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Structure of  
my presentation  
 

• Brief history of volunteering  

• Changing public policy context 

• Volunteer motivation 

• Concluding comments 



A brief history of  
volunteering 

• Industrial Revolution shift to more formal 
structures 

• Philanthropy - middle class elites  

• Working class  - ‘mutual aid’ 



Volunteers, who  
are they? 

• Volunteering, activity freely chosen, not  
remunerated, helps/benefits strangers 

• Formal volunteering, informal neighbouring 

• Volunteers in all 3 sectors of the economy 

• Since 2008 increase in interest in volunteering 
from people laid off because of the recession  



Voluntary and community 
 sector  

• ‘Loose and baggy monster’  

• Organisations and activities that operate on a 
not-for-profit basis, independent of local and 
central government  

• Sector is large, diverse and grew under New 
Labour 

• Most organisations  small  (less than £100,000) 



Public policy context 

• Since 1999 non-reserved power 

• Policy divergence across the UK   

• The sector been ‘mainstreamed’ into public 
policy 

• New Labour – linked to training and retraining 
for the workplace 

• Since 2010 in England we have Big Society, 
Scotland ‘fair society’ 



From big state to Big Society 
 

 

• ‘Each day, in communities across the country, 
people act out their vision of Britain - rejecting 
selfishness and embracing community (Tony 
Blair, 1999) 
 

• The success of the Big Society will depend on 
the daily decisions of millions of people – on 
them giving their time, effort, even money, to 
causes around them (David Cameron, July 
2010) 
 



Voluntarism in England:  
From big state to Big Society 

• More than 
volunteering 

• Encouraging social 
action 

• Giving White Paper 
• Localism Bill 
• Opening up services 
• National Citizen 

Service; Vanguard 
Communities etc 
 
 



Understanding volunteer 
motivation 

• Complex and multi-layered, takes time 

• Volunteering ‘negotiated’  

• Space for volunteering created in 
people’s lives  

• ESRC sponsored study 
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Brightville study 



Volunteer motivation 

• Giving alms: ‘I feel I am fortunate...’ 

 

• Giving to each other: ‘I am doing things for the 
community’ 

 

• Getting on: volunteering to improve position 
in labour market 

 

• Getting by : volunteers to fill an emotional gap 



Change and consequences 

• Personal rewards not sought or anticipated  

• Increased confidence  ‘helped me come out 
my shell’ 

• ‘I think I’d be in a psychiatric ward [without  
FC]. I can’t imagine not working for 
[organisation]  

• ‘ I’ve got new friends... I expected it to be 
quite an individual thing, which it is’ 
 

 



Brightville and Big Society  

• Cuts to contracts, competition from 
private sector for public service 
contracts, closure of one organisation 

• People wanting to volunteer increased 

• Volunteers become more proactive 

• Local Credit Union business is booming!  

 



Conclusions 

• Volunteering  strengthens individuals 

• Gives a sense of purpose, personal well-
being, community cohesion and 
extended families.  

• Depends upon active support from 
within the household and wider family.  

• Big Society, greater demands on 
volunteers and voluntary organisations 
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