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About Us 
Volunteer Scotland is Scotland’s national centre for volunteering. 

We believe that volunteering should be an enjoyable, rewarding and 

fulfilling experience for the volunteer; that volunteers have the right 

to be safe and protected in delivering their volunteering roles; and 

that to derive health and well-being benefits from volunteering 

requires regular and meaningful contributions of time.  

 

Should any queries arise from our response, please contact our 

Policy Officer by emailing sarah.latto@volunteerscotland.org.uk   
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Introduction 
 

In developing a new Dementia Strategy it is vital that the Scottish Government 

consider the important contribution of volunteering. The role of volunteering in 

supporting people living with dementia is two-fold. Firstly, volunteers make a key 

contribution in the delivery of services – both in formal and informal roles - which 

support people living with dementia and their carers; a contribution which is often 

underrepresented in policy. Secondly, participating in volunteering is proven to 

improve personal health and wellbeing outcomes, supporting both people living with 

dementia and their carers to maintain meaningful and active lives in their 

communities.  

 

As a result, we have detailed three clear suggestions for ensuring that the vital role 

of volunteering is reflected in a new Dementia Strategy: 

 

• Ensuring sufficient resource and infrastructure for organisations involving 

volunteers in the delivery of dementia services 

• Ensuring volunteer roles are appropriate, and not replacing the roles of paid 

staff, by embedding the Volunteer Charter into the Dementia Strategy 

• Explore the potential for implementing a supported volunteering model, such 

as DemenTalent, and consider endorsing volunteering as an appropriate 

social prescribing activity for dementia patients.  

 

Role of Volunteering in Dementia Services 
 

We know that volunteers support people living with dementia, and their unpaid 

carers, in a range of services across the country. At the time of writing this response, 

there were 85 volunteering opportunities advertised on our database with a dementia 

focus, including dementia café helpers, befrienders, drivers and walk leaders.1 The 

ASUME project, exploring the role of volunteers in dementia care, found that 

volunteers support people with dementia in a range of settings.2 These can be 

broken down into:  

 

Service-users’ own home 16% 

Community setting – semi public (e.g. community or church hall) 16% 

Care home 15% 

Community setting – public (e.g. café or shopping centre) 14% 

Day care centre 11% 

Office-based or head office 9% 

 
1 ‘Opportunity Search’ webpage, 2022, Volunteer Scotland 
2 ‘Community’ webpage, 2022, ASUME 

https://search.volunteerscotland.net/
https://www.asume.co.uk/environment/community.php
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Sheltered Housing 7% 

Hospital ward 5% 

Other 4% 

Hospice 2% 

Day hospital 1% 

Volunteers own home 1% 

 

It also reported that: ‘volunteers often saw themselves as a ‘bridge’ between the 

networks of those living with dementia and their carers; and key in providing comfort 

and consistency between different environments’.3  

 

One of the most prominent ways that volunteers contribute to the early intervention 

of dementia, helping people to remain in their communities, is through social 

connection. Research has shown that social isolation and loneliness can be both a 

cause and consequence of poor health and is linked to increased risk of dementia, 

amongst other issues.4 This is recognised in the ‘A Connected Scotland’ strategy, 

which gives particular focus to the role of befriending and mentoring in tackling social 

isolation and loneliness.5 Befrienders provide regular social and emotional support 

for individuals experiencing social isolation and can also empower individuals to 

build or restore social connections within their community. They also provide a few 

hours of respite for unpaid carers, helping them with their mental wellbeing. 

 

Space Age Connections is a project in Edinburgh with the aim of improving the 

quality of life of people who have had a recent or early dementia diagnosis and their 

unpaid carers.6 A team of trained volunteers, or ‘connectors’, help people to engage 

more in their local communities through social and leisure activities, as well as 

offering companionship.  

 

One of their members with early onset dementia developed anxiety and ‘found it 

increasingly difficult to connect with the outside world’.7 A volunteer started visiting 

this individual in March 2022 and the impact has been significant: ‘our member 

knows that our volunteer will go at her pace and support her in what she would like 

to do and trust, mutual respect and a beautiful friendship have developed over the 

last few months.’ The individual’s family member also stated that ‘when she’s with 

you [the volunteer] that she forgets she has a condition and you have a lovely 

friendship. This means so much to us as a family’. 

 

Similarly, many community-based services that help to foster social connection and 

independence through group activities are supported or led by volunteers. Kirrie 

 
3 ‘Environment’ webpage, 2022, ASUME 
4 ‘Risk to Health’ webpage, 2022, Campaign to End Loneliness  
5 ‘A Connected Scotland’, 2018, Scottish Government 
6 ‘Adult Community Services’ webpage, 2022, Space  
7 Case study (unpublished), 2022, Space 

https://www.asume.co.uk/environment.php
https://www.campaigntoendloneliness.org/threat-to-health/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/connected-scotland-strategy-tackling-social-isolation-loneliness-building-stronger-social-connections/pages/11/
https://www.spacescot.org/adultcommunityservices/


Volunteer Scotland Consultation Response: Dementia Strategy - Dec 2022  4 

Connections, In Kirriemuir, has adopted the ‘Meeting Centre’ model to provide 

community based support for people and families living with dementia.8 This model 

originated in the Netherlands and focuses on the provision of a social club for people 

with dementia and their families, helping them to adapt and cope with a dementia 

diagnosis. Research into this model has shown that people attending Meeting 

Centres experience better self-esteem and sense of belonging.9  

 

