	particular	wording	of	questions	and	therefore	are	
not	directly	comparable	to	other	figures	in	the	table,	even	within	the	same	survey.		

Discussion	first	focusses	on	the	findings	of	surveys	that	allow	examination	of	trends,	i.e.	
the	BHPS,	CS	and	NSV.	According	to	the	inclusive	definition	implemented	by	the	BHPS	the	
proportion	of	people	involved	in	volunteering	is	around	20%	without	much	change	over	
the	period	of	1996-2011.	The	proportion	of	people	with	frequent	involvement	in	
volunteering	is	around	11%,	also	without	major	fluctuations	or	a	clear	upward	or	
downward	trend.	According	to	the	CS	(inclusive	definition),	the	proportion	of	those	
involved	in	volunteering	in	2001–11	was	higher	than	in	the	BHPS	by	a	factor	of	1.7–2.4,	
i.e.	it	is	about	43%,	and	it	was	around	28%	according	to	the	restrictive	definition.	In	the
NSV	the	proportion	involved	in	volunteering	is	somewhat	higher	than	in	the	CS,	reflecting
the	more	in-depth	prompting	of	this	survey,	and	there	is	some	indication	of	a	possible
upwards	trend	in	volunteering	between	1997	and	2006.	There	is	an	apparent	anomaly	in
the	data	from	the	BHPS	which	indicated	a	short-term	increase	in	volunteering	in	2002
from	20%	to	28%	which	appears	to	equally	affect	males	and	females	on	one	hand,	and	to
be	especially	pronounced	in	younger	age	groups	and	among	people	with	higher	levels	of
education,	on	the	other	hand.	It	was	not	clear	what	could	account	for	this	phenomenon.
The	apparent	increase	from	2000	–	2002	equated	to	roughly	a	40%	increase	in	the	rate	of
volunteering,	which	seemed	implausible;	the	rather	prosaic	explanation	is	in	fact	a
change	in	the	options	presented	to	respondents	in	2002	for	recording	of	the	frequency
with	which	they	volunteered	(see	Staetsky	and	Mohan,	2011,	for	further	details).

To	summarize,	the	overall	impression	in	relation	to	the	level	of	involvement	in	
volunteering	is	that	it	is	within	the	range	of	20%–50%	of	adult	population	when	annual	
rate	of	involvement	is	in	question	and	in	the	range	of	10%–30%	in	relation	to	
volunteering	on	a	monthly	basis.	The	impression	in	relation	to	the	trend	is	that	over	a	
period	of	1981–2005	relative	stability	of	involvement	into	volunteering	was	observed.	
Subsequently,	however,	the	Citizenship	Survey	reports	a	decline	and	in	2009–10	was	
reporting	volunteering	at	around	40%	of	the	population	on	a	broad	definition,	and	under	
25%	volunteering	once	a	month	or	more	frequently.	However,	later	waves	of	this	survey	
and	its	successor,	Community	Life,	suggest	an	upturn	(see	below).		

In	a	review	of	statistical	sources	on	voluntary	sector	in	the	UK	Tarling	(2000:	259)	
established	consistency	of	the	annual	estimates	of	involvement	in	volunteering	within	
sets	of	selected	surveys,	on	one	hand,	and	the	existence	of	significant	differences	
between	surveys,	on	the	other	hand.	Tarling’s	(2000)	conclusion	was	formulated	in	
relation	to	the	GHS	from	1981,	1987	and	1991	and	the	NSV	from	1981,	1991	and	1997.	
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This	paper	confirms	this	conclusion	and	extends	it	also	to	the	BHPS	and	CS,	on	one	hand,	
and	to	the	GHS	and	the	NSV	at	a	period	not	covered	by	Tarling	(2000),	on	the	other	hand.	

We	may	illustrate	the	variation	between	surveys	with	a	brief	examination	of	the	main	
sources.	One	of	the	U.K.’s	first	national	surveys	of	volunteering,	in	1991,	repeated	in	
2006,	used	the	most	expansive	definition	of	voluntary	action	in	any	British	investigation	
known	to	the	author.	Respondents	were	introduced	to	volunteering	by	being	presented	
with	an	extensive	list	of	groups	and	asked	to	identify	those	of	which	they	had	been	a	
member	or	supporter,	and	those	which	they	had	“worked	with	or	helped	in	any	way,	
however	small.”	They	were	then	asked	to	recall	any	unpaid	activities	that	they	have	done	
in	connection	with	the	identified	organisations,	and	also	whether	or	not	they	have	been	
doing,	such	activities	more	than	a	year	prior	to	the	interview.	This	was	a	very	broad	and	
inclusive	definition	when	compared	to	some	subsequent	UK	surveys,	and	it	may	not	be	a	
surprise,	therefore,	that	the	estimate	of	the	proportion	of	the	population	engaged	in	
volunteering	exceeded	50%	in	2006.	The	Citizenship	Survey,	and	its	successor	the	
Community	Life	survey,	use	a	less	broad	series	of	questions	but	nevertheless	individuals	
are	presented	with	a	range	of	options	as	regards	organisations	to	which	they	may	or	may	
not	have	given	help.	As	a	consequence	estimates	from	these	surveys	suggest	that	around	
40	to	45%	of	the	populace	volunteer	in	any	given	year.	

Other	surveys	offer	less	information	to	the	respondents	in	terms	of	how	to	interpret	
questions	about	volunteering,	and	therefore	produce	lower	estimates.	For	instance,	the	
U.K.’s	household	panel	survey,	Understanding	Society,	which	has	tracked	individuals	since
1991,	presents	a	list	of	activities	which	people	may	do	in	their	spare	time,	one	of	which,
some	way	down	the	list,	is	“unpaid	voluntary	work”.	No	guidance	is	given	as	to	what
unpaid	voluntary	work	might	look	like,	or	indeed	whether	it	takes	place	in	formalised,
group	settings	or	not.	Estimates	range	between	10	and	20%	of	the	population	engaged	in
volunteering.	A	similar	approach	is	followed	by	other	general-purpose	surveys	such	as	the
birth	cohort	studies	of	people	born	in	1946,	1958	and	1970,	which	again	revealed	that
20%	or	fewer	of	the	birth	cohorts	engage	in	volunteering	(the	results	of	these	surveys	are
not	given	here,	but	reference	is	made	to	them	in	subsequent	discussion	of	the	impacts	of
economic	change	on	engagement).

There	are	also	variations	in	reported	rates	of	volunteering	depending	on	whether	
questions	are	posed	in	terms	of	unpaid	work	or	unpaid	help,	individuals	are	more	or	less	
likely	to	recall	certain	elements	of	voluntary	activity	(Tarling,	2000;	Rooney	et	al,	2004;	
Taylor,	2004).	McCulloch	(2011)	has	shown	that	surveys	undertaken	at	comparable	times	
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generated	quite	different	estimates	of	volunteering	depending	on	whether	volunteering	
was	defined	in	terms	of	unpaid	work	or	unpaid	help.		

How	do	these	surveys	compare	with	the	recommendations	of	the	recommended	ILO	
Manual	on	the	Measurement	of	Volunteer	Work?	Recall	that	this	opens	up	its	proposed	
module	on	this	topic	by	inviting	respondents	to	recall	“unpaid	non-compulsory	work”	
undertaken	in	the	previous	four	weeks.	Some	British	surveys	come	close	to	the	ILO	
definition.	The	broad	stance	is	exemplified	in	a	2005	Home	Office	document,	which	
presents	volunteering	as	“An	activity	that	involves	spending	time,	unpaid,	doing	
something	that	aims	to	benefit	the	environment	or	someone	(individuals	or	groups)	other	
than,	or	in	addition	to,	close	relatives.”	In	the	UK,	a	distinction	is	made	in	social	surveys	
between	formal	and	informal	volunteering.	Formal	voluntary	action	involves	the	giving	of	
help	through	an	organisational	structure	and	survey	questions	–	such	as	those	in	the	
Citizenship	Survey	or	its	successor,	the	Community	Life	survey	–	now	ask	individuals	to	
respond	to	a	list	of	prompts	about	the	kinds	of	help	they	have	given,	and	the	types	of	
organisation	of	which	they	are	members.	Informal	voluntary	action	–	sometimes	referred	
to	as	“direct	volunteering”	(Salamon,	Sokolowski,	2011)	–	refers	to	individual	acts	of	
assistance	of	a	more	spontaneous	kind,	given	to	other	members	of	one’s	own	community.	

