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Executive summary 

 
This report examines ‘volunteering intensity’ in Scotland as measured by the amount of time 

devoted to volunteering. The analysis is based on data drawn from the Scottish Household 

Survey (SHS) 2018, which records the average number of volunteer hours per adult volunteer 

(aged 16+) contributed over the four-week period preceding interview.1 The report compares this 

volunteering intensity data with the adult volunteering participation rate for a range of 

demographic variables – for both formal and informal volunteering. 

 

Scottish Government’s definition of volunteering – based on the Scottish Household 

Survey 2018 - Questionnaire: 

 

• Formal volunteering – “Thinking back over the last 12 months have you given up any 

time to help any groups, clubs or organisations in an unpaid capacity.” 

 

• Informal volunteering: “Any unpaid help you as an individual may have given to other 

people or to improve your local environment, that is apart from any help given through a 

group, club or organisation.” 

 

The analysis provides new insights on “Who contributes the most to volunteering in Scotland?” In 

particular, it challenges the over-reliance on the adult volunteering participation rate as measured 

by the proportion of ‘adults who have volunteered at least once in the last year’, evidence which 

has informed formal volunteering policy and practice in Scotland for the last 20 years. This report 

concludes that a wider interpretation of ‘participation’ is required based on both frequency and 

intensity data and one which involves a more nuanced interpretation of the evidence. 

 

Summary demographic data 

 

The Executive Summary statistics are based on the average number of volunteering hours 

per volunteer in the last four weeks and are presented in the left-hand box for each 

demographic variable.2 The right-hand box is presented for comparative purposes and indicates 

the volunteering participation rate findings from the SHS 2018 Annual Report, which is based on 

the ‘percentage of adults who have volunteered at least once in the last year.’ 3   

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Scottish Household Survey Annual Report 2018: Scottish Government, 10 Sept 2019 Link 
2 Analysis of volunteering hours by demographic variable was undertaken by Volunteer Scotland based on 

SHS 2018 data and Mid-2018 Population Estimates, National Records of Scotland. This is the link to our 
detailed worksheet – see ‘related downloads’. 
3 Scottish Household Survey Annual Report 2018: Scottish Government, 10 Sept 2019 Link  

https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2019/08/scottish-household-survey-questionnaire/documents/questionnaires/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/govscot%3Adocument/Scottish%2BHousehold%2BSurvey%2B2018%2BQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2019/08/scottish-household-survey-questionnaire/documents/questionnaires/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/govscot%3Adocument/Scottish%2BHousehold%2BSurvey%2B2018%2BQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-people-annual-report-results-2018-scottish-household-survey/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/population/population-estimates/mid-year-population-estimates/mid-2018
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/who-contributes-the-most-to-scottish-volunteering/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-people-annual-report-results-2018-scottish-household-survey/
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Gender   

Men volunteer more hours formally than women, but fewer hours informally  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Age 

Those aged 60-74 volunteer more hours formally than any other age group (except those aged 

75+), and more hours informally than any other age group. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Deprivation 

Those living in Scotland’s 20% most deprived areas (SIMD Q1) volunteer more hours informally 

than any other quintile; and a similar amount of time for formal volunteering. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Household Income  

Those from lower income households between £10,000 - £20,000 volunteer more hours formally 

than any other household income groups, and more hours informally except those from the 

households with the lowest incomes < £10,000. 

 
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 weeks) 

Men 

   

Women 

Formal volunteering 10.6 8.8 

Informal volunteering 8.8 12.9 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 weeks) 

Age  

35-44 

Age  

60-74 

Formal volunteering 7.5 12.8 

Informal volunteering 8.4 15.3 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 weeks) 

SIMD  

Q1 

 

SIMD  

Q5 

Formal volunteering 10.0 9.9 

Informal volunteering 11.7 8.5 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 weeks) 

Household 

income 

£10k-20k 

Household 

income  

£40k + 

Formal volunteering 11.3 8.6 

Informal volunteering 12.4 7.7 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• Females have the highest 
volunteering participation rate – 
both formally and informally 
 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• The 35-44 year old age group has 
the highest volunteering 
participation rate of any age group 
– both formally and informally 
 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• SIMD Q5 has the highest 
volunteering participation rate – 
both formally and informally 
 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• Those in the highest income 
households > £40,000 have the 
highest volunteering participation 
rate – both formally and informally 
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Employment status 

Those looking after their family/ home volunteer more hours formally than any other employment 

status (except the retired and unemployed), and more hours informally than any other 

employment status. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Education 
Those educated to Standard Grade level volunteer more hours informally compared to those 

educated to higher levels; and a similar number of hours for formal volunteering.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
General health 
Those with ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ general health volunteer less hours formally compared to those 

with better health (but only 0.8 hours less per four week period than those with very good health), 

and more hours informally compared to those with better health. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Long-term health conditions 
Those with a long-term health condition volunteer more hours than those without a long-term 

health condition – for both formal and informal volunteering. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 

weeks) 

Employed 

part-time 

Looking 

after family/ 

home 

Formal volunteering 6.8 12.1 

Informal volunteering 9.0 22.4 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 weeks) 

Standard 

Grade 

Degree 

level 

Formal volunteering 9.7 9.5 

Informal volunteering 12.5 9.1 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 weeks) 

Very 

good 

health 

Bad or 

very bad 

health 

Formal volunteering 9.6 8.4 

Informal volunteering 9.8 12.8 

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 

weeks) 

No long-

term 

health 

condition 

Yes, 

long-term 

health 

condition 

Formal volunteering 9.3 10.7 

Informal volunteering 9.3 12.1 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• Those in part-time employment  
have the highest volunteering 
participation rate – both formally 
and informally 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• Those educated to Degree level 
have the highest volunteering 
participation rate – both formally 
and informally 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• Those with ‘good’ or ‘very good’ 
health have the highest 
volunteering participation rates – 
both formally and informally 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• Those without long-term health 
conditions have higher volunteering 
participation rates – both formally and 
informally 
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Urban vs. rural 
Those living in urban areas volunteer a similar, but marginally smaller, number of volunteer hours 

to those living in rural areas – for both formal and informal volunteering.  

 
 
 
 

  

Volunteer hours 

(Av. no. of hours per 

volunteer in last 4 

weeks) 

Urban Rural 

Formal volunteering 9.6 9.9 

Informal volunteering 11.0 11.6 

Volunteer participation rate 
(% of adults who have volunteered at 
least once in the last year) 

• Those living in rural areas have 
higher volunteering participation rates 
than those in urban areas – both 
formally and informally 
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1. Introduction 

The rationale for this report is to understand how best to measure the contribution of volunteering 

from the perspective of the time committed by volunteers. It is not focused on the nature of 

volunteers’ contribution, the skills they provide, nor the benefits delivered by volunteers. Hence, it 

is quite simply an examination of the quantity of volunteering input rather than the quality of the 

volunteering output. 

 

1.1 Volunteering participation versus volunteering intensity 

 

In Scotland the ‘gold standard’ for robust quantitative data on volunteering is the Scottish 

Household Survey (SHS)4. Since its first publication in 1999 the main focus in the Government’s 

presentation of the results has been on volunteering participation as defined by: 

  

“Thinking back over the last 12 months have you given up any time to help any groups, 

clubs or organisations in an unpaid capacity.” (The question for formal volunteering.5)  

This measures how many adults aged 16+ in Scotland volunteered formally ‘at least once a 

year’. So, we know that in 2019 the adult formal volunteering participation rate in Scotland was 

26%.6 This single indicator of volunteering engagement is then used by the Government to 

examine how volunteering participation varies across the following survey fields: 

• SHS demographic variables: age, gender, deprivation, employment status, income and 

urban vs rural;  

• The types of groups, clubs and organisations supported: children’s education and 

schools, local community or neighbourhood groups, etc.; and 

• The types of unpaid activity in the last 12 months. 

 

This annual adult volunteering participation rate analysis is important in tracking society’s 

engagement with volunteering over time. It also has the benefit of simplicity and ease of 

understanding. Furthermore, this measure has been adopted in other countries such as the 

‘Community Life Survey’ in England.7 Again, their focus is on volunteering participation reporting 

on two levels: ‘at least once a month’ and ‘at least once in the last year’. 

