
The Contribution of Volunteering 
to a Healthier and Happier Scotland
Influencing Policy and Practice in Scotland



Contents

Page 3 Background to the document

Page 4 What are the health and wellbeing benefits for volunteers?

Page 5-7 Who derives the greatest health and wellbeing benefits from volunteering?

Page 8 Do health and wellbeing benefits vary by age?

Page 9 What are the implications for the Scottish Government and those influencing policy 
and practice across Scotland?

Page 10 Embedding volunteering at the heart of national and local policy

Page 11 Acknowledgements

Page 12 Call to action

2



What is its focus? 

There is a strong body of evidence which 
shows that volunteering provides benefits not 
just to service users and wider communities, 
but also to the volunteers themselves in 
terms of their enhanced health and wellbeing.
 
This document is focused on the health 
and wellbeing of volunteers and answers 
the following questions:

• �What are the health and wellbeing 
benefits for volunteers?

• �Who derives the greatest health and 
wellbeing benefits from volunteering?

• �Do health and wellbeing benefits 
vary by age?

• �What are the wider implications for the 
Scottish Government, local authorities, 
Health and Social Care Partnerships 
and other organisations influencing 
policy and practice across Scotland?

Who is it for?

This Document will be of interest to 
organisations interested in supporting 
volunteering to help improve the health 
and wellbeing of Scotland’s population:

• National and local government 

• �Health and Social Care Partnerships

• �‘Influencers’ across the voluntary, 
public and private sectors

• �Volunteer involving organisations 
and employers

How should it be used?

The goal is that this information will 
support and encourage policy makers 
and organisations supporting volunteering 
to recognise the vital contribution that 
volunteering can make to improved 
physical and mental health, stronger 
engagement in society and enhanced 
wellbeing. By making this information 
more accessible, more people can 
understand, celebrate and champion  
the health and wellbeing benefits of 
volunteering. This document for ‘influencers’ 
is complemented by detailed research 
evidence and practical guidance for 
volunteer engagers.

Background to the document

Research

Research Reports
‘Volunteering, Health and 
Wellbeing’: What does the 
evidence tell us? (Dec 2018)

‘The contribution of Volunteering 
to Scotland’s Health and 
Wellbeing’ (Nov 2019)

Policy (this document)

Resource for ‘Influencers’
How organisations can help 
to influence policy and practice

Practice

Guide for ‘Practitioners’
Good practice for engaging 
and supporting volunteers
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What are the health and wellbeing 
benefits for volunteers?

Research shows that volunteering can 
provide important benefits to volunteers.

Mutual reinforcement 
These benefits are often mutually 
reinforcing. For example, reduced social 
isolation and loneliness can help to improve 
volunteers’ mental health and vice-versa; 
improved mental health can help improve 
volunteers’ physical health and vice-versa.

Key benefits

Such benefits are possible because of the 
positive impacts volunteering can have on the 
volunteer – making new friends, having fun, 
helping others, developing new skills, having a 
sense of purpose and a feeling of achievement, 
building confidence and being active and fit. These 
health and wellbeing benefits are a ‘win-win’: for the 
volunteers, for those they support and wider society.

Improved life expectancy

Improved physical health
Improved mental health 

Reduced social isolation and loneliness 

Source: Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing: 
What does the evidence tell us? 
Volunteer Scotland

 

Health & wellbeing 
benefits for 
volunteers

Improved mental health

Improved life 
expectancy through

Reduced social 
isolation and 

loneliness

+ Making friends

+ Improving mental health

+ Filling role absences

+ All ages benefit

+ Alleviation of depression

+ Reduction in anxiety and stress

+ Recovery from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

+ Supporting those with learning disabilities

Improved 
physical health

+ Increased activity & exercise

+ Adoption of healthy 
behaviours and lifestyles

+ Functional independence

+ Ability to cope 
with personal illness

+ Social connectedness

+ Positive outlook

+ Frequency of volunteering

+ Altruism - helping others

4

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1436178/volunteering__health___wellbeing_-_full_report.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1436178/volunteering__health___wellbeing_-_full_report.pdf


“Making so many new 
friends and meeting my 
fantastic befriendee, has 

left me with a positive 
outlook for the future.”