3 Measuring	trends	over	time	

3.1	Cross-sectional	surveys	

The	period	for	which	we	have	the	most	reliable	and	consistent	data	is	2001	onwards,	
through	instruments	such	as	the	Citizenship	Survey.	This	also	includes	a	measure	of	
informal	volunteering	as	well	as	questions	about	it	associational	membership	and	
charitable	giving.	As	such,	it	provides	a	reliable	basis	for	exploring	trends.		

The	first	wave	of	the	Citizenship	Survey	took	place	in	2001	and	it	was	repeated	at	two-
year	intervals,	and	was	then	continuously	in	the	field	from	2007–11,	before	being	
cancelled	by	the	incoming	Coalition	government	only	to	be	revived	in	2012.	As	Figure	1	
shows,	the	Citizenship	Survey	suggests	general	stability	in	volunteering.	The	proportion	of	
the	adult	population	giving	unpaid	help	to	voluntary	organisations	in	England	and	Wales	
at	least	monthly	has	been	between	25–29%,	while	between	40–45%	did	so	at	least	once	a	
year.	For	informal	volunteering,	the	proportions	engaged	are	between	30	and	35%	at	
least	monthly,	and	55	to	70%	at	least	once	a	year.	Combined,	we	can	see	that	between	
65–75%	of	the	population	volunteer	in	some	capacity	at	least	once	a	year.	
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The	graph	allows	us	to	compare	relative	levels	of	stability	in	different	types	of	
volunteering.	Formal	volunteering	at	least	monthly	seems	to	fluctuate	least,	while	in	
contrast,	informal	volunteering	less	than	once	a	month	varies	most.	The	fluctuations	
appear	to	correspond	quite	closely	to	recessionary	conditions	from	2008	onwards	–	note	
the	dip	in	reported	levels	of	engagement	between	2007–08	and	2009–10.	The	2010–11	
Citizenship	Survey	showed	a	further	decline	in	the	headline	rate	of	volunteering.	
Compared	to	a	peak	of	44%	in	2005,	the	proportion	of	the	population	engaging	in	formal	
volunteering	in	the	previous	12	months	has	dropped	from	44%	to	around	39%	by	2010–
11. This	is	statistically	significant	although	some	of	the	year-on-year	changes	in	that
period	are	not.	Nevertheless	it	by	no	means	suggests	that	volunteering	rates	have
collapsed,	since	this	only	took	levels	of	volunteering	back	to	where	they	were	10	years
previously.

Figure	1:	Trends	in	proportions	of	the	population	engaged	in	formal	and	informal	
volunteering,	England	and	Wales,	2001–15	

The	Citizenship	Survey	was	cancelled	for	2011–12	but	was	replaced	by	the	Community	
Life	survey	in	August	2012	onwards;	the	methodology	and	questions	were	broadly	
comparable,	but	sample	size	was	reduced	greatly.	Volunteering	figures	picked	up	in	
2012–13,	and	this	was	initially	celebrated	as	a	vindication	of	the	Conservative-led	
coalition’s	“Big	Society”	approach	to	policy.	For	example,	the	proportion	of	the	
population	who	reported	that	they	had	undertaken	formal	volunteering	–	that	is,	unpaid	
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help	undertaken	through	or	on	behalf	of	organised	groups	–	at	least	once	in	the	past	year	
had	gone	up	from	39%	to	45%,	which	was	statistically	significant.	But	did	this	signal	the	
reversal	of	a	decline?	The	2012	figures	were	higher	than	those	reported	for	2001,	
indistinguishable	from	those	reported	in	2005	and	2007–08,	and	higher	than	those	
reported	in	the	past	three	years,	which	are	indistinguishable	from	one	another.	For	that	
reason,	one	could	not	conclude	that	a	decline	has	been	reversed.	Nor	could	the	figures	be	
attributed	to	specific	policy	initiatives	–	since	high-profile	ventures	such	as	the	National	
Citizens	Service,	for	young	people,	were	in	their	infancy.		

An	alternative	explanation	was	that	the	boost	to	volunteering	reflected	other	sets	of	
circumstances.	One	is	the	growing	numbers	of	people	doing	unpaid	work,	such	as	benefit	
claimants	or	interns.	The	Community	Life	survey	for	2012–13	pointed	to	a	marked	
increase	in	formal	volunteering,	from	34%	to	41%,	among	the	economically	inactive.	This	
might	imply	that	some	labour	market	effects	are	being	picked	up	–	eg	people	are	more	
likely	to	volunteer	because	they	think	it	might	help	them	in	their	search	for	work.	Another	
possibility	is	that	more	people	are	doing	unpaid	work	of	various	kinds,	or	that	they	are	
aware	that	other	people	are	doing	so,	such	as	unpaid	internships	or	work	placements,	
and	that	they	have	those	issues	in	mind	when	they	answer	questions	about	activties	for	
which	they	are	not	paid.	

A	second	possible	reason	for	the	increase	is	the	higher	public	profile	of	volunteering	that	
resulted	from	the	2012	Olympics,	which	might	reasonably	be	expected	to	have	influenced	
responses	to	questions	about	volunteering	in	an	upward	direction,	because	of	the	high	
profile	of	volunteers	at	the	Games	(known	as	“Games	Makers”,	volunteers	were	highly	
visible	around	Olympic	venues	and	their	efforts	received	significant	media	exposure).	This	
is	referred	to	as	"social	desirability	bias":	respondents	are	likely	to	give	the	answer	which	
they	think	is	most	likely	to	elicit	approbation.	The	survey	was	undertaken	from	August	to	
October	2012,	so	the	Olympics	and	the	Paralympics	would	have	been	very	much	in	the	
minds	of	respondents.	We	can	rule	out	the	possibility	that	volunteering	goes	up	in	the	
summer,	as	the	Citizenship	survey	gave	us	quarterly	data	and	there	is	no	suggestion	that	
volunteering	rates	change	much,	if	at	all,	between	seasons.	Further	support	for	the	
notion	of	an	Olympic	boost	comes	from	the	subsequent	evidence	that	volunteering	rates	
fell	back	between	2013	and	2014,	albeit	with	an	increase	in	informal	volunteering.		

The	results	from	the	Community	Life	survey	for	2013	–	14	showed	a	decline	in	formal	
volunteering,	with	some	41%	of	the	population	reporting	that	they	had	engaged	in	such	
activity.	Broadly,	the	same	was	true	for	the	2014–15	wave	of	the	same	survey.	So	five	
years	after	the	election	of	a	Cameron-led	government	with	its	prominent	“Big	Society”	
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rhetoric,	volunteering	rates	are	still	within	the	range	of	figures	reported	over	most	of	the	
past	15	years.		

On	a	more	positive	note,	this	evidence	has	shown	the	underlying	stability	of	volunteering	
rates;	it	may	not	be	easy	to	shift	them	in	an	upward	direction,	but	it	is	also	unlikely	that	
they	are	going	to	drop	very	substantially	on	the	basis	of	the	volume	of	survey	evidence	
considered	here.	That	said,	there	is	important	new	evidence	on	the	relationship	between	
economic	circumstances	and	volunteering,	to	which	we	now	turn.		

Cross-sectional	surveys,	such	as	those	discussed	thus	far,	ask	people	at	one	point	in	time	
about	how	much	they	are	engaged	in	their	communities,	and	different	people	are	asked	
each	year.	What	happens	when	you	track	the	same	individuals	over	time?	Using	the	
British	Household	Panel	Survey,	which	follows	the	same	people	year	in	year	out,	we	find	
that	there	is	a	base	level	of	voluntary	activity	in	any	one	year,	but	over	a	period	of	time	
much	higher	proportions	of	the	population	report	volunteering.	Engagement	may	be	
episodic,	and	related	to	life	events	that	people	go	through,	but	we	dip	in	and	out	
depending	on	circumstances.	We	can	measure	this	for	thousands	of	people.	In	a	
lifecourse	perspective	the	true	level	of	engagement	may	be	much	higher	than	snapshots	
like	the	Citizenship	Survey	suggest.	The	BHPS	data	show,	for	example,	that	while	in	any	
one	wave	the	level	of	unpaid	voluntary	work	reported	is	around	20%,	over	seven	waves	
of	the	survey,	twice	that	proportion	of	the	population	engaged	in	volunteering.		

This	is	relevant	for	policy	in	that	it	suggests	an	objective	might	be	to	support	citizens	to	
engage	more	consistently	over	their	lifetime.	But	if	we	agree	that	that	is	desirable,	we	
might	also	want	to	consider	what	other	constraints	there	might	be	in	the	way	of	attaining	
a	high	and	stable	level	of	voluntary	action.		