 

Given everyone’s dependence on these Government data sources to understand and interpret 

volunteering, it is unsurprising that volunteering participation is now seen through the lens of 

whether one volunteers at least once a year in Scotland. Indeed, Volunteer Scotland as a major 

user of the SHS data has been drawn down this analytical path.  

 

 

 

4 Scottish Household Survey: Annual Reports 1999 – 2018: 
https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/16002/PublicationAnnual  
5 Scottish Household Survey 2018 - Questionnaire 
6 Scottish Household Survey: Annual Report 2019: https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-

survey-2019-annual-report/pages/12/  
7 Community Life Survey 2019/20: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-
201920  

https://www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/16002/PublicationAnnual
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2019/08/scottish-household-survey-questionnaire/documents/questionnaires/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/govscot%3Adocument/Scottish%2BHousehold%2BSurvey%2B2018%2BQuestionnaire.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2019-annual-report/pages/12/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-household-survey-2019-annual-report/pages/12/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-201920
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/community-life-survey-201920
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For example, our time series report for formal volunteering in Scotland during 2007 - 2017 

focused on the analysis of SHS data over the 11 year period and is largely based on volunteering 

participation rate data (adults who have volunteered at least once in the last year).8 

 

However, Section 4 of the report does address the variable of formal volunteering intensity as 

measured by the number of volunteering hours contributed in the last four weeks. This provides a 

fascinating insight on the ‘civic core’ which is defined as those volunteers who contribute the 

most time to volunteering.  Table 1.1 reveals that those who volunteered for 16+ hours in the last 

four weeks accounted for only 19% of volunteers in 2016, but contributed 65% of total 

volunteering hours: see Table 1.1.  

 

Table 1.1 – Formal volunteering intensity in Scotland (2016):  

measured by number of volunteering hours 

 Hours volunteered 

in last four weeks 

No. of volunteers 

(during 2016) 

Hours contributed 

(during 2016) 

‘Civic core’  16+ hours 225,000 (19%) 102,000,000 (65%) 

Other volunteers < 16 hours 990,000 (81%) 55,000,000 (35%) 

Total 9.9 (av.) 1,215,000 157,000,000 

Source: Volunteering in Scotland: Findings from the Scottish Household Survey 2007 – 2017 Full 

Report: Volunteer Scotland, Jan 2019 

 

1.2 The need to examine volunteering intensity 

 

Therefore, to date, analysis of volunteering ‘at least once during the last year’ has formed the 

main evidence base in helping us to understand volunteering participation. However, it is only 

part of the story; not the full story. Analysis of volunteering intensity provides a new body of 

evidence which is largely untapped, but which complements the data on volunteering 

participation.  Unfortunately, it has received limited focus and analysis as part of national 

reporting on people’s engagement in volunteering.  

 

In Scotland we are fortunate in having an SHS question on volunteering hours (unlike the 

Community Life Survey in England). However, its application in the SHS Annual Report is 

confined to a basic frequency table giving the percentages of volunteers against hourly bands for 

the last four weeks (< 1 hour, 1-5 hours, 6-10 hours,11-15 hours, 16-20 hours, 21-35 hours, 36+ 

hours).  

 

Clearly, the analysis in Table 1.1 of the volunteering contribution relating to the ‘civic core’ sheds 

new light on how volunteers’ contribution measured by hours varies widely between those who 

are ‘intensive’ volunteers versus those who are ‘light touch’. However, this is only one analysis at 

the aggregate Scottish level. What about possible variations in hourly contribution between 

genders, age groups, areas of deprivation, etc. This is unexplored territory and one which this 

report seeks to address. 

 

8 Volunteering in Scotland: Findings from the Scottish Household Survey 2007 – 2017 Full Report: 
Volunteer Scotland, Jan 2019:  https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-
evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/  

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
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The objective of this report is therefore to open up the evidence base on volunteering intensity to 

undertake different analyses and to see what the evidence tells us. 

 

1.3 Report focus and structure 

 

Given the breadth and depth of the SHS dataset Volunteer Scotland has focused its analysis 

exclusively on how volunteering hours vary within each demographic group and compares this 

with volunteering participation rate data. We have purposely focused on the analysis of 

demographic groups given the importance of this information, its widespread use and the fact 

that there is now a widely held understanding on the key demographic characteristics for formal 

volunteering as measured by participation ‘at least once in the last year’: 

 

Demographic characteristics for adult formal volunteering participation in Scotland 

(SHS 2018) 

 

• More women than men volunteer 

• Those aged 35-44 have the highest participation rate 

• The less deprived an area the higher its volunteering participation 

• The higher one’s income the more likely one is to volunteer 

•  The self-employed, those in part-time employment and those in further/higher 

education are more likely to volunteer 

• The higher one’s educational attainment the more likely one is to volunteer 

• Those in good health and without long-term health conditions have higher volunteering 

participation 

• Rural areas have higher volunteering participation compared to urban areas. 

Note: the above characteristics relate to adults (age 16+) in Scotland who have volunteered 

formally at least once in the last year. We also know that these demographic characteristics 

have remained remarkably constant since 2007.9 

 

This report therefore tests whether these demographic characteristics still stand when 

volunteering participation is analysed by the number of hours volunteers contribute. The analysis 

is conducted for both formal and informal volunteering.10 

 

 

 

 

 

9 Volunteering in Scotland: Findings from the Scottish Household Survey 2007 – 2017 Full Report: 

Volunteer Scotland, Jan 2019:  https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-
evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/ 
10 Informal volunteering was introduced into the SHS for the first time in 2018 and is defined in the 
Scottish Household Survey 2018 - Questionnaire as “Any unpaid help you as an individual may have given 

to other people or to improve your local environment, that is apart from any help given through a group, 
club or organisation.” 

 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2019/08/scottish-household-survey-questionnaire/documents/questionnaires/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/scottish-household-survey-2018-questionnaire/govscot%3Adocument/Scottish%2BHousehold%2BSurvey%2B2018%2BQuestionnaire.pdf
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The report is structured as follows: 

 

• Section 2 – Methodology 

 

• Sections 3 to 11 – Results by gender, age, deprivation, household income, economic 

status, education, general health, long-term health condition and urban vs. rural 

 

• Section 12 – Key findings, implications and next steps. 
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2. Methodology 

Data source – the SHS 2018 dataset has been used for this analysis. This is the most recent 

dataset which includes both formal and informal volunteering and so enables comparative 

analysis. The SHS 2019 data excludes informal volunteering (which is collected biennially on 

even years); also, the dataset will not be released for analysis till the spring of 2021. 

 

Data analysis – three fields of data are presented for each demographic variable, for both formal 

and informal volunteering: see the structure for formal volunteering in Table 2.1 (a similar 

framework also applies for the analysis of informal volunteering).  

 

As explained in the introduction the analysis focuses on nine of the most important and 

frequently cited demographic variables which can be accessed from the SHS dataset. The only 

major omission is ethnicity. This is due to the very small proportion of volunteers in the sample 

from ethnic minorities which meant that statistical analysis was invalid due to very small cell 

sizes.11 

 

 

Table 2.1 – Analytical structure 

3. Demographic variable Formal volunteering – data ‘fields’ 

Volunteering 

participation rate 

in 2018 

Av. no. of hours 

per volunteer in 

‘last four weeks’ 

Total no. of 

volunteering hours 

in 2018 

Gender    

Age    

Deprivation    

Household income    

Employment status    

Education    

General health    

Long-term health 

condition 

   

Urban vs. rural    

The analysis underpinning the derivation of the data for these three fields is complex and is 

explained in detail in the ‘Technical Note’ in Appendix A. This link gives access to data tables for 

each demographic variable under ‘related downloads’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11 SHS 2018 – the proportion of formal volunteers identifying as ‘white’ was 97.1% compared to 2.9% 
from ‘ethnic minorities’. 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/who-contributes-the-most-to-scottish-volunteering/
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Data fields – the three data fields are explained below: 

 

• Volunteering participation rate is based on the SHS reported statistics on the proportion 

of adults aged 16+ who have volunteered at least once in the last year (which gives one 

rate for formal volunteering and one for informal volunteering). For example, it tells us 

about the proportion of adult males that volunteer in a year – that’s all. In 2018 this was 

24.7% for formal volunteering. It tells us nothing about the volunteer effort i.e. the amount 

of time contributed. 