David
Volunteer at 

Befriending Lewis

Who derives the greatest health 
and wellbeing benefits from volunteering?

Those who are most disadvantaged have the most to gain.
 
‘Disadvantage’ may include protected characteristics or other 
factors which may result in personal challenges, barriers or 
exclusion in society. This may include poverty, living with a disability, 
mental and physical ill-health, having a criminal conviction and social 
isolation and loneliness, amongst a wide range of other challenges.

The seriousness of these issues and the fact that they are frequently 
inter-connected – with individuals experiencing multiple aspects of 
disadvantage – often results in them having lower measures of health 
and wellbeing compared to others. 

There is also a wide disparity in health and wellbeing across Scotland 
linked to deprivation. This is evidenced by the fact that the average 
life expectancy in the most deprived areas of Scotland can be as much 
as 28 years shorter for males and 25 years shorter for females.

Variation in average life expectancy across Scotland (2016)

Women
Men

88.5 Years
Gretna (Dumfries 

and Galloway)

67.3 Years
Craigneuk Wishaw 
(North Lanarkshire)

92.8 Years
Earnock (South 

Lanarkshire)

60.3 Years
Craigmillar 
(Edinburgh)

Source: Public Health 
Priorities for Scotland 
Scottish Government 
and COSLA, June 2018
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https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/corporate-report/2018/06/scotlands-public-health-priorities/documents/00536757-pdf/00536757-pdf/govscot%3Adocument/00536757.pdf
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This is symptomatic of a range of adverse physical and mental health conditions 
linked to deprivation. For example, the mental health of those living in the 20% most 
deprived areas (Quintile 1) is much poorer than those in the 20% least deprived 
areas (Quintile 5) based on the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) 

30%

SIMD Quintile 1 
(most deprived)

Impact of deprivation on indicators of mental health 
in Scotland 2017

Mental 
ill-health 14%24%

Depression 20% 5%

Anxiety 17% 7%

Attempted suicide 12% 4%

Self-harm 3%10%

% of adults aged 16+

030% 10%20% 20%10%

SIMD Quintile 5 
(least deprived)

“Volunteering and 
coaching at Dundee 
Dragons has been 

hugely beneficial for 
my wellbeing as it has 

boosted my confidence, 
developed my skill set 
and has enabled me to 
have a positive impact  

on my community.”

“Since volunteering for 
Epilepsy Connections 

my skills and 
confidence have greatly 

strengthened. I have 
been able to present 
workshops and be a 
guest speaker at a 

whole range of events 
that I would never 

have thought possible 
before meeting the 
organisation. I have 
also made lifelong 

friendships within the 
epilepsy community that 
are so important to me!"

Gemma
Volunteer at 

Dundee Dragons

Steven
Volunteer at Epilepsy 

Connections

Source: Scottish Health Survey - 2017 Edition, Volume 1, Main Report 
Scottish Government, Sept 2018
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Health and wellbeing benefits 
from volunteering are much 
greater for those who experience 
disadvantage and exclusion. 

The evidence from Volunteer 
Scotland’s research highlights 
specific characteristics where 
the health and wellbeing 
benefits have been found 
to be very significant:

• �Those with mental and physical 
ill-health, including individuals 
with a disability

• �Those subject to social isolation 
and loneliness

• People who are unemployed
• �People seeking asylum 

and refugees
• Armed forces veterans

However, those who have the 
most to gain volunteer the least. 
Adult volunteering participation 
in Quintile 1 is only 19% but this 
rises to 37% for those in Quintile 5. 

Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD Quintiles)

Adult volunteering participation by SIMD Quintile 2017*
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20%

10%
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19%
21%

29%
32%

37%

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5

High LowDeprivation

• Higher deprivation
• Poorer physical and mental health
• Weaker social connections
• More likely to be unemployed

• Lower deprivation
• Better physical and mental health
• Stronger social connections
• Less likely to be unemployed

Health and wellbeing benefits from 
volunteering likely to be much higher but 
people are less likely to volunteer.

Health and wellbeing benefits from volunteering 
likely to be more modest but people are more 
likely to volunteer.

In summary, those in society with the most to gain from volunteering are the least likely to volunteer. 
Also, not only are they less likely to consider or want to volunteer but, for those who are interested, 
the barriers to participation can be very significant.

Source: Volunteering, 
Health and Wellbeing: What 
does the evidence tell us? 
Volunteer Scotland, Dec 2018

*�Source: Volunteering in Scotland: Trends from the SHS 2007 - 2017 
Volunteer Scotland, 2019
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Notwithstanding the problems of disadvantage 
discussed, which apply to any age group, the 
evidence points to disproportionately important 
health and wellbeing benefits at opposite ends 
of the demographic spectrum.

The mental health challenges facing our young 
people have received increased recognition in the last 
decade, as has their vulnerability to social isolation and 
loneliness. Our older people often have poorer physical 
health and are at increased risk of social isolation 
and loneliness as they grow older.

Do health and wellbeing benefits vary by age?

� 16-24 year olds have 
the poorerst mental health* 

Experience isolation 
and loneliness

� Volunteering particularly 
important for building 

social skills, social capital 
and confidence

� Volunteering helps to combat 
mental ill-health and loneliness

35-44 year olds have the highest 
volunteering rate (33%)**

Lack of evidence on positive 
health and wellbeing impacts 

� Evidence of role strain

� Possible negative health 
and wellbeing impacts 

from volunteering

More research required

Volunteering helping to 
‘inoculate’ against ill-health

Improving physical health

� Reducing social isolation  
and loneliness, especially 

those subject to ‘role 
identity absences’

� Over-75s increasingly 
become the beneficiaries 

of volunteering

Younger Older

“My life changed when 
I started volunteering 

with Chest Heart 
& Stroke Scotland. 

Volunteering has helped 
me keep a routine, give 

me a structure, and 
begin to build a healthy 
and safe life. I am now 
more able to manage 
my thoughts, feelings 

and emotions and I love 
working with people 

whereas before I really 
struggled to be around 

people at all."

Robert
Volunteer at Chest 

Heart & Stroke 
Scotland

* �Source: Scottish Health Survey 
- 2017 Edition, Volume 1, Main Report 
The Scottish Government, Sept 2018

**�Source: Volunteering in Scotland: 
Trends from the SHS 2007 - 2017 
Volunteer Scotland, Jan 2019 
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National 
Volunteering 
Outcomes 
Framework

Any steps we can 
take to foster the health 
and wellbeing benefits 
from volunteering will 
be complementary 
to, and supportive 
of 'Volunteering 
for All: Our National 
Framework'.

What are the implications 
for the Scottish Government 
and those influencing policy 
and practice across Scotland?

Principles

The health and wellbeing 
benefits from volunteering will 
be optimised by adopting the six 
key principles in the Framework: 
 
• �Flexible and responsive 

Accommodating volunteers’ 
needs where possible

• �Supported and enabled 
Providing effective support 
to your volunteers

• �Sociable and connected 
Encouraging a sociable 
volunteering experience

• �Valued 
Recognising the contribution 
of volunteers and saying 
‘thank you’

• �Meaningful and purposeful 
Providing volunteer roles 
which are meaningful 

• �Recognise diversity 
Helping to achieve a more 
diverse and inclusive society

National Outcomes

The recommendations 
outlined in this Document 
will help to deliver the 
four key outcomes in the 
Scottish Government’s 
National Performance 
Framework, particularly 
the outcome ‘We are 
healthy and active’.
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There is an environmentand culture which celebrates
volunteers and volunteering

and all of its benefits

w
e volunteer are developed,

The places and spaces where
supported and sustained

Volunteering Outcomes
from the earliest possible age

is valued, supported and enabled

Volunteering and participation 

and throughout lifeVolunteering 
for All

A Scotland where everyone 
can volunteer, more often, 

and throughout 
their lives.