3.1.1 Cohort	variations	in	associational	participation	
One	of	the	desirable	impacts	that	the	third	sector	has	is	of	providing	opportunities	to	
individuals	to	participate	in	voluntary	organisations	(whether	or	not	they	actively	give	
unpaid	help	to	them).	The	level	of	membership	in	voluntary	associations	is	an	important	
topic	in	the	social	sciences	because	it	is	widely	held	that	“the	kind	of	face-to-face	
relations	of	relative	equality	associated	with	participation	in	common	endeavours”	(Hall,	
1999,	418)	have	wider	societal	benefits	(bringing	people	together	from	different	
backgrounds,	generating	a	sense	of	community,	promoting	an	awareness	of	the	
challenges	that	different	people	face,	putting	putting	pressure	on	governments	to	
address	ssocial	problems).	If	levels	of	participation	are	in	decline	then	concerns	have	
been	expressed	that	such	benefits	may	not	accrue	as	much	as	in	previous	decades.	
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Putnam’s	influential	study	(1995)	found	that	associational	membership	and	various	other	
indicators	of	social	capital	in	the	USA	had	fallen	substantially	since	1970.	Previous	British	
studies	have	concluded	that	there	has	been	stability,	at	least	since	the	1970s,	in	the	
overall	level	of	membership	in	voluntary	associations	(Hall	1999,	Warde	et.	al	2003).	This	
is	substantively	interesting	because	over	the	same	period	there	have	been	substantial	
changes	in	the	UK	labour	market	(deindustrialisation,	increasing	unemployment	etc.)	
which	might	have	been	expected	to	affect	patterns	of	social	relationships.	Individuals	
born	in	different	birth	cohorts	have	therefore	experienced	very	different	circumstances	at	
formative	periods	in	their	lives	and	it	is	necessary	to	take	account	of	this	by	analysing	
cohort	variations	in	engagement.	McCulloch	(2014)	investigates	this	issue	through	a	study	
of	patterns	of	change	in	the	membership	of	voluntary	associations	for	four	different	birth	
cohorts	(defined	in	terms	of	dates	of	birth:	1935	–	1944,	1945	–	1954,	1955	–	1964	and	
1965	–	1974)	using	data	from	the	British	Household	Panel	Study	(BHPS)	from	between	
1991	and	2007.	

Change	between	cohorts	may	reflect	the	influence	of	shared	social	and	economic	
circumstances	which	cohort	members	have	in	common	and	that	differentiate	one	cohort	
from	another.	For	example,	in	the	UK	one	might	expect	differences	in	attitudes	between	
groups	who	came	to	adulthood	prior	to	the	enactment	of	post-war	welfare	state	reforms,	
and	those	who	grew	up	after	World	War	II.	In	cross-sectional	surveys	differences	between	
age	groups	in	patterns	of	behaviour,	such	as	associational	membership,	cannot	be	
differentiated	from	cohort	differences.	But	the	advantage	of	longitudinal	studies	such	as	
the	BHPS	is	that	as	successive	waves	of	data	are	gathered,	the	ages	at	which	different	
birth	cohorts	are	observed	begin	to	overlap.	(e.g.	one	could	compare	40	year	olds	born	in	
1951	with	40	year	olds	born	in	1961	by	using	their	responses	to	questions	posed	in	1991	
and	2001	respectively).		

Appropriate	analyses	can	therefore	differentiate	lifecourse	effects	(variations	in	
participation	over	the	trajectory	of	an	individual’s	life,	e.g.	those	associated	with	work,	
the	presence	of	children,	or	retirement)	from	cohort	effects	(differences	in	patterns	of	
behaviour	associated	with	people	born	in	different	cohorts	(e.g.	1935–44,	1945–54,	etc.).	

Sine	1991	the	BHPS	has	asked	respondents	about	membership	of	different	types	of	
organisations	including	political	parties,	environmental	groups,	parents	associations,	
tenants	or	residents	groups,	and	religious	groups.	To	summarise	how	the	total	number	of	
memberships	has	varied	with	age	McCulloch	uses	a	growth	model	which	contains	terms	
for	the	effect	of	age	and	cohort;	his	analysis	also	includes	a	term	for	the	interaction	of	age	
and	cohort	which	allows	the	probability	of	belonging	to	an	organisation	at	each	age	to	
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vary	between	cohorts.	The	model	results	can	be	presented	graphically	and	Figure	2	below	
plots	the	probability	of	belonging	to	at	least	one	organisation	by	cohort	for	the	men	in	
the	survey.		

Figure	2:	Cohort	variations	in	the	probability	of	membership	of	associations,	1991–2007	

Source:	McCulloch,	2014	

The	graph	shows	that	there	are	40	year	olds	from	three	separate	cohorts	in	this	survey.	
These	could	be	people	born	in	the	early	1950s	observed	in	the	early	1990s,	people	born	
between	1955–64	observed	on	several	occasions,	and	people	born	in	1965	or	1966	
observed	in	2005	or	2006.		

The	vertical	axis	shows	the	probability	of	belonging	to	at	least	one	type	of	organisation,	
and	the	graph	shows	the	predicted	trajectories	with	age	for	each	of	four	birth	cohorts.	
When	we	compare	people	across	cohorts	measured	at	the	same	age,	there	is	a	decline	–	
there	is	a	drop	in	the	mean	number	of	types	of	organisations	of	which	they	are	
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members.The	different	cohort	profiles	show	that	there	is	a	strong	cohort	effect	on	the	
probability	of	belonging	to	an	organisation.	The	predicted	proportion	of	respondents	in	
the	1965–74	cohort	who	belonged	to	at	least	one	organisation	is	approximately	ten	per	
cent	lower	than	that	in	the	1955–64	cohort	observed	at	the	same	age.	The	corresponding	
gap	between	the	1955–64	and	1945–54	cohorts	is	of	a	similar	order	of	magnitude.	The	
results	therefore	provide	some	significant	evidence	for	a	decline	in	the	probability	of	
organisational	membership	across	cohorts.	

The	mean	number	of	types	of	organisation	drops	by	nearly	one-third	if	comparisons	are	
drawn	between	men	born	1945–54	with	men	born	1965–74.	It’s	true	that	one	response	
to	these	results	could	be	that	the	nature	of	participation	has	changed	in	the	20	years	the	
survey	has	been	running,	but	the	great	advantage	of	this	survey	method	is	that	it	holds	
the	categories	it	is	measuring	constant	over	time.	These	findings	suggest	a	significant	
decline	in	some	aspects	of	associational	life.	Importantly,	cohort	variations	persist	once	
controls	are	introduced	for	social	class,	education	or	household	type.	Furthermore,	the	
relative	differences	between	classes	in	the	probability	of	belonging	to	an	association	are	
greater	for	the	most	recent	birth	cohorts	(those	born	1965–74),	suggesting	widening	
socioeconomic	differentials	in	participation.	McCulloch	therefore	concludes	that	
differences	in	levels	of	membership	between	cohorts	can	be	interpreted	as	reflecting	the	
influence	of	changes	in	the	macrosocial	and	economic	conditions	experienced	by	
different	birth	cohorts.	Those	from	earlier	cohorts	(1935–44,	1945–54)	benefited	from	a	
more	comprehensive	welfare	state	and	from	a	period	of	economic	growth	and	very	low	
unemployment.	In	contrast	the	subsequent	cohorts	grew	up	in	adverse	economic	
circumstances,	which	are	strongly	associated	with	reduced	levels	of	engagement	–	a	point	
taken	up	in	other	work	by	Lim	and	Lawrence	(see	section	3.1.2	below).		