 

• Average number of hours per volunteer (in the last four weeks) gives an indicator of effort 

as measured by the time expended volunteering. For example, if we take the analysis of 

gender it gives the average number of volunteer hours per volunteer per four week period 

for males and females, which enables a direct comparison on a like-for-like basis i.e. it is 

the figure for an average male volunteer’s contribution compared to an average female 

volunteer’s contribution. 

 

• Total no. of volunteering hours is based on the average number of volunteer hours in a 

year (converting the SHS 4 week data to a 52 weeks a year equivalent figure) and 

multiplying this by the number of volunteers for the demographic variable being 

examined. For example, in the case of gender it tells us that males contribute ‘x’ million 

hours p.a. compared to females who contribute ‘y’ million hours p.a. 

 

One has to be careful in comparing the demographic data for the total number of volunteer 

hours as it reflects the size of the underlying populations. In gender these population sizes are 

fairly similar. However, when it comes to a demographic variable such as age much greater care 

is required. For example, the proportion of young people aged 16 – 24 is much lower than older 

age groups which will have the effect of reducing the total no. of hours for this age cohort. This 

must be borne in mind when comparing the total number of volunteer hours for the different 

demographic variables.   

 

However, the measurement of total volunteer hours is of interest in its own right: 

 

• In terms of the absolute contribution of this demographic group to society; and 

• In terms of the scale of the potential health and wellbeing benefits for volunteers in this 

demographic group. 

 

Data presentation – for each demographic variable the results for the three ‘fields’ relevant to 

formal volunteering are presented in graphical format with headline data relevant to each cell in 

Table 2.1. This is then repeated for informal volunteering. 
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Overall Scottish-level data - the baseline figures for overall Scottish volunteering in 2018, for 

both formal and informal volunteering, are presented below. 

 

      

      

      

2018 Baseline Data: 

• Volunteering participation rates for formal 

and informal volunteering were 26% and 

36% respectively (as measured by those 

who have volunteered at least once in the 

last 12 months). 

 

• The average number of volunteering hours 

per adult volunteer during the previous 

four weeks for formal and informal 

volunteering were 9.6 hours and 10.1 

hours respectively. 

 

• There was a total of 149 million hours 

volunteered formally and 211 million hours 

volunteered informally in Scotland during 

2018.  
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3. Gender 

 
Formal volunteering by gender – SHS 2018  
 

        
 

 

 

 
  

Key findings: 

• Women have had a higher formal 

volunteering participation rate than men 

every year since 2007 (see VS Report) 

• This has fostered the belief that women 

contribute more to formal volunteering 

than men. 

• However, although fewer men volunteer 

compared to women, they contribute a 

significantly higher average number of 

hours per volunteer (10.6 hours compared 

to 8.8 hours respectively). 

• The consequence is that the total number 

of volunteering hours p.a. is virtually 

identical at 74 million for men and 75 

million hours for women.  

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
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Informal volunteering by gender – SHS 2018  
 

  
 
 

 
 
 

Observations from gender analysis 
 
Male volunteering participation was somewhat lower for men compared to women in 2018 – 

three percentage points lower for both formal and informal volunteering.  However, for formal 

volunteering the higher average number of hours contributed by male volunteers has resulted in 

a virtual identical total volunteering contribution of 74 million hours for men and 75 million hours 

for women in 2018. In contrast, for informal volunteering the lower average number of hours 

contributed by male volunteers compared to female volunteers has resulted in a much greater 

differential as measured by total volunteering hours: 76 million hours for men and 135 million 

hours for women.   

 

 

Key findings: 

• Like formal volunteering, women had a 

higher informal volunteering participation 

rate than men in 2018 (37% vs. 34%).  

• However, unlike formal volunteering, men 

contributed a significantly lower average 

number of hours per volunteer compared 

to women (8.8 hours vs. 12.9 hours in the 

last 4 weeks). 

• The consequence is that the total number 

of informal volunteering hours p.a. for men 

was 59 million hours lower than for women 

(76 million hours p.a. vs.135 million hours 

p.a. respectively).  
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Why is it that male volunteers contribute more time per capita to formal volunteering compared to 

informal volunteering and vice-versa for female volunteers? 

• Male volunteers contribute on average 10.6 hours for formal volunteering per four-week 

period, compared to 8.8 hours per four-week period for informal volunteering 

• Whereas female volunteers contribute 8.8 hours for formal volunteering and 12.9 hours 

on average for informal volunteering. 

Male stereotypes for formal volunteering – can these findings be explained by the gender 

stereotype of men having higher engagement in sport, outdoor activities and practical tasks 

linked to formal volunteering? Maybe these types of activities result in deeper and more intensive 

engagement compared to other volunteering roles, resulting in higher average formal 

volunteering hours for men? Also, could there be identify, image and prestige factors conferred 

through formal volunteering which elicits increased hours from men?  

 

Female stereotypes for informal volunteering – one could argue that informal volunteering 

activities rely significantly on communication and relationship building skills with neighbours and 

the local community for which women may have a stronger interest and aptitude? This could 

include support of a ‘caring’ nature, befriending and helping people with a wide range of issues 

affecting their daily lives. Gender theory would also suggest that women are ‘conditioned’ 

towards such roles far more than men are. 

However, it is also possible that these increased contributions from women stem from gender 

inequality issues where informal support of this nature is seen as ‘the woman’s role’. Maybe 

there is a greater expectation of women to make this sort of contribution as opposed to men. In 

fact it could be argued that society actively discourages men from taking on roles not perceived 

to be 'manly' enough. For a woman to be considered a good neighbour, citizen or friend the bar 

is set far higher than it is for men - more is expected of her. A key question for future research is 

the extent to which women actually want to do this level of informal volunteering, or are they 

doing it because they feel it is expected of them as ‘good citizens’? 

Transgender volunteering - unfortunately there is insufficient SHS data to undertake analysis 

on transgender people’s involvement in formal and informal volunteering, which is another factor 

underpinning the need for further research to understand more fully the relationship between 

gender and volunteering engagement.   
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4. Age 

 
Formal volunteering by age – SHS 2018 

 

  

 

Key findings: 

• The 35-44 age group has 

had the highest formal 

volunteering participation 

rate in every year bar two 

since 2007.  

• However, in 2018 this age 

group had the second 

lowest average number of 

hours at 7.5 hours in the 

last four weeks. 

• In contrast, those aged 

over 60 volunteered over 

12 hours. Interestingly, 

those aged 75+ had the 

highest level of 

volunteering intensity at 

13.2 hours. 

• Interestingly, three-

quarters of all formal 

volunteering hours were 

contributed by those aged 

45+ (100 million hours p.a.)    
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Informal volunteering by age – SHS 2018  

 

 

 

Key findings: 

• Like formal volunteering the 35-44 

age group had the highest informal 

volunteering participation rate at 

42%. 

• This age group also had the second  

lowest average number of hours at 

8.4 hours in the last four weeks. 

• In contrast, those aged 60-74 

volunteered 15.3 hours. 

• 57% of total volunteering hours in 

2018 were contributed by those 

aged 45-74 (120 million hours p.a.).    
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Observations from age analysis 

 
The contribution to both formal and informal volunteering hours by those aged 45 and over is 

significantly higher than for those aged under 45. A plausible explanation is people’s greater 

personal flexibility and more ‘free time’ in the older age groups, especially for those aged over 

60. For younger people the pressures of firstly establishing and then progressing one’s career 

may be part of the reason for lower volunteering hours. However, there may be other factors 

such as caring responsibilities, other competing extracurricular interests, etc. This finding has 

important policy and practice implications: 

 

• We know that the relationship between volunteering and health and wellbeing is important for 

all age groups. However, the evidence suggests that there is a correlation between the time 

devoted to volunteering and the health and wellbeing benefits volunteers derive.12 Clearly, 

there is quite a wide variation in the average volunteer time committed across the different 

age bands which may have a bearing on the health and wellbeing benefits derived across the 

age bands.  