Source: Optimising Health and Wellbeing 
Benefits from Volunteering: Good practice 
for engaging and supporting volunteers

Guidance for putting 
the 'Principles' into 
practice.
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It is essential that national and local policies 
relevant to Scotland’s health and wellbeing 
agenda have considered the contribution 
of volunteering and that, where appropriate, 
this is reflected in published policies, 
strategies and frameworks produced by 
the Scottish Government, local authorities, 
Health and Social Care Partnerships and other 
organisations influencing policy and practice.

An excellent example of good practice is 
the Scottish Government’s strategy to tackle 
social isolation and loneliness and build 
stronger social connections – A Connected 
Scotland. ‘Volunteering’ is cited 50 times and 
its contribution is evidenced through relevant 
research and practical examples for Priority 
No.3 – ‘Create opportunities for people 
to connect’. 

The role of ‘influencers’ 
leading by example

In addition to the work of the Scottish 
Government and local authorities, there 
are many organisations across the public, 
voluntary and private sectors which have 
an important role to play in understanding, 
applying and sharing the key messages on 
volunteering, health and wellbeing outlined 
in this document. Their leadership role 
in influencing their own stakeholders 
or members is particularly important. 

Embedding volunteering at the heart of national and local policy

Government 

Scottish Government directorates 
and local authorities.

Volunteering and voluntary 
sector bodies

Such as Volunteer Scotland, SCVO, 
Third Sector Interfaces, Voluntary 
Health Scotland, Voluntary Arts 
Scotland and ACOSVO.

Organisations relevant 
to health and wellbeing 

NHS Boards, NHS Health Scotland, Health 
and Social Care Partnerships, Scottish 
Health Council, Sport Scotland, Scottish 
Sports Association amongst others.

Organisations supporting 
disadvantaged groups 

Inclusion Scotland, National Inclusion 
in Volunteering group members such 
as Action On Hearing Loss, Glasgow 
Disibility Alliance, Health In Mind, Scottish 
Drugs Forum, Scottish Refugee Council 
and many others.

Scottish Parliament

MSPs and relevant cross-party groups on 
volunteering, sport, disability and others.

Voluntary organisations relevant 
to health and wellbeing

Examples include Befriending Networks, 
Chest Heart & Stroke Scotland, Macmillan, 
Shelter Scotland and Children's Hospices 
across Scotland.

Voluntary organisations focused 
on younger and older people

Examples include YouthLink Scotland, 
Project Scotland, Young Scot, Aberlour, 
Age Scotland, Care for the Elderly, 
'uniform' charities and faith groups.

Employers

All organisations championing 
Employer Supported Volunteering (ESV).

Key ‘influencers’ include:
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The Scottish Volunteering Forum is a collaborative 
group of cross-sector organisations that are committed 
to developing and improving volunteer participation in 
Scotland. We exist to influence the strategic landscape 
and champion innovative approaches using our 
collective intelligence and expertise.

We would like to thank the following members of the Scottish Volunteering Forum for their support in creating this document:
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Call to action 
We hope this Good Practice resource has been 
informative and engaging. You can help us by:

• �Reflecting on the health and wellbeing 
benefits from volunteering in your 
own organisation 

• �Using your influence to facilitate the uptake 
of good practice in other organisations 

• �Using your influence to inform policy 
nationally and locally 

• �Sharing this resource and your 
experience with others

By working together we can optimise the health 
and wellbeing benefits from volunteering and 
contribute to a healthier and happier Scotland.

 
� Be the Change!