Although	the	focus	here	is	on	the	propensity	of	individuals	to	join	voluntary	associations,	
Sarah	Smith	and	co-authors	(2012)	make	similar	points	about	engagement	in	charitable	
giving,	using	a	different	survey,	the	Living	Costs	and	Food	Survey,	covering	over	200	000	
respondents	(7000	a	year)	from	1978	–	2008.	Because	the	questions	were	consistent	over	
the	period	of	the	survey	the	analysts	could	identify	individuals	from	particular	birth	
cohorts	(e.g.	1910–14,	1920–24,	1930–34,	etc)	and	compare	their	donation	behaviour	at	
the	same	ages.	As	with	studies	of	participation	there	is	an	age-related	inverted-U	
distribution,	with	the	proportion	of	the	population	who	donate	rising	to	a	peak	in	the	
early	50s	before	declining	again.	Within	this	overall	pattern	there	was	a	rise	in	the	
likelihood	of	individuals	donating	over	the	first	three	cohorts	in	the	survey,	but	
thereafter,	from	the	cohort	born	1940–44,	participation	rates	fell.	The	likelihood	of	
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donation	for	someone	born	in	the	early	1930s	was	around	ten	percentage	points	higher	
than	their	equivalent	born	in	the	early	1960s	and	observed	at	the	same	age	(e.g.	someone	
born	1934,	aged	44	in	1978,	compared	to	someone	born	1964	and	observed	aged	44	in	
2008).	However	this	analysis	pointed	to	some	cause	for	optimism	in	that	those	born	in	
the	1980s	were	slightly	more	likely	to	be	donating	than	their	counterparts	born	in	the	
1970s,	when	observed	at	the	same	age.	While	it	is	true	that	the	third	sector	is	
characterised	by	a	constant	search	for	innovation	in	terms	of	fundraising	methods,	these	
generational	effects	suggest	that	despite	rising	prosperity,	it	cannot	be	presumed	that	
individuals	will	continue	in	the	future	to	volunteer,	join	associations,	or	donate	money.		

3.1.2 Impact	of	economic	change	upon	participation	
McCulloch	(2014)	emphasises	the	adverse	economic	circumstances	which	have	affected	
the	life	experiences	of	those	born	after	the	Second	World	War.	Those	born	from	the	mid-
1950s	onwards	came	to	adulthood	from	the	early	1970s,	a	period	characterised	by	
economic	stagnation	and	some	severe	recessions,	notably	in	the	early	1980s.	Younger	
generations,	born	from	the	late	1980s,	have	faced	an	extremely	difficult	labour	market	
and,	subsequently,	austerity.	To	what	extent	have	these	circumstances	influenced	
voluntary	action	and	associational	membership?	Two	pieces	of	recent	evidence	are	highly	
relevant	here.		

A	feature	of	the	data	from	the	Citizenship	Survey	in	2009–10	was	a	clear	indication	that	
volunteering	rates	had	declined	in	the	most	disadvantaged	parts	of	England	and	Wales.	
This	raises	the	question	of	whether	the	reduction	might	be	associated	with	economic	
circumstances.	Clark	and	Heath	(2014)	have	made	this	point	and	an	innovative	study	by	
Lim	and	Laurence	(2014)	provides	powerful	evidence	of	the	negative	effects	of	recession	
on	engagement.	They	demonstrate,	using	the	quarterly	data	from	the	Citizenship	Survey,	
a	reduction	in	the	rate	of	volunteering,	and	in	the	average	number	of	hours	committed	by	
citizens	to	voluntary	activity	from	2008	onwards.	

As	noted	above,	headline	figures	from	the	Citizenship	Surveys	suggest	a	decline	in	the	
rate	of	volunteering,	comparing	2008–9	with	2009–10.	Lim	and	Lawrence	are	able	to	
probe	this	in	more	detail,	because	the	Citizenship	Survey	gathered	data	on	a	quarterly	
basis	between	2007–8	and	2010–11.	This	enabled	them	to	look	at	what	happened	to	
individual	reports	of	volunteering	during	recessionary	conditions.	Firstly	they	find	a	
reduction	in	the	proportions	of	the	population	involved	in	voluntary	activity	during	the	
recession,	and	argued	that	this	could	not	be	accounted	for	by	the	likelihood	that	
individuals	themselves	were	experiencing	hardship,	because	they	controlled	for	individual	
characteristics.	However	the	reduction	in	the	rate	of	engagement	was	greatest	for	
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informal	volunteering	and	there	were	notable	geographical	differences,	at	the	expense	of	
disadvantaged	areas.	This	is	consistent	with	the	picture	given	in	Figure	1,	which	shows	
that	the	rate	of	frequent	(at	least	monthly)	formal	volunteering	fluctuated	least	between	
2001–15.	

They	also	find	not	just	a	reduction	in	the	rate	of	engagement	but	also	in	the	level	of	
engagement.	The	Citizenship	Survey	asked	people	to	recall	how	many	hours	they	spend	
on	voluntary	activities	(both	formal	and	informal)	in	the	preceding	four	weeks.	Lim	and	
Lawrence’s	analysis	suggested	that	for	both	formal	and	informal	volunteering	there	were	
substantial	reductions	in	the	hours	committed,	the	timing	of	which	coincided	with	the	
economic	recession	almost	exactly.	Their	estimate	was	that	in	total	this	meant	that	
overall	there	was	roughly	a	25%	reduction	in	community	engagement	–	and	on	this	
measure	the	social	recession	was	considerably	bigger	than	the	financial	one.		

The	implication	was	that	adverse	economic	circumstances	have	detectable	and	relatively	
immediate	effects	on	engagement,	weakening	the	capacities	of	communities	to	cope.		

In	a	separate	but	closely	related	paper	Lim	and	Laurence	show	how	labour	market	
circumstances	from	the	1980s	have	traceable	effects	on	engagement	even	decades	later.	
In	the	UK	they	use	data	from	the	National	Child	Development	Study	(NCDS),	which	follows	
a	cohort	of	individuals	born	during	one	week	in	March	1958.	Respondents	were	followed	
up	at	various	intervals	(1974	(age	16),	1981	(23),	1991	(33),	2000	(42),	2008(50))	and	
questions	on	participation	were	asked	in	several	waves	of	the	survey.	In	addition	the	
survey	gathered	data	on	the	labour	market	histories	of	respondents.	The	key	emphasis	of	
their	work	is	that	controlling	for	numerous	individual	characteristics,	adverse	labour	
market	experiences,	particularly	in	the	1980s,	when	redundancy	was	the	largest	single	
mechanism	through	which	people	lost	jobs,	were	also	reflected	in	reduced	levels	of	
engagement	even	decades	later.	They	emphasised	job	displacement	–	that	is,	involuntary	
job	loss	through	mechanisms	such	as	redundancy	or	workplace	closures.	Displacement	
was	demonstrably	associated	with	reduced	participation	in	later	life.	What	mattered	
seemed	to	be	how	job	loss	took	place	and	how	quickly	a	respondent	returned	to	paid	
employment.	The	effects	seemed	to	emerge	slowly	over	time,	so	the	negative	effects	of	
job	displacement	which	were	apparent	between	the	ages	of	33	and	42	became	more	
pronounced	between	the	ages	of	42	and	50.	Their	suggestion	was	that	job	displacement	
sets	individuals	on	different	career	trajectories	of	engagement,	stalling	the	rates	at	which	
they	join	organisations,	and	then	producing	a	faster	rate	of	dropout.	This	they	attributed	
to	the	ways	in	which	sudden	job	loss	severed	people’s	networks	(workplace,	unions)	
through	which	they	found	opportunities	to	develop	and	maintain	social	participation.		
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4 The	future	supply	of	volunteers:	demographic	change	
and	the	willingness	of	individuals	to	engage	

The	United	Nations	suggested	that	volunteering	is	an	essential	renewable	resource	for	
societies,	but	is	that	in	fact	the	case?	One	British	argument	appears	to	be	that	
demographic	change,	particularly	the	retirement	of	the	“baby	boom”	generations,	will	
provide	a	substantial	resource	on	which	voluntary	organisations	can	draw.	We	present	
evidence	which	while	broadly	supportive	of	this	view	also	suggests	some	limitations	as	to	
what	can	reasonably	be	expected.	Secondly,	in	order	to	assess	whether	voluntary	action	
can	be	renewed	or	expanded,	we	draw	upon	studies	which	provide	information	about	the	
willingness	of	people	to	engage	in	voluntary	action	in	the	future.		

The	message	they	carry	is	that	those	who	wish	to	expand	voluntary	action	need	to	think	
carefully	about	how	the	case	for	doing	so	is	presented.	We	show	that	reactions	to	the	
“Big	Society”	policies	of	the	Coalition	were	relatively	negative	even	among	groups	one	
might	have	expected	to	be	supportive	of	it,	while	a	prominent	longitudinal	survey,	
featuring	an	unusual	module	asking	respondents	to	envisage	what	they	would	be	doing	
ten	years	in	the	future,	found	that	relatively	few	individuals	spontaneously	mentioned	
voluntary	action.		

Our	first	source	is	a	Mass	Observation	directive	issued	in	2012	by	the	Third	Sector	
Research	Centre	and	the	other	is	a	qualitative	module	distributed	to	the	respondents	to	
the	NCDS	when	they	were	50,	in	2008.		