 

• The fact that the over 60 age group already accounts for 30.2% of Scotland’s adult 

population and that this is projected to increase to 36.3% by 2043 highlights one of the most 

important demographic changes facing us. The number of adults aged 60+ is projected to 

increase by 365,000 from 1,362,000 to 1,727,000.13 

 

• Volunteering is therefore likely to have a disproportionately important role to play for the over 

60 age group given its projected growth and when one takes into account the higher level of 

volunteering intensity, especially for the 60-74 year-old age group, and the potential health 

and wellbeing benefits that can be derived. See further discussion of the health and wellbeing 

benefits by age group in Volunteer Scotland’s report ‘The contribution of volunteering to 

Scotland’s health and wellbeing’ (Section 9).14 

 

12 Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing: What does the evidence tell us? Volunteer Scotland, Nov 2018 
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-

health-wellbeing/  
13 National Records of Scotland – Population Projections 2018-based: 
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/population/population-
projections/population-projections-scotland/2018-based (Volunteer Scotland’s analysis of the NRS data) 
14 ‘The contribution of volunteering to Scotland’s health and wellbeing’ – Volunteer Scotland, Oct 2019 
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1541976/the_contribution_of_volunteering_to_scotlands_health
_and_wellbeing_2020_-_2040.pdf  

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/population/population-projections/population-projections-scotland/2018-based
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/population/population-projections/population-projections-scotland/2018-based
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1541976/the_contribution_of_volunteering_to_scotlands_health_and_wellbeing_2020_-_2040.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1541976/the_contribution_of_volunteering_to_scotlands_health_and_wellbeing_2020_-_2040.pdf


 
 

     Who contributes the most to volunteering in Scotland? January 2020 

Volunteer Scotland 20 

 

5. Deprivation 

Formal volunteering by deprivation – SHS 2018  

  

 

 

 

Key findings: 

• For each year from 2007 – 2018 the 

Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation 

(SIMD) quintiles 1 and 2 (the most 

deprived areas of Scotland) have had 

the lowest formal volunteering 

participation rates (see VS Report). 

• However, the average number of 

volunteer hours per four-week period is 

virtually identical across the five quintiles 

at 9-10 hours per volunteer. Interestingly, 

quintile 1 had the highest equal number 

of hours at 10.0. 

• Notwithstanding a small uplift in quintile 

1 the total number of formal volunteering 

hours still reveals increasing 

volunteering intensity for the least 

deprived quintiles. 

 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
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Informal volunteering by deprivation – SHS 2018  

 

 

 

 
 

Key findings: 

• There is an inverse correlation 

between increasing deprivation 

and the informal volunteering 

participation rate, but the variance 

is more modest compared to 

formal volunteering: 32% in Q1 

compared to 39% in Q5. 

• However, the average number of 

hours per volunteer is directly 

correlated to increasing 

deprivation – the greater the 

deprivation the higher the number 

of informal volunteer hours.  

• Quintile 1 has the highest average 

number of informal volunteer 

hours per volunteer at 11.7. It is 

also 2nd equal in the total number 

of volunteer hours at 42 million.  
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Observations from deprivation analysis 
 
For formal volunteering there has been long-established evidence from the SHS that 

volunteering participation is lower the more deprived the community. For the first time in 2018 we 

had equivalent data for informal volunteering which showed a similar correlation, but with less 

variance between the most and least deprived communities. 

 

However, the analysis by intensity of volunteering shows that formal volunteers living in the 20% 

most deprived communities in Scotland (quintile 1) contribute similar amounts of time to those 

living in the least deprived communities as measured by the average number of hours per 

volunteer. For informal volunteering the data shows that the highest volunteering contribution as 

measured by the average number volunteer hours is actually in quintile 1.  

 

Health and wellbeing benefits – given the stronger health and wellbeing benefits for volunteers 

who are subject to deprivation this evidence reinforces the case for increasing volunteering 

participation in quintile 1.15 There may be significant barriers to engaging those from quintile 1, 

but the health and wellbeing benefits from those that do engage will be that much greater 

especially as their average number of volunteer hours are likely to be comparable to or greater 

than the less deprived areas in Scotland. As discussed above in the section on ‘Age’ the 

evidence from Volunteer Scotland’s research on health and wellbeing suggests that there is a 

correlation between the time devoted to volunteering and the health and wellbeing benefits 

volunteers derive.16 

 

Community engagement – the evidence on informal volunteering also tells us something 

important about community engagement and how it varies by deprivation. It suggests that, at an 

individual volunteer level, community spirit in terms of engaging with one’s neighbours, looking 

out for one another, providing a helping hand and acts of kindness are likely to be stronger and 

more prevalent in our most deprived communities. Historically, the strength of community 

engagement was also identified amongst the working class of the industrial revolution: “In other 

ways, too, the humanity of the workers is constantly manifesting itself pleasantly.  They have 

experienced hard times themselves and can therefore feel for those in trouble; to them, every 

person is a human being,……” 17 The challenge is therefore how to improve the level of 

participation in informal volunteering to help scale up these community-level benefits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15 Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing: What does the evidence tell us? Volunteer Scotland, Nov 2018 
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-

health-wellbeing/ 
16 Ibid 
17 F. Engels, the condition of the working class in England [1845], London: Granada, 1982, pp. 154-5. 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
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Community-based support – the lower proportion of charities and community organisations in 

our most deprived areas may help to explain the lower levels of volunteering participation in 

quintile 1.18 For formal volunteering there are fewer organisations and places for people to 

engage with and for the volunteering ‘ask’ to be made. So, the rationale for building up charitable 

and community-based infrastructure is all the stronger as we know that once a person is 

engaged in formal volunteering from quintile 1 the proportion of hours they are likely to devote 

will be comparable to, or greater, than for those living in quintiles 2 – 5. This is a ‘win-win’ for 

both the volunteers and the communities they are supporting.  

 

For informal volunteering, the lower proportion of charity and community groups in quintile 1 may 

be a driver of increased self-help, where people are forced to support each other due to the 

absence of organised support in their community. There may also be a stigma or fear of helping 

or being helped by formal organisations, which stimulates more informal volunteering support 

than would otherwise be the case. 

 

Correlation with other demographic characteristics of deprived areas – there may be 

factors associated with living in deprived areas that help to explain the relatively high average 

number of volunteer hours, especially for informal volunteering. This could include rates of 

unemployment, health and wellbeing, caring responsibilities, etc. The plan is to examine these 

correlation factors as part of a stage 2 study which will help answer these sorts of questions 

across all sections of this report. 

  

 

18 Volunteer Scotland’s analysis of OSCR’s Charity Register shows that there is a much lower proportion of 
local charities in SIMD quintiles 1 and 2 (23% of local charities located in the 40% most deprived areas of 

Scotland) compared to quintiles 3 – 5 (77% of local charities located in the 60% less deprived areas) – 
https://public.tableau.com/profile/alan.stevenson#!/vizhome/CharityRegister/2c_CharitieslocalbySIMDq. This research 
is unpublished.  

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpublic.tableau.com%2Fprofile%2Falan.stevenson%23!%2Fvizhome%2FCharityRegister%2F2c_CharitieslocalbySIMDq&data=04%7C01%7C%7C8f96558c26324beb34c108d8c1576ef6%7Ce4a8a5a19e1843d69ab390ec054653e2%7C1%7C0%7C637471929298623853%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=CBwFbnnBTv8q7uHSbAGaEDxi6yJPB%2BLZWRjjpbSIZC0%3D&reserved=0
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6. Household income19 

 
Formal volunteering by household income – SHS 2018  

  
 

 

 
 

19 ‘Household income’ in the SHS is that of the highest income householder and their partner only. It 
includes all adults for whom household income is known or has been imputed and excludes refusals/don't 
know responses. 

Key findings: 

• For formal volunteering there is an 

almost linear relationship between 

increasing household income and 

increasing participation. 

• However, the average number of 

volunteer hours per volunteer is highest 

for those on lower household incomes 

of £10k-20k and £20k – 30k. Those on 

the highest household incomes (> 

£40k) actually contribute the lowest 

average number of hours. The reasons 

for this are not clear. 

• The consequence is that formal 

volunteers in households earning less 

than £30k accounted for 77 million 

hours in 2018 which is just over 50% of 

total formal volunteer hours.  
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Informal volunteering by household income – SHS 2018  
 

 

  

 
 

Key findings: 

• For informal volunteering there 

is an almost linear relationship 

between increasing household 

income and increasing 

participation. 