4.1	Demographic	change	and	the	future	supply	of	volunteers	

Demographic	and	fiscal	pressures	are	currently	forcing	consideration	of	existing	
arrangements	for	meeting	social	needs.	In	this	context,	there	has	been	discussion	of	the	
place	of	voluntary	action,	and	specifically	the	question	of	whether	or	not	more	might	be	
expected	of	post-retirement	age-groups3,	and	our	work	examines	what	differences	there	
are	in	voluntary	action	between	age	groups,	both	before	and	after	controlling	for	relevant	
socioeconomic	differences.		

We	consider	evidence	in	relation	to	formal	volunteering	(that	is,	voluntary	action	that	
takes	place	through	an	organisation	such	as	a	charity,	community	centre	or	place	of	

3	see	Transcript	of	evidence	taken	before	the	House	of	Lords	Select	Committee	on	Public	Service	
and	Demographic	Change,	Evidence	Session	No.	5,	Tuesday	23	October	2012.	
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worship),	and	informal	or	direct	volunteering	(voluntary	action	taking	place	other	than	
through	the	medium	of	an	organisation).	The	survey	data	we	analyse	asks	questions	
about	whether	or	not	people	engage	in	these	activities	(the	rate	of	engagement),	and	if	
they	do,	the	level	of	engagement	(e.g.	how	many	hours	they	have	given,	in	a	four-week	
reference	period).	In	summary,	the	evidence	shows	that:	

There	is	a	large	amount	of	variation	in	engagement	within	age	groups.	Two	people	of	the	
same	age	can	differ	greatly	in	their	civic	engagement,	depending	variously	on	their	
education,	their	social	class,	their	working	lives	and	so	forth.	In	examining	patters	of	civic	
engagement	for	different	age	groups	it	is	crucial	to	take	account	of	these	other	factors	
that	affect	engagement.	

All	age	groups	are	currently	civically	engaged,	to	a	greater	or	lesser	degree.	There	is	not	a	
major	problem	of	non-engagement	but	the	patterns	for	different	age	groups	vary	by	type	
of	civic	activity.	

We	first	consider	rates	of	formal	volunteering.	We	show	that	accounting	for	socio-
economic	factors,	there	is	generally	an	equal	likelihood	of	engagement	in	formal	
volunteering	across	the	age	groups.	The	over	70’s	age	group	does,	on	average,	have	a	
lower	likelihood	of	engagement,	but	there	is	great	variation	within	this	group.	

The	argument	is	illustrated	with	an	example	of	how	predicted	rates	of	formal	
volunteering	vary	between	age	groups	and	of	how	they	vary	when	controls	are	
introduced	for	socioeconomic	factors4	which	were	chosen	because	of	their	established	
relevance	for	levels	of	civic	engagement	generally	(Bekkers	and	Wiepking,	2011;	Musick	
and	Wilson,	2008;	Wiepking	and	Bekkers,	2012;	Wilson,	2000).		

Figure	3	shows	the	predicted	population	distribution	of	the	propensity	for	formal	
volunteering	by	age	group.	This	indicates	that	the	likelihood	of	engagement	in	formal	
volunteering	fluctuates	slightly	for	groups	between	20	and	60.	The	likelihood	tails	off	for	
groups	that	are	older.	Additionally,	the	band	around	the	regression	line	shows	the	
variation	around	the	average	likelihood.	

4	Socio-economic	factors	included:	gender,	marital	status,	social	class,	education,	respondent’s	
income,	employment	status,	ethnicity,	religious	participation,	self-reported	health	and	social	
trust.	
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Figure	3:	Predicted	probability	of	engaging	in	formal	volunteering	by	age	(Citizenship	
Survey	2009–10)	
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Figure	4	shows	the	predicted	population	distribution	of	the	propensity	for	formal	
volunteering	by	age	group,	when	relevant	socio-economic	factors	are	taken	into	account.	
It	shows	that	controlling	for	relevant	socio-economic	factors	further	flattens	the	
distribution.	The	chances	of	someone	being	engaged	in	formal	volunteering	remain	
relatively	steady	between	the	ages	of	20	and	70.	The	chances	of	someone	being	engaged	
drop	off	in	the	groups	that	are	over	70	years	old.	The	Figure	also	shows	us	that	the	
variation	around	the	average	likelihood	of	engagement	in	formal	volunteering	is	larger	in	
the	age	groups	over	70.	This	indicates	that	these	older	age	groups	are	quite	different	in	
terms	of	their	composition.	There	are	factors	that	are	differentiating	between	levels	of	
engagement	of	these	groups	that	are	not	covered	by	the	socio-economic	factors	which	
have	been	taken	into	account.	Some	individuals	in	these	groups	are	just	as	likely	to	
contribute	to	formal	volunteering	as	individuals	in	the	younger	age	groups	(indicated	by	
the	top	of	the	shaded	area)	but	others	are	less	likely	to	contribute	to	formal	volunteering.	
This	variability	in	the	older	age	groups	is	notable.	It	indicates	that	suggestions	about	the	
feasibility	of	getting	more	older	people	to	be	involved	in	formal	volunteering	need	to	be	
tempered	by	an	appreciation	of	the	fact	that	these	older	individuals	are	a	very	diverse	
group.	
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Figure	4:	Predicted	probability	of	engaging	in	formal	volunteering	by	age	taking	into	
account	relevant	socio-economic	characteristics	(Citizenship	Survey	2009–10)	
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We	do	not	present	all	the	illustrations	for	this	analysis	(see	Bennett,	Bulloch	and	Mohan,	
2012)	for	the	initial	work	on	which	this	draws)	but	we	summarise	the	main	points	here.		

Levels	of	formal	volunteering:	accounting	for	socio-economic	factors,	the	amount	of	time	
dedicated	to	volunteering	is	higher	in	the	higher	age	groups,	although	we	find	more	
diversity	in	levels	of	engagement	amongst	older	groups	than	amongst	younger	groups.	

Rates	of	informal	volunteering:	accounting	for	socio-economic	factors,	we	find	a	
reduction	in	the	propensity	to	be	involved	in	informal	volunteering	around	middle	age,	
followed	by	a	higher	rate	of	engagement	in	the	older	groups.	In	contrast	to	patterns	of	
formal	volunteering,	the	over	70’s	age	group,	on	average,	has	a	higher,	rather	than	lower	
likelihood	of	engagement	in	informal	volunteering.	However,	we	find	great	variation	
around	the	average.	

Levels	of	informal	volunteering:	accounting	for	socio-economic	factors,	similarly	to	what	
was	found	in	relation	to	formal	volunteering,	the	amount	of	time	dedicated	is	higher	in	
the	higher	age	groups,	although	here	again	we	find	higher	diversity	amongst	older	groups	
than	amongst	younger	groups.	
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Overall,	when	various	forms	of	civic	engagement,	including	informal	ways	of	contributing	
to	the	community	are	taken	into	account,	it	is	clear	that,	on	average,	older	groups	in	
British	society	are	currently	already	participating	in	civic	engagement	to	a	high	degree.	
There	is	also	clear	evidence	that	older	age	groups	contribute	more	voluntary	effort,	in	
terms	of	hours,	than	their	younger	counterparts,	after	controls	are	introduced	for	
socioeconomic	factors.	This	is	positive	news	in	one	sense	for	a	country	in	which	there	is	
currently	an	ageing	population:	we	can	be	reasonably	confident	that	as	the	large	
“boomer”	generations	pass	through	into	retirement	and	old	age,	there	will	be	an	increase	
in	volunteer	input.		

In	another	sense	the	picture	is	less	positive.	There	is	great	variability,	which	is	not	fully	
accounted	for	by	our	statistical	models,	in	the	rate	and	particularly	the	level	of	
engagement.	The	hours	that	people	contribute	become	less	predictable	as	the	population	
gets	older.	And	although	the	contribution	of	the	older	age	groups	is	important,	the	size	of	
those	groups,	relative	to	the	population	of	the	UK	as	a	whole,	will	remain	constant;	for	
example,	population	projections	suggest	that	the	60	–	74	age	group	will	account	for	
between	15	and	17%	of	the	UK’s	population	for	most	of	the	forthcoming	century.		