• However, the opposite applies 

for the average number of 

volunteer hours. There is an 

inverse relationship with average 

informal volunteering hours 

decreasing the higher the 

household income. The reasons 

for this are not clear. 

• The consequence is that 

informal volunteers in 

households earning less than 

£30k accounted for 127 million 

hours in 2018 which is 59% of 

total informal volunteer hours.  
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Observations from income analysis 

For both formal and informal volunteering, the greatest contribution to volunteering as measured 

by the total number of volunteering hours is coming from those in lower income households. 

Initially, this appears to be counterintuitive. We know that the highest volunteering participation 

rates by household income band have been for those earning > £40k p.a. For formal 

volunteering this has been the case each year since 2007, with participation rates for those 

earning > £40k varying from 46% in 2007 to 34% in 2018.20 Also, in the first year of informal 

volunteering data in 2018, for those households earning > £40k the volunteering participation 

rate was 43%, significantly higher than the lower income bands.  

 

This evidence leads one to the perception that the majority of volunteering contribution comes 

from the middle class, higher educated and more affluent sections of society. This is true in terms 

of the proportion of people volunteering at least once a year. However, it is not true in terms of 

total volunteering effort. More volunteering hours are being contributed by households earning 

under £30k than those earning over £30k. Why is this? 

 

We don’t have the answer to this question, but there are a range of possible explanatory factors 

including: 

 

• Proximity and level of need – for those on lower incomes and who live in areas with 

higher deprivation the people with the highest level of need are often your next door 

neighbours – not in some other geography remote from where you live. This could 

account for volunteers on lower incomes contributing more time, especially in the 

provision of informal support. They know the people they are supporting, can empathise 

based on lived experience and so can relate more closely to their needs. 

 

• Community dynamics – linked to the above issue, the ways in which communities 

operate and engage their residents vary significantly between lower and higher income 

neighbourhoods. The dynamics of this are complex and involve everything from the type 

of house we live in, to the transport we use, community infrastructure, our jobs and the 

type of recreation and socialisation we engage in. It is quite possible that these 

community dynamics are influencing not just the opportunity to volunteer (linked to social 

capital) but also the amount of time volunteers devote to support others. 

 

• Time availability – another possible hypothesis is that those who devote the most time to 

volunteering have personal circumstances which facilitate this – in other words they have 

more ‘free time’; but how is this related to income? Is it the case that those on higher 

incomes are busier at work and have less time to volunteer: the income rich – time poor 

paradigm? Not necessarily. What about the gig economy and those who have three jobs 

just to make ends meet? However, the next section on ‘employment status’ does give us 

some clues. It highlights that the highest average number of volunteer hours per 

volunteer come from the unemployed, the retired and those looking after the family/home 

 

20 Volunteering in Scotland: Findings from the Scottish Household Survey 2007 – 2017 Full Report: 
Volunteer Scotland, Jan 2019:  https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-
evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/ 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
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– all of which have the potential to be linked to lower incomes. 

 

• Quintile 1 challenges – given the complex social challenges facing those living in the 

most deprived areas of Scotland, there is some evidence that there is a higher proportion 

of charities addressing poverty, young people and community development challenges in 

quintiles 1 and 2.21 It is purely speculative, but one could argue that the type of 

volunteering support required by such organisations is more intensive when dealing with 

social problems, compared to the support required for, say, leisure and recreation 

pursuits. 

  

 

21 Volunteer Scotland’s analysis of OSCR’s Charity Register has revealed that the proportion of charities 
focused on ‘poverty, children and young people’ is 2% - 5% higher; for ‘poverty and community’ the 

proportion is 5% higher; and for ‘community development, children and young people’ the proportion is 
1% higher: https://public.tableau.com/profile/alan.stevenson#!/vizhome/CharityRegister/4b_OrgtypeSIMDq. This 
analysis is unpublished. 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpublic.tableau.com%2Fprofile%2Falan.stevenson%23!%2Fvizhome%2FCharityRegister%2F4b_OrgtypeSIMDq&data=04%7C01%7C%7C8f96558c26324beb34c108d8c1576ef6%7Ce4a8a5a19e1843d69ab390ec054653e2%7C1%7C0%7C637471929298623853%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=UF0QHHswj2gLPMEIWiYz5Jx079%2FSSaUmVQH3Xix%2BeTA%3D&reserved=0
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7.  Employment status 

 

Formal volunteering by employment status – SHS 2018  

 

 

 

Key findings: 

• For formal volunteering the 

highest volunteering 

participation rates are for those 

who are self-employed, 

employed part-time and in 

education/government training. 

• However, the highest average 

numbers of volunteering hours 

are provided by those looking 

after the family/home, the 

retired and the unemployed. 

• In terms of the total number of 

volunteering hours the biggest 

contributors are the retired (51 

million hours) and those in full-

time employment (42 million 

hours).   

 



 
 

     Who contributes the most to volunteering in Scotland? January 2020 

Volunteer Scotland 29 

 

Informal volunteering by employment status – SHS 2018  
 

 

  

  

Key findings: 

• Informal volunteering 

participation rate is lowest 

for those who are 

permanently sick or 

disabled at 17%. The next 

lowest rates are for the 

unemployed and the retired. 

• However, the highest 

average numbers of 

volunteering hours per 

volunteer are contributed by 

those looking after the 

family /home and those who 

are permanently sick of 

disabled. 

• Like formal volunteering, 

the highest contribution as 

measured by total 

volunteering hours come 

from those in full-time 

employment (65 million 

hours) and the retired (59 

million hours). 
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Observations from employment status analysis 

 
There are some variations between formal and informal volunteering participation rates 

depending on one’s employment status. The highest participation rates for formal volunteering 

are the self-employed, those employed part-time and those in education/government training. For 

informal volunteering there are additional high participation rates for full-time employment and 

looking after family/home.   

 

However, when one examines the average number of volunteer hours per volunteer, both 

categories of volunteering have one thing in common: those not in the employment market and 

those who are disadvantaged contribute more hours per volunteer per four-week period. The 

highest contributors are those with employment status as follows:  

• Looking after family/home (particularly high for informal volunteers with an average of 

over 22 hours per four-week period) 

• Permanently retired from work 

• Unemployed and seeking work 

• Permanently sick of disabled (particularly high for informal volunteers with an average of 

over 16 hours per four-week period). 

 

The broad implications of this analysis are as follows: 

• Those who could benefit the most from volunteering are the least likely to volunteer: the 

unemployed, those with long-term health conditions/disability, the retired and for formal 

volunteering those who look after family/home. 

• However, it is these very groups who are contributing the highest number of hours per 

volunteer. 

• And we know that there is an important relationship between volunteering intensity and 

the derivation of health and wellbeing benefits.22    

 

The conclusion is that the goal of increasing volunteering participation by those not in 

employment or who are disadvantaged has a potential ‘win-win’ outcome. Not only do they have 

the opportunity to reap health and wellbeing benefits from volunteering (like all volunteers), but 

they may also generate higher benefits than those in employment or education because of: 

• The disproportionately important contribution which volunteering can confer on those who 

are not in employment, are disadvantaged and have more limited social capital; and 

• The fact that they are likely to volunteer more hours which could further increase their 

health and wellbeing benefits. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

22 See earlier discussion on health and wellbeing benefits in ‘Section 5: Deprivation’ – and the sources 

cited. 
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In terms of total volunteering hours those who are employed full-time and those who are retired 

contribute by far the most hours for both formal and informal volunteering: 

• Formal volunteering – a combined figure of 93 million hours or 62% of total volunteer 

hours 

• Informal volunteering – a combined figure of 124 million hours or 59% of total volunteer 

hours. 
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8. Education 

Formal volunteering by education – SHS 2018  

 

 

 

 
 
 

Key findings: 

• For formal volunteering there is 

a correlation between 

increasing participation rates 

and increasing educational 

attainment. 

• For example, the volunteering 

participation rate for those 

educated to degree/ 

professional level is 38%. 

• However, this relationship does 

not pertain to the average 

number of volunteer hours per 

four-week period, which varies 

in a fairly narrow band between 

8.6 hours and 10.1 hours 

across the different educational 

bands.  

• Volunteers educated to 

degree/professional level 

accounted for 69 million hours 

in 2018, which is 46% of total 

formal volunteering hours. 

Note: The categories for ‘Other 

qualifications’ and ‘No 

qualifications/ qualifications 

unknown’ are imprecise and difficult 

to interpret so have been 

discounted from the analysis of the 

results. 
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Informal volunteering by education – SHS 2018  
 
 

 

 

 
 

Key findings: 

• Informal volunteering 

demonstrates similar 

trends to those found in 

formal volunteering: 

o Increasing 

participation with 

increasing educational 

attainment 

o No discernible trend in 

the average number 

of hours per volunteer 

by educational band 

o Volunteers educated 

to degree/ 

professional level 

provided the highest 

number of volunteer 

hours in 2018 (77 

million) 

o Interestingly, those 

educated to Standard 

Grade or equivalent 

contributed the 

second highest 

number of volunteer 

hours (44 million) 

 

Note: The categories for 

‘Other qualifications’ and ‘No 

qualifications/ qualifications 

unknown’ are imprecise and 

difficult to interpret so have 

been discounted from the 

analysis of the results. 
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Observations from education analysis 

There is a trend in both formal and informal volunteering for participation rates to be higher the 

higher the person’s educational attainment, so that those with degrees or professional 

qualifications are the most likely to volunteer. 

 

However, the average number of hours volunteers contribute across the different educational 

bands is much more evenly distributed.  

 

From this analysis one can conclude that education is a variable linked to higher volunteering 

participation, but once a person commits to volunteering the number of hours they contribute 

appears to be unrelated to educational attainment. This raises interesting questions such as: 

 

• Is educational attainment a barrier to entering volunteering? 

• If so, is this due to conscious or unconscious bias by volunteer involving organisations  

in their engagement of volunteers, which favours the selection of those who are more 

qualified? (relevant to formal volunteering only) 

• Or is it due to the impact of educational attainment on the person’s interest in, and 

willingness to, volunteer? 

 

However, the good news is that once a person becomes a volunteer their level of educational 

attainment does not appear to influence the amount of time they devote to volunteering.  
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9. General health 

 
Formal volunteering by general health23 – SHS 2018 

 

 

 

 

23 General health is not defined in the SHS. The question is ‘How good is your health in general?’ with five 
response options: very good, good, fair, bad and very bad. The latter two health categories had to be 
amalgamated in the analysis due to small cell sizes. 

Key findings: 

• The formal volunteering 

participation rate declines as 

general health declines, 

particularly for those with 

‘bad/very bad’ health (only 

12% of adults). 

• However, the average 

number of volunteer hours is 

much more evenly distributed 

across the general health 

spectrum. Even those 

volunteers with ‘bad/very bad’ 

health contributed an average 

of 8.4 hours per four-week 

period. 

• The total number of volunteer 

hours is much lower for those 

with ‘fair’ and ‘bad/very bad’ 

health. This reflects their 

lower participation rates and 

the fact that smaller 

proportions of the population 

have ‘fair’ and ‘bad/very bad’ 

health.   
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Informal volunteering by general health – SHS 2018 

 

 

 

 
 
  

Key findings: 

• For informal volunteering the 

participation rate only 

declines significantly for 

those who rate their general 

health to be ‘bad/very bad’ 

(23%). 

• Interestingly, the highest 

average number of hours 

per volunteer is for those 

who rate their general health 

as ‘bad/very bad’ (12.8 

hours per four-week period). 

• Notwithstanding the higher 

average number of volunteer 

hours for those with ‘fair’ and 

‘bad/very bad’ general 

health, the total number of 

volunteer hours for these 

health categories is lowest.  

• This reflects their lower 

participation rates (especially 

for the ‘bad/very bad’ 

general health category) and 

the much lower proportions 

of the adult population in 

these health categories.  
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Observations from general health analysis 

Although volunteering participation declines as adults’ general health declines, it is interesting to 

find that for those who do volunteer their average hourly contribution per four-week period does 

not seem to be unduly influenced by their general health. Indeed, those informal volunteers rating 

their general health as ‘bad/very bad’ had the highest average number of hours per volunteer per 

four-week period at 12.8 hours.  

 

On initial consideration this finding appears to be counterintuitive. One would expect the time 

devoted to volunteering to decline as health declines due to a proportion of volunteers being unfit 

to fulfil volunteering duties. Why is this not the case?  

 

This is a complex outcome and one which does not have any clear-cut explanations. However, 

possible factors to consider include: 

• If people have bad or very bad general health, they are less likely to be in paid work or 

maybe they can only work part-time. This would give them more time to undertake 

volunteering, which may be an attractive option to compensate for their lack of work, 

especially if the volunteering tasks are less demanding physically, are less stressful and 

can be accommodated more flexibly to meet the specific health condition(s) of the 

volunteer.  

• The positive linkage between volunteering and health and wellbeing could be a factor . 

For example, those suffering from mental ill-health may use volunteering as a way of 

engaging with society to help mitigate some of their symptoms through the volunteer role 

providing social contact, a sense of purpose, a feeling of achievement, etc. 

• For those excluded from the employment market due to ill-health, volunteering could be 

used as a ‘stepping stone’ either back into employment and/or as a positive outcome in 

its own right. 

• Those with ill-health may self-identify with others who are not well or are suffering 

disadvantage. This could encourage them to provide volunteering support to help others 

in society who are struggling. In the context of formal volunteering the contribution of 

peer volunteers with the lived experience of the health condition being addressed is an 

obvious example.  

• For informal volunteering self-identification could be a particular factor in explaining the 

much higher average number of hours per volunteer per four-week period from those 

with ‘bad/very bad’ general health. Helping neighbours and friends informally is probably 

easier than through formal volunteering routes. 

 

Finally, the one big upside from this evidence is that the rationale for supporting people with ill-

health to volunteer is stronger than ever. Not only are there potential health benefits to be gained 

through volunteering, but if those with ill-health do volunteer then they are likely to devote a 

significant amount of time to volunteering which we know is important in the generation of health 

and wellbeing benefits.24 

 

24 Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing: What does the evidence tell us? Volunteer Scotland, Nov 2018 
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-
health-wellbeing/ 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
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10.  Long-term health conditions 

Formal volunteering by long-term health conditions25 – SHS 2018 

  

  

 

 

25 A ‘long-term health condition’ is defined in the SHS as any physical or mental health condition or illness 

lasting or expected to last for twelve months or more. 

Key findings: 

• The differential in the formal volunteering 

participation rate between those with and 

without a long-term health condition is 

maybe not as large as one might have 

expected (24% vs. 28%). 

• However, those volunteers with a long-term 

health condition are actually contributing 

more hours on average per four-week period 

than those without (10.7 hours vs. 9.3 

hours). 

• Informal volunteers with a long-term health 

condition contributed 44 million hours in 

2018, which represents 30% of total formal 

volunteer hours (149 million hours). 
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Informal volunteering by long-term health conditions – SHS 2018  

 

 

 

 
 

Key findings: 

• Informal volunteering and the impact of long-

term health conditions has similar 

characteristics to those of formal 

volunteering.  

• However, the engagement of volunteers with 

a long-term health condition is even stronger 

for informal volunteering: 

o The informal volunteering 

participation rates are almost equal 

for those with and without a long-

term health condition (35% vs. 36%) 

o The differential in the average 

number of hours contributed per 

volunteer per four-week period is 

even greater (12.1 hours vs. 9.3 

hours) 

o Also, in absolute terms, informal 

volunteers with a long-term health 

condition contributed more hours on 

average per volunteer per four-week 

period than formal volunteers with a 

long-term health condition (12.1 

hours vs. 10.7 hours) 

o Informal volunteers with a long-term 

health condition contributed 73 

million hours in 2018, which 

represents 35% of total informal 

volunteer hours (212 million hours). 
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Observations from long-term health conditions’ analysis 
 

Average number of hours per volunteer. Although fewer people with a long-term health 

condition volunteer, for both formal and informal volunteering, their average number of hours per 

volunteer per four-week period is actually higher: 

• Formal volunteers who have long-term health conditions contribute more hours per 

volunteer than those who don’t – 10.7 hours vs. 9.7 hours per volunteer per four-week 

period respectively. 