4.2	Mass	Observers;	reflections	on	the	Big	Society	

Mass	Observation	is	a	social	research	charity	which	recruits	panels	of	volunteer	writers,	
to	whom	it	sends	“directives”:	instead	of	questionnaires,	directives	include	a	number	of	
statements	on	a	topic	to	which	the	writer	is	asked	to	respond,	in	whatever	way	they	see	
fit.	Clearly	this	is	not	a	random	sample	of	the	population.	Since	its	re-establishment	in	
1981,	Mass	Observation	has	had	c.	3500	volunteers,	who	tend	to	be	better-educated,	
more	prosperous,	and	older	than	the	general	population.	In	this	regard	they	are	not	
entirely	unlike	volunteers,	of	course!		

The	Mass	Observation	directive	was	distributed	to	the	Mass	Observation	panel	in	2012	
and	at	that	time	discussion	of	the	“Big	Society”	had	somewhat	passed	its	peak	following	
several	relaunches	of	the	policy	post-2010.	Nevertheless	the	Government	were	still	
pursuing	the	idea	and	we	explored	it	inter	alia	by	asking	individuals	about	whether	they	
themselves	felt	that	they	had	the	capacity	for	voluntary	action,	and	about	whether	their	
communities	had	the	capacities	to	do	more.	We	sampled	100	of	the	220	responses	to	the	
directive	(Lindsey	and	Bulloch,	2013).		

In	relation	to	capacity	to	do	more	voluntary	work,	of	those	that	commented	directly	
(n.58),	the	majority	(n.50)	indicated	that	they	do	not	have	the	capacity	to	do	more.	A	little	
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over	a	half	of	these	(n.27)	indicated	that	they	were	already	engaged	but	could	not	take	
anything	further	on;	whilst	a	smaller	proportion	(n.23)	indicated	that	they	are	currently	
not	engaged	in	voluntary	work.	This	latter	statement	is	interesting	insofar	as,	by	virtue	of	
their	participation	in	Mass	Observation,	respondents	could	be	seen	as	volunteers.		

Reasons	for	these	attitudes	and	practices	varied.	Of	those	observers	currently	
volunteering,	but	stating	they	have	no	capacity	for	additional	work,	some	identified	being	
too	stretched	by	their	informal	caring	commitments,	such	as	looking	after	partners	with	
ill-health	or	baby-sitting	for	family	members.	This	informal	voluntary	work,	undertaken	
because	of	strong	social	ties,	was	prioritised	above	formal	volunteering.	Other	observers	
indicated	that	current	commitments	to	volunteering	for	voluntary	organisations	meant	
that	they	did	not	have	time	to	take	on	anything	further.	Older	observers	discussed	the	
impact	of	age	on	their	capacity	to	volunteer,	with	some	elderly	respondents	discussing	
how	they	are	struggling	with	existing	commitments,	or	were	in	the	process	of	reducing	
their	formal	and	informal	volunteering.	As	mentioned	earlier,	some	in	this	state	of	
transition	are	replacing	donations	of	their	time,	with	monetary	donations	to	causes	that	
they	support.	

Those	observers	that	stated	that	they	do	not	currently	volunteer	and	do	not	have	the	
capacity	to	do	so	in	the	near	future,	did	not	identify	what	they	perceived	voluntary	work	
to	consist	of.	We	found	contradictory	statements	in	a	small	number	of	narratives	where	
observers	state	they	are	not	engaged	in	volunteering	work,	but	appear	to	be	undertaking	
informal	activity	by	providing	help	to	friends	and	family.	Nevertheless,	a	small	proportion	
of	observers	were	very	categorical	about	their	motivations	for	not	engaging	in	formal	
voluntary	work.	These	reasons	included	what	Brodie	et	al.	(2011)	describe	as	a	lack	of	
‘practical	resources’	(p.40),	being	exhausted	by	paid	work,	or	by	looking	after	homes	and	
children;	being	ill;	being	too	old;	and	being	disabled.	Yet	a	small	number	had	made	a	
conscious	decision	not	to	take	on	formal	volunteering	roles.	

As	to	community	capacities,	the	observers	were	asked	whether	the	communities	in	which	
they	live	have	the	capacity	to	meet	their	own	needs.	Of	the	100	written	scripts	analysed,	
56	writers	responded	directly	to	this	question5.	Most	framed	their	responses	in	the	light	
of	what	they	know	of	their	communities,	the	individuals	that	make	up	these	
communities,	and	the	type	of	activities	that	their	communities	had	engaged	in	previously.	
The	distributional	consequences	of	greater	reliance	on	voluntarism	exercised	several	

5	Seven	of	the	eight	writers	that	stated	that	they	live	in	poor	areas	responded	to	this	question.	
However	only	three	made	a	connection	between	the	poverty	of	the	area	and	the	capacity	of	the	
community	to	act	for	itself.	
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contributors.	Some	were	very	positive	about	the	capacity	of	their	communities	to	provide	
for	some	of	their	needs,	balanced	by	a	number	of	writers	expressing	very	negative	views.	
None	were	fully	confident	about	their	communities	being	able	to	provide	for	all	of	their	
needs;	for	example,	one	writer	observed:		

“I	think	that	communities	can	effect	useful	changes	when	individuals	act	together	with	a	
sense	of	specific	purpose	with	a	concrete	objective	in	mind;	but	this	is	usually	very	
dependent	on	a	few	key	people	doing	most	of	the	organising	and	the	rest	as	'moral	
support'.	I	don't	think	that	many	communities	could	successfully	sustain	more	than	a	few	
initiatives	for	more	than	a	relatively	short	time.	“	

The	ambivalence	of	writers	as	to	whether	their	communities	could	provide	for	their	own	
needs	reflected	some	complex	thinking	relating	to	the	socio-economic	circumstances	of	
different	communities.	Some	writers	from	more	affluent	areas	commented	on	the	level	
of	wealth	and	skills	of	people	in	their	community,	a	concept	that	Keohane	et	al	(2011)	
describe	as	‘community	wealth’:		

“The	area	that	I	live	in	is	relatively	very	wealthy	and	has	a	high	proportion	of	retired	
people	who,	by	and	large,	are	pensioners	with	good	health	and	a	high	disposable	income.	
They	are	of	independent	means	and	no	longer	need	to	work.	Consequently	there	is	a	
large	reserve	of	these	people	who	are	both	capable	and	committed	to	voluntary	work	
within	the	community,	with	a	keen	commitment	to	local	causes.”	

As	discussed	above,	some	of	the	writers	living	in	more	affluent	areas	indicated	that	
currently	their	skills	are	being	used	for	mutual	benefit	or	‘luxury	volunteering’,	as	
opposed	to	responding	to	acute	social	need.	Indeed,	there	is	less	likely	to	be	acute	social	
need	in	more	affluent	areas	(see	Lindsey,	2013).	Writers	from	more	deprived	areas	
indicated	that	‘community	wealth’	is	lacking,	as	in	the	description	of	the	ex-mining	town	
inhabited	by	one	respondent.	

“So	there	is	a	community,	definitely,	but	unfortunately	not	one	that	would	pull	together	
to	make	things	happen.	There's	a	kind	of	fatigue	that's	come	with	being	economically	
downtrodden,	a	fatalism.	People	don't	seem	to	have	much	confidence	and	rely	on	others	
to	make	a	stand.”		

This	point	is	also	evidenced	in	a	recent	mixed-methods	comparative	case-study	
undertaken	by	Lindsey	(2013),	which	found	that	the	skills,	energy,	confidence	and	
connections	to	take	up	the	Big	Society	agenda	that	were	in	evidence	in	an	area	of	
affluence,	were	singularly	lacking	in	a	nearby	area	of	deprivation.	These	points	are	
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important	because	the	UK	is	characterised	by	substantial	socio-spatial	inequalities,	of	a	
long-standing	and	deep-seated	nature	(e.g.	Dorling	and	Thomas,	2006).	

4.3	What	people	might	do	in	the	future:	the	National	Child	Development	Study	(NCDS)	

Can	we	expect	the	current	baby	boom	generation	to	continue	the	same	level	of	activity	in	
their	communities	exhibited	by	their	predecessors?	Katherine	Brookfield,	Vicki	Bolton	and	
Jane	Parry	(2014)	explored	the	motivations	and	experiences	of	50-year-olds	who	were	
part	of	the	NCDS.	They	used	a	qualitative	module	of	this	study,	the	Social	Participation	
and	Identity	study,	to	look	at	the	experiences	of	220	respondents.	The	NCDS	also	asked	its	
respondents,	when	aged	50,	to	imagine	what	their	futures	would	look	like	ten	years	down	
the	line	(Elliott,	2012).	They	were	invited	to	contribute	reflections	on	the	theme	“Imagine	
you	are	60”	and	were	given	relatively	unstructured	prompts	for	the	exercise.		

We	are	still	analysing	this	material	but	what	is	notable	is	the	relatively	limited	frequency	
with	which	people	refer	to	voluntary	action.	To	determine	whether	they	did	or	not	we	
searched	the	text	of	the	c.	7000	responses	to	this	question	for	phrases	like	“volunteer	/	
voluntary	work”,	“charity	work”,	“volunteering”,	“Helping”	and	associated	phrases	like	
“involved”	/	“involvement”.	We	checked	a	sample	of	the	remaining	responses	and	found	
nothing	that	appeared	to	have	escaped	our	attention.	The	transcripts	from	the	“imagine	
you	are	60”	module	suggest	that	only	around	11%	of	respondents	envisage	much	in	the	
way	of	community	engagement	by	the	time	they	are	60,	in	contrast	to	the	26%	who	
reported	involvement	in	voluntary	work	aged	50.	This	suggests,	firstly,	that	volunteering	
is	not	very	high	on	the	list	of	priorities	for	this	group	of	people.		

However,	this	discrepancy	might	not	be	surprising	since	no	specific	prompts	were	given	
about	volunteering,	unpaid	help	and	so	forth,	and	we	know	from	the	volunteering	
literature	that	the	questions	used	will	influence	recall	and	response.	The	anticipated	rates	
of	engagement	are	low	but	we	find	some	familiar	patterns.	Those	who	are	currently	
volunteering	are	4	or	5	times	more	likely	to	envisage	doing	so	at	60;	there	are	strong	
social	class	and	educational	gradients;	and	women	are	three	times	as	likely	as	men	to	
envisage	that	they	will	continue	to	be	involved.	Thus,	the	data	suggest	that	policy	to	
support	volunteering	will	have	to	give	consideration	to	how	best	to	develop	and	sustain	
involvement	among	groups	not	currently	engaged	on	a	large	scale.	Picking	up	the	points	
made	by	Lim	and	Lawrence,	for	example,	it	is	men	–	particularly	men	with	fewer	
qualifications	–	whose	experiences	of	participation	have	been	adversely	affected	by	
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economic	circumstances	in	the	early	1980s.	How	will	opportunities	be	provided	to	ensure	
that	they	have	the	chance	to	participate	in	later	life?	

When	combined	with	data	on	the	stability	of	volunteering	levels,	the	research	reviewed	
in	this	section	does	suggest	that	we	can	expect	continued	high	levels	of	volunteering,	but	
that	we	should	not	anticípate	substantial	increases.		

5 Policies	to	support	volunteering	
Voluntary	action	is	a	field	in	which	is	arguably	stronger	on	rhetoric,	endorsement,	and	
exhortation	than	it	is	on	specific	policies.	Policies	have	focused	on	voluntary	action	by	
individuals,	supporting	the	development	of	voluntary	organisations,	and	institutionalising	
the	involvement	of	the	voluntary	sector	in	public	policy	more	generally.	The	period	which	
is	the	subject	of	this	paper	has	seen	three	governments,	five	Prime	Ministers,	nine	
general	elections	and	eight	Ministers	for	the	third	sector	(2005–10)	or	civil	society	(2010	
to	date).	What	the	turnover	of	occupants	of	the	latter	post	says	about	government	
priorities	is	not	the	subject	of	this	paper;	our	focus	is	what	governments	have	sought	to	
do	that	impinges	on	levels	of	volunteering.	Necessarily	this	is	a	brief	summary	of	policy	
towards	voluntary	action;	the	most	authoritative	discussions	are	those	of	Kendall	(2009;	
see	also	Kendall	and	Knapp,	2003)	and	Rochester	et	al	(2010,	chapter	7),	with	Mohan	and	
Lindsey	(forthcoming)	presenting	an	updated	account.		

In	relation	to	voluntary	action	by	individuals,	we	see	strong	rhetorical	support	from	all	
governments,	albeit	with	differences	in	emphasis:	Thatcher’s	speeches	about	the	unsung	
heroes	in	communities	who	provide	the	bedrock	upon	which	the	state	builds	seem	rather	
understated	in	comparison	with	Blair’s	association	between	high	levels	of	voluntary	
action	and	successful	societies,	or	Cameron’s	statement	that	the	big	society	was	his	
“passion”.	We	can	clearly	contrast	the	governments,	however,	in	terms	of	policy.	The	
Thatcher	governments	promoted	volunteering	by	individuals	largely	as	a	by-product	of	
policies	to	manage	unemployment,	though	it	is	interesting	to	speculate	what	a	post-1997	
government	led	by	John	Major	might	have	done.	It	is	easy	to	characterise	the	Blair	and	
Brown	governments	as	top–down	and	centralised,	but	they	did	at	least	focus	attention	
not	just	on	aggregate	rates	of	volunteering,	but	also	on	specific	underrepresented	groups,	
initiating	large-scale	programmes	(e.g.	for	young	people).	While	ostensibly	non-directive	
– see	the	2011	Giving	White	Paper’s	(2011)	statements,	with	their	indifference	as	to	the
kind	of	voluntary	action	individuals	undertake	–	the	Cameron	governments	do	actually
appear	to	have	a	clear	vision	of	what	sort	of	voluntary	action	they	wish	to	prioritise:
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uniformed	groups,	service	by	young	people,	high-profile	projects	such	as	the	National	
Citizens’	Service	scheme,	modelled	on	Americorps,	providing	opportunities	for	intensive	
voluntary	action	and	bringing	together	individuals	from	different	social	backgrounds,	and	
small-scale	community	organising.	Specific	recent	proposals,	such	as	the	guarantee	to	
employees	of	large	establishments	(250+	employees)	of	three	days	of	paid	leave	per	year	
to	volunteer,	have	yet	to	be	translated	into	practice.		

When	it	comes	to	policy	to	support	the	development	of	voluntary	organisations,	we	do	
see	significant	differences	between	governments.	The	Thatcher	and	Major	governments	
drew	voluntary	organisations	into	policy	issues	like	the	management	of	unemployment,	
created	some	opportunities	for	involvement	in	community	care,	and	actively	encouraged	
the	transfer	of	housing	to	voluntary	ownership.	But	this	was	policy	within	particular	
vertical	fields	of	activity,	and	it	largely	took	the	existing	infrastructure	of	voluntary	action	
as	given.	Labour	had	a	strong	and	consistent	view,	backed	up	by	the	findings	of	the	
Deakin	Commission	(1996),	that	investment	was	needed	to	build	up	the	capacities	in	
voluntary	organisations,	and	to	support	the	infrastructure	for	voluntary	action.	Those	
governments	also	initiated	alternatives	to	statutory	provision,	for	example,	in	policies	to	
remove	hospitals	from	direct	lines	of	accountability	to	the	Secretary	of	State	for	Health,	
as	well	as	the	creation	of	mutuals	in	the	public	services.	The	Conservatives	have	drawn	
back	from	such	strategic	initiatives,	instead	simply	opening	up	the	public	services	to	
market	forces	and	letting	the	market	fall	where	it	will.	While	the	government	present	this	
as	an	opportunity,	the	great	bulk	of	public	service	contracts	have	been	captured	by	large	
commercial	organisations,	leaving	the	third	sector	at	the	margins,	and	it	is	clear	that	
voluntary	organisations	are	critical	of	the	marketised	environment	in	which	they	operate,	
see	few	benefits	from	it,	and	are	concerned	about	whether	operating	in	a	quasi-
commercial	manner	compromises	their	ability	to	meet	the	needs	of	their	clients	(Kendall	
et	al.,	2016).	If	there	is	a	distinctive	approach	on	the	part	of	the	government	it	has	been	
around	themes	of	behavioural	change:	efforts	to	promote	pro-social	behaviour	through	
nudging	techniques	such	as	prompts	which	encourage	people	to	volunteer	by	giving	them	
better	information,	thus	reducing	the	costs	to	the	individual	of	finding	out	about	
opportunities	to	volunteer.	However	this	has,	so	far,	not	resulted	in	major	changes	
although	some	studies	suggest	small	positive	results	the	extent	to	which	these	can	be	
scaled	up	remains	to	be	seen	(John	et	al.,	2011).		