• Informal volunteers who have long-term health conditions contribute more hours per 

volunteer than those who don’t – 12.1 hours vs. 9.3 hours per volunteer per four-week 

period respectively. 

 

For the reasons discussed in Section 10 on ‘general health’ this is a really positive finding given 

the relationship between volunteering intensity and the generation of health and wellbeing 

benefits for volunteers. This provides even stronger evidence underpinning the case for 

increasing volunteering engagement for those with a disability or long-term health condition. 

 

Total volunteering hours. For both formal and informal volunteering, the proportion of total 

volunteering hours contributed by those with long-term health conditions is higher than the 

proportion of volunteers with long-term health conditions: 

 

• Formal volunteering – 44 million hours were contributed by formal volunteers with long-

term health conditions in 2018 which represents 30% of the total number of volunteer 

hours (149 million). 

• Informal volunteering – 73 million hours were contributed by informal volunteers with 

long-term health conditions in 2018 which represents 35% of the total number of 

volunteer hours (212 million). 

 

For both formal and informal volunteering, the proportions of total volunteering hours for those 

with long-term health conditions were 30% and 35% respectively, which are higher that the 

proportions of volunteers with long-term health conditions – 27% and 29% respectively. 
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11.  Urban vs. rural 

Formal volunteering by urban vs. rural – SHS 2018 

 

 

 

Key findings: 

• For every year since 2007 the formal 

volunteering participation rate has 

been higher in rural areas in Scotland 

(see VS Report). In 2018 the rural rate 

of 33% was 8% higher than in urban 

areas. 

• However, when one examines the 

average number of volunteer hours 

per four-week period there is virtually 

no difference between urban and rural 

areas (9.6 hours vs. 9.9 hours 

respectively).    

• The total number of volunteer hours is 

much lower in rural compared to urban 

areas for two reasons: 

o The lower participation rate; 

and 

o The much lower proportion of 

the Scottish population living in 

rural compared to urban areas.  

 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
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Informal volunteering by urban vs. rural – SHS 2018  

 
 

 
 

 
 
  

Key findings: 

• The analysis of intensity for informal 

volunteering presents a very similar 

picture to that for formal volunteering: 

a higher rural participation rate (but 

less marked compared to formal 

volunteering) and a similar average 

number of hours per volunteer. 

• The consequence is that many more 

volunteer hours are contributed in 

urban areas (171 million p.a.) 

compared to rural areas (39 million). 
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Observations from urban vs. rural analysis 

There has been a long-established trend of higher formal volunteering participation in rural 

compared to urban areas.26 Even the recently published SHS 2018 data for informal volunteering 

shows higher engagement in rural areas, albeit to a less marked extent. There is a lack of hard 

evidence as to why this is the case, but research by Volunteer Scotland states that: 

 

“….. anecdotally there are perceptions that this higher volunteering engagement in rural locations 

is down to cohesive and intimate communities, fostered by their smaller size where people tend 

to know each other, and where reciprocity and mutuality are the basis for ‘survival’.27 

 

However, what we can take from this analysis of volunteering intensity is that although a higher 

proportion of adults in rural areas are volunteering the average amount of time contributed by 

volunteers is broadly the same between urban and rural volunteers. This finding is somewhat 

counterintuitive. Given the explanatory factors posited above relating to the strengths of rural 

communities, one would expect not just the volunteering participation rate but also the 

volunteering intensity to be higher, but this is not the case. 

  

 

26 Volunteering in Scotland: Findings from the Scottish Household Survey 2007 – 2017 Full Report: 
Volunteer Scotland, Jan 2019:  https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-
evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/ 
27 Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing: What does the evidence tell us? Volunteer Scotland, Nov 2018 
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-
health-wellbeing/ (see Section 9, page 117) 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-trends-in-scotland/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/for-organisations/research-and-evaluation/publications/volunteering-health-wellbeing/
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12.  Key findings, implications and next steps 

 
12.1 Key findings 

 
This analysis of volunteering intensity has challenged our widely held understanding about which 

demographic groups are contributing the most to society. Data on the average number of hours 

contributed per volunteer shows that for the demographic variables examined those groups who 

have the lowest volunteering participation rate (as measured by ‘volunteering at least once in the 

last year’) often contribute the highest number of hours once they are engaged in volunteering. 

These findings are often counter-intuitive, and some findings are quite remarkable: 

 

Findings based on the average number of volunteering hours per adult volunteer in the 

last four weeks 

• Men contribute more hours volunteering formally than women, but fewer hours 

informally. 

• The oldest age group (75+) contribute more hours volunteering formally than any other 

age group. 

• Volunteers living in the 20% most deprived areas of Scotland contribute more informal 

volunteer hours compared to any of the other quintiles – and a similar number of hours 

for formal volunteering. 

• Those on the second lowest income band £10,000 – £20,000 p.a. contribute more hours 

of volunteering than any of the higher income bands – for both formal and informal 

volunteering. 

• Those looking after the family/home volunteer informally an average of over 22 hours per 

volunteer every four weeks – by far the highest of any employment status category. 

• Those educated to Standard Grade level volunteer more hours compared to those 

educated to higher levels – for both formal and informal volunteering.  

• Volunteers with long-term health conditions volunteer more hours compared to those 

without a long-term health condition – for both formal and informal volunteering. 

• Those living in urban areas contribute marginally fewer hours volunteering compared to 

those living in rural areas – for both formal and informal volunteering. 

 
12.2 Implications 

 

These findings are important for three main reasons: 

 

1) Understanding the total contribution of volunteering – when the volunteering intensity 

data are combined with the number of adults in each demographic category it allows us to 

work out the total contribution measured in hours/days per annum for the different 

demographic groups across Scotland. For example, it lets us see that volunteering by 

young people in Scotland aged 16-24 is 13 million hours p.a. compared to the 14 million 

hours p.a. contributed by those aged 75+. This allows us to work out which demographic 

segments are contributing the most in absolute terms. 
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2) Leveraging health and wellbeing benefits – there is established evidence on the 

relationship between volunteering intensity and the derivation of health and wellbeing 

benefits for the volunteers themselves. We also know that such benefits are 

proportionately greater for those who are the most disadvantaged. This is important 

because it shows us which segments of society are likely to derive the greatest health 

and wellbeing benefits. For example, the analysis shows that those living in the most 

deprived areas of Scotland (SIMD quintile 1) have the lowest participation rates for both 

formal and informal volunteering. However, once they start volunteering they contribute 

the highest equal number of formal volunteer hours of any quintile; and the highest 

number of informal volunteer hours across all quintiles . This reinforces the case for 

increasing volunteering engagement for those in quintile 1 due to the potential health and 

wellbeing they can derive. 

 
3) Informing policy and practice – this analysis provides new evidence to help to inform 

the prioritisation of support for volunteering. This includes informing Scottish Government 

policies; the development, rollout and monitoring of the ‘Volunteering for All’ Framework28; 

and volunteering practice as adopted by individual volunteering involving organisations. 

 

This research also raises the important question as to how best to monitor volunteering in 

Scotland. In summary, there are three main quantitative analyses which can help inform our 

understanding of people’s engagement with, and contribution to, volunteering: 

 

• Volunteering participation – this determines whether a person is classified as a 

volunteer or not. It requires a subjective decision on the time period during which they will 

have had to volunteer. In the Scottish Household Survey Annual Report this is based on 

‘having volunteered at least once in the last year’. To date, this is the evidence which has 

largely informed our current understanding of volunteering in Scotland. (The SHS leads 

on the reporting of volunteering participation data, supplemented by cross-sectional 

analysis by Volunteer Scotland.) 

 

• Volunteering intensity – this gives the actual number of hours contributed by volunteers, 

which is specified as the ‘average number of hours per volunteer’ as presented in this 

report. This provides new insights to complement and add greater depth to the 

volunteering participation data. (This report by Volunteer Scotland is the first detailed 

exposition of volunteering intensity data derived from the SHS) 

 

• Volunteering frequency – this is based on how frequently a person volunteers: a few 

times a year, monthly, weekly or most days. This data can be analysed to show the 

average number of ‘volunteer instances’ a person is engaged in each year. Volunteer 

Scotland has analysed this dataset in parallel to its analysis of volunteering intensity.29 As 

one would expect, due to the correlation between volunteering intensity and volunteering 

 

28 Volunteering for All: Our National Framework - Scottish Government; April 2019 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/volunteering-national-framework/ 
29 Volunteer Scotland’s analysis of volunteering frequency in Scotland will be presented in a separate 
report to complement the analysis in this report on volunteering intensity. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/volunteering-national-framework/
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frequency, the findings are very similar to the trends evidenced in this report on 

volunteering intensity. (Volunteer Scotland will be issuing a separate report on its 

volunteering frequency findings, which will be complementary to this report on 

volunteering intensity.)  

 

To conclude, volunteering participation as measured by ‘volunteering at least once in the last 

year’ is a very blunt indicator of volunteering engagement. This report has shown that examining 

the amount of time volunteers contribute provides a valuable additional layer of information in the 

interpretation of ‘Who contributes the most to volunteering in Scotland?’. However, this begs the 

question: What is/are the best Key Performance Indicator(s) (KPI) to inform policy and practice?  

 

12.3 Next steps 
 

For Volunteer Scotland 

 

To optimise the reach and impact of this research Volunteer Scotland will undertake the following 

actions: 

• ‘Highlights Report’ – to complement this detailed report Volunteer Scotland will be 

producing a separate designed ‘Highlights Report’ which presents the key messages in 

an infographic and easily digested format. 

 

• Stakeholder engagement – Volunteer Scotland will engage with the Scottish 

Government, Scottish Volunteering Forum and the Cross-Party Group on Volunteering to 

share the findings and discuss the implications for volunteering in Scotland. 

 

• Wide-ranging communication – Volunteer Scotland will actively promote this research 

through its newsletter, social media and blogs; through the forums it is a member of in 

Scotland, the UK and internationally; and it will use the evidence in seminars and 

conferences at which it is speaking.  

 

• National reporting – given the importance of this new evidence base on volunteering 

intensity and frequency, it is essential that this data is reported systematically to track 

people’s engagement with, and contribution to, volunteering in Scotland. In addition to 

Volunteer Scotland reporting this data going forward, the Scottish Government may wish 

to review what the implications of this data may be for the Scottish Household Survey 

Annual Report. 

 

• Further research – Volunteer Scotland will continue its analysis and reporting in this 

area through: 

 
o Publishing a sister report on ‘Volunteering frequency’ to complement this report on 

‘Volunteering intensity’. 

o Analysing other data fields in the Scottish Household Survey for both volunteering 

intensity and volunteering frequency. This could include cross-cutting analysis in 

areas such as sport, culture, community engagement, neighbourhood 

characteristics and household characteristics. 
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o Examining where hours are being volunteered for different demographic groups, 

for example which types of volunteering are those living in SIMD Q1 most involved 

in compared to SIMD Q5. 

o Building a series of volunteer profiles to examine how different variables impact 

different demographic groups of volunteers; for example, which factors are 

correlated with older (55+) adults’ decisions to volunteer compared to younger 

volunteers (under 55). 

o Analysing volunteer motivations – for example, how important are factors such as 

volunteers’ career development goals, their altruistic motivations or their lived 

experience in influencing not just the frequency of volunteering, but also the 

number of hours they contribute? 

 

For partners and volunteer involving organisations  

 
Thank you for taking the time to review the findings of this report and the next steps. Your 
support would be most helpful in five areas: 
 

• Sharing the findings of this report. 

• Providing feedback on the report.  

• Engaging with Volunteer Scotland and its partners in reviewing the implications of this 

research for your own organisation, the sector you are in and/ or the demographic group 

you support. 

• Contributing your ideas and technical expertise to the further research work outlined 

above. 

• Helping to review the current KPI for volunteering based on ‘volunteering participation at 

least once in the last year’.  A co-produced outcome based on inputs from the Scottish 

Government and academic and practitioner specialists would be appropriate.  

 

 

Volunteer Scotland would welcome your views 

 

If you have any questions, suggestions or general feedback on the research findings and their 

implications please contact: 

 

Matthew Linning - Matthew.linning@volunteerscotland.org.uk 

 

Deborah Maltman - Deborah.maltman@volunteerscotland.org.uk    

 

  

mailto:Matthew.linning@volunteerscotland.org.uk
mailto:Deborah.maltman@volunteerscotland.org.uk
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Appendix A – Technical Note 

A detailed description of the statistical methodology adopted in the calculation of average and 

total volunteering hours is given below. This supplements the information presented in Section 2 

– Methodology.  

 

Three fields of data are presented for each demographic variable, for both formal and informal 

volunteering: see the structure for formal volunteering in Table 2.1.  

 

Table 2.1 – Analytical structure 

Demographic variable Formal volunteering 

Volunteering 

participation rate 

in 2018 

Av. no. of hours 

per volunteer in 

‘last four weeks’ 

Total no. of 

volunteering hours 

in 2018 

Gender    

Age    

Deprivation    

Income    

Employment status    

Education    

General health    

Long-term health 

condition 

   

Urban vs. rural    

 

The analysis underpinning the derivation of the data for these three fields is explained using 

gender and the male dataset as an example (each sourced or calculated statistic has an alpha 

coding A, B, etc for ease of explanation). 

 

Volunteering participation rate in 2018 – this is the main reported statistic in the SHS – the 

proportion of adults volunteering at least once in the last year. The male gender volunteering 

participation rate is 25% (A) which is the reported figure, but the actual unrounded figure is used 

in the analysis for increased accuracy – 24.7% in the case of males; 

 

Mean hours volunteered in the past 4 weeks – The SHS 2018 provides two data fields for the 

actual hours volunteered in the previous 4 weeks; one for formal and one for informal. The data 

is weighted in SPSS and the SPSS ‘compare means’ function is used to calculate the average 

for the demographic groups. An example of the SPSS output is included below for both formal 

and informal mean hours by gender: 
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Total number of volunteering hours in 2018 – this is calculated as follows – using data for 

males as an example: 

• The average number of hours per ‘hour band’ (A) is calculated for males in the last four 

weeks (the bands are less than 1 hour, 1-5 hours, 6-10 hours, 11-15 hours, 16-20 hours, 

21-35 hours, 36+ hours)  

• The proportion of male respondents in each ‘hour band’ (B) is calculated 

• The total population of males aged 16+ (C) is derived from NRS 2018 mid-year estimate 

• The total male population (C) is multiplied by the volunteering participation rate for males 

(D) to derive the total number of male volunteers – 536,841 (E) 

• The proportion of male volunteers in each ‘hour band’ (A) is multiplied by the total number 

of male volunteers (E) to give the split of total male volunteers by ‘hour band’ (F) 

• The number of male volunteers by ‘hour band’ (F) is multiplied by the average number of 

hours per ‘hour band’ (A) to give the total number of male volunteer hours per ‘hour’ band 

(G).  

• (G) is summed to give the total number of male volunteer hours over the last four weeks – 

5,711,500 hours (H). 

• Total number of volunteering hours over the last four weeks (H), divided by four and 

multiplied by 52 to give the total number of male volunteering hours in 2018 = 74,249,506 

(I). 

  

(Formal volunteering) 

(Informal volunteering) 
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Scottish population 4,518,598

Hours volunteered in last 4 weeks Mean % 

Less than an hour 0.5 24.20%

1-5 hours 3.08 30.50%

6-10 hours       8.1 16.90%

11-15 hours     12.94 8.80%

16-20 hours     18.32 7.20%

21-35 hours     27.57 6.30%

36 hours or more 64.76 6.20%

Total adult population (16 and over)* 2,173,446

*Source is NRS 2018 mid-year estimate

Level of volunteer participation SHS % Pop. Est.

24.70% 536,841

% of hours classification Pop. Est. of 

vols

Est. 

hrs/month

24.20% 129,916 64,958

30.50% 163,737 504,309

16.90% 90,726 734,882

8.80% 47,242 611,312

7.20% 38,653 708,115

6.30% 33,821 932,445

6.20% 33,284 2,155,481

Total hours per month 5,711,500

Hours per annum 74,249,506

Calculating Formal Volunteering Economic Value - 2018 - Male

A B

C

ED

F G

H

I
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