Finally,	there	are	clear	differences	between	governments	in	terms	of	policy	towards	the	
voluntary	sector,	and	this	has	arguably	had	consequences	for	capacity-building	and	
infrastructural	support	for	voluntary	action.	Certainly	the	Thatcher	government	had	no	
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clear	concept	of	the	voluntary	sector:	that	was	an	idea	which	came	later.	Under	Labour,	
discourses	of	partnership,	a	more	directive	policy	regime,	and	a	systematic	attempt	at	
inclusion	of	the	peak	organisations	in	the	voluntary	sector	in	policy	consultation,	all	
suggest	that	the	sector	had	been	institutionalised.	Looking	back	from	2016,	the	position	is	
now	very	different,	with	high-level	inclusion	in	policy	debate	being	confined	to	the	
nomination	of	selected	individuals	from	peak	voluntary	organisations	to	chair	task	forces.	
Austerity	put	paid	to	funding	for	various	forms	of	strategic	support,	capacity	building,	and	
consultation,	it	is	true,	but	while	government	ministers	have	been	broadly	supportive	of	
the	sector,	junior	MPs	have	not	been	slow	to	criticise	charities	on	a	number	of	fronts.	The	
post-2010	governments	therefore	simply	offer	the	opportunity	for	voluntary	
organisations	to	participate	in	markets.	

The	obvious	point	to	make	is	that	while	the	various	policies	might	have	been	supportive	
of	the	voluntary	sector,	they	had	little	effect	on	levels	of	voluntary	action,	though	one	can	
only	speculate	as	to	what	the	counterfactual	might	have	been.	The	precise	sums	devoted	
by	governments	to	specific	policies	on	volunteering	still	defy	detailed	quantification.	
Some	high-profile	initiatives,	such	as	the	Russell	Commission	Implementation	Body,	
established	to	promote	voluntarism	among	young	people,	particularly	those	from	
disadvantaged	groups	–	better-known	simply	as	v,	or	(now)	vInspired	–	have	been	
criticised	for	their	high	levels	of	funding,	although	even	the	£100Mn	or	so	budget	of	this	
organisation	(at	its	peak)	was	very	small	relative	to	the	whole	of	the	voluntary	sector.	The	
recent	expansion	of	the	National	Citizens’	Service,	with	promised	expenditure	of	£1.2Bn,	
seems	set	fair	to	exceed	all	previous	initiatives.		

Yet	notwithstanding	the	policy	interest	and	action,	relative	levels	of	voluntary	action	
remain	broadly	the	same.	It	is	imposible	to	determine	what	the	counterfactual	would	
have	been	–	and	indeed	it	could	be	argued	that	at	the	very	least,	the	attention	given	to	
and	support	for	voluntary	action	has	served	to	maintain	existing	levels	of	engagement.		

6 Conclusions	and	implications	for	policy	and	practice	
The	British	evidence	points	to	relative	stability	over	time,	which	appears	to	hold	true	over	
a	relatively	long	period,	regardless	of	which	government	is	in	power.	Indeed	the	1947	
enquiry	into	voluntary	action	by	William	Beveridge	conducted	a	number	of	local	studies	
of	voluntary	action	and	concluded	that	the	proportion	of	the	population	carrying	out	
voluntary	action	regularly	outside	the	home	was	typically	no	more	than	one	third	–	a	
figure	very	close	to	the	proportion	reported	in	the	Citizenship	Survey	who	volunteer	on	at	
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least	a	monthly	basis.	Clearly	there	are	differences	in	methods	between	the	relatively	
informal	approach	used	by	Beveridge’s	team	and	modern	sample	surveys,	but	the	
similarity	is	striking.	

At	the	same	time	there	is	evidence	that	economic	conditions	have	adversely	affected	
citizen	engagement,	both	in	the	short	term,	as	demonstrated	by	studies	of	the	
consequences	of	recession	from	2008	onwards,	and	in	the	long	term,	as	shown	by	work	
on	the	effects	of	job	displacement	in	the	early	1980s	on	subsequent	civic	engagement.	
The	effect	seems	to	have	been	greatest	upon	informal	volunteering,	rather	than	on	
formal	engagement,	which	tends	to	be	dominated	by	groups	experiencing	greater	
economic	security.	

This	evidence	might	suggest	that	voluntary	action	is,	as	the	UN	suggested	in	2011,	broadly	
a	renewable	resource,	upon	which	British	society	can	rely.	Other	than	in	response	to	
economic	shocks,	it	has	appeared	to	be	resilient.	But	to	what	extent	might	the	British	
public	respond	enthusiastically	to	efforts	to	stimulate	greater	voluntary	action.	Here	the	
picture	is	less	positive.	Sophisticated	analyses	demonstrate	cohort	variations	in	
associational	participation,	with	some	related	evidence	of	cohort	reductions	in	charitable	
giving;	we	do	not	know	if	these	translate	into	similar	reductions	for	voluntary	action.	
Analyses	of	the	relationship	between	volunteering	and	ageing	suggest	that	while	there	is	
evidence	that	rates	of	volunteering	and	hours	volunteered	to	increase	as	people	get	older	
(controlling	for	other	socio-economic	characteristics)	there	is	nevertheless	greater	
variability,	and	hence	unpredictability,	in	hours	volunteered	as	people	get	older.	And	
qualitative	evidence	shows	disaffection	with	the	underlying	premise	of	the	coalition’s	Big	
Society	policies,	as	well	as	limited	evidence	that	the	prosperous	baby-boom	generation	is	
contemplating	additional	voluntary	effort	as	it	moves	towards	retirement.	

Moreover,	engagement	is	already	high:	taking	together	formal	volunteering,	giving	to	
charity,	and	associational	membership,	the	proportion	of	the	population	not	engaged	in	
any	of	these	pro-social	behaviours	is	very	small	indeed	–	below	10%.	Policy	might	
therefore	seek	to	raise	the	levels	of	engagement	across	the	population	in	general,	rather	
than	drawing	in	new	groups	who	are	not	currently	engaged.	

The	present	British	Government	has	a	markedly	less	interventionist	stance	towards	
volunteering	and	the	voluntary	sector	than	its	Labour	predecessors.	Yet	some	of	its	
policies	do	not	seem	readily	compatible	with	voluntarism.	Consider	housing	policy:	those	
who	rent	their	own	properties	and	receive	some	public	subsidy	in	order	to	do	so	are	now	
subject	to	restrictive	financial	limits	which	will	likely	result	in	their	moving	house	more	
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frequently	than	they	might	otherwise	have	chosen.	Economic	policy	promotes	a	very	high	
degree	of	labour	market	flexibility,	which	is	difficult	to	reconcile	with	regular	
commitments	to	voluntary	activity.	Planning	policy	likewise:	with	some	limitations,	this	is	
promoting	sprawl	and	urban	deconcentration	on	one	hand,	with	high	density,	limited-
amenity	“brownfield”	sites	in	urban	centres.	Rapid	reductions	in	public	sector	funding,	
spatially	concentrated	in	the	most	disadvantaged	local	authorities,	also	pose	challenges	
for	voluntary	organisations	in	terms	of	the	stability	of	their	funding.	Commuting	
distances,	along	with	TV	a	prime	suspect	in	Putnam’s	work	on	the	decline	of	social	capital,	
are	increasing.	Educational	policies	in	the	UK	promote	residential	selection	by	mortgage	
and	increasingly	draw	parents	into	voluntary	initiative	not	just	to	support	schools	but	to	
set	them	up	in	the	first	place.	

In	this	context	voluntarism	has	been	presented	as	a	policy	to	which	there	is	no	
alternative:	if	voluntary	action	does	not	take	up	the	slack	of	funding	reductions,	there	is	
no	other	game	in	town.	A	more	positive	message	is	surely	needed.	There	are	many	good	
reasons	to	encourage	individuals	to	become	involved	in	their	communities	(even	if	some	
of	the	direct	individual	benefits	are	not	as	great	as	is	often	claimed:	Bekkers	et	al.,	2015).	
But	the	climate	in	the	UK	recently	has	been	one	in	which	citizens	are	presented	with	
voluntary	activity	because	there	genuinely	is	no	alternative:	austerity	measures	mean	
that	the	local	library	or	community	centre	will	close	unless	volunteers	come	forward	to	
run	them.	And	the	sense	of	exhaustion	we	get	from	our	Mass	Observation	directive	
respondents	suggests	they	need	better	reasons	for	engaging	than	those	offered	by	
austerity	or	the	illusory	hope	that	volunteering	may	get	them	a	job.	While	there	is	a	
reservoir	of	voluntarism	to	be	tapped,	it	may	not	be	possible	to	tap	it	indefinitely.		
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