Big Hearts Community Trust runs a reminiscence programme, ‘Big Hearts 

Memories’, which helps older people to recall fond memories from the past using 

images and memorabilia. It welcomes people from a range of backgrounds, including 

people living with dementia.10 One volunteer with the programme stated that: 

 

“I will always remember this specific time when an older chap came along with his 

wife. We chatted for a while. Then his wife turns to me and says: “He doesn’t speak 

all week, until he comes here. It’s so great to see him speak again.” It struck me. It's 

more than a chat, it does change lives. This lady got to have her husband back for a 

few hours and share happy memories with him again.”11 

 

Many of the opportunities for people with dementia to remain physically active are 

also supported or led by volunteers. The Scottish Sports Association published a 

report into ‘why sport matters’ for older adults and social care.12 It found that 

participation in sport or being active led to a 38% reduction in cognitive decline, 

amongst other benefits.  

 

Weekday Wow Factor is a social enterprise in Glasgow which provides a range of 

accessible and fun leisure activities, including popular daytime discos.13 Pasna 

Sallis, founder of Weekday Wow Founder, worked with people living with dementia in 

the NHS for 19 years before setting up the social enterprise. She spoke recently 

about the therapeutic value of music and dancing, and added that many people 

attending the disco with dementia often remember the songs that they like and 

greatly enjoy dancing. She also stated that dancing is a great form of physical 

exercise, and the volunteer run service gives carers a break too.  

 

Volunteers also provide support to people living with dementia in their communities 

with practical support, including in the prevention of malnutrition. Indeed, cognitive 

change caused by dementia can lead to difficulty in maintaining good nutrition of 

they forget to eat.14 The charity Food Train provides a range of volunteer services to 

 
8 ‘About Meeting Centres’ webpage, 2022, Kirrie Connections 
9 Ibid 
10 ‘Football and Edinburgh Memories’ webpage, 2022, Big Hearts 
11 ‘Case Study’, 2022, Big Hearts 
12 ‘Why Sport Matters to Older Adults and Social care’, 2021, Scottish Sports Association  
13 Interview with Pasna Sallis about Weekday Wow Factor, 2022, Volunteer Scotland 
14 ‘Preventing Malnutrition in Dementia’, 2022, Mitchell-Wemyss, C., NHS Fife 

https://www.kirrieconnections.com/meeting-centre
http://www.bighearts.org.uk/programmes/football-memories/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1-X_oQMoifhyvX5ZQtWj6KFkiXaQO991Z/view
https://eatwellagewell.org.uk/news/?p=417
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support older people, including those with dementia, to eat well including a shopping 

service and engaging volunteer ‘meal makers’.15  

 

Another key service supporting people living with dementia to stay in their homes is 

the provision of community transport. According to Age Scotland, a third of older 

people report having had difficulty getting to a medical appointment due to lack of 

suitable transport, and 57% report infrequent services as a barrier to using public 

transport.16 According to the Community Transport Association, ‘community 

transport, by its very nature, supports a wide range of people who might otherwise 

find it difficult to access other means of public transport, and many of the people who 

use and rely on CT services are directly or indirectly affected by dementia’.17 

 

Many community transport services are either volunteer-led or reliant on volunteers. 

The Community Transport Association has helped to ensure that volunteer drivers 

are equipped to support people with dementia by including ‘Dementia Friends’ 

information in it’s Minibus Driver Awareness Training.18 Badenoch and Strathspey 

Community Transport Company engages volunteers to drive older people and those 

with reduced mobility to medical appointments, community events and to get 

shopping.19 According to one volunteer, Kenny, BSCTC is a ‘lifeline’ for older 

residents.  

 

Volunteers also support people living with dementia in statutory settings such as 

care homes and hospitals. As an example, Volunteer Edinburgh manages a 

volunteering service at the Royal Edinburgh hospital. As part of this service, 

volunteers – who are themselves inpatients at the hospital – create personalised 

CDs for patients of dementia.20 This service was described by one Occupational 

Therapist Assistant Practitioner in the dementia service as ‘invaluable’, particularly in 

easing stress and bringing cheer.  

 

Given the contribution of volunteers in supporting people living with dementia 

and their carers, it is vital that resource and infrastructure to support this are 

reflected in a new Dementia Strategy.  

 

We published research in 2021 exploring the impact of Covid-19 on volunteering in 

Scotland. Adequate resource was identified as the number one concern for 

Volunteer Involving Organisations, with 48% of respondents identifying funding as a 

 
15 ‘Meals and Messages’, 2011, Community Food Association  
16 ‘Policy Briefing: Transport (Scotland) Bill’, 2019, Age Scotland   
17 ‘Dementia Friends and MiDAS’, 2019, Riches, S., Community Transport Association 
18 Ibid 
19 ‘Member Profile – Badenoch and Strathspey Community Transport’ webpage, 2022, Community Transport 
Association  
20 Royal Edinburgh Hospital Volunteer Hub Annual Report, 2021-22, Volunteer Edinburgh 

https://www.thefoodtrain.co.uk/images/documents/CFHS_MM_Report.pdf
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/globalassets/age-scotland/documents/politics-and-government/parliamentary-briefings/2019/age-scotland-msp-briefing---transport-scotland-bill---stage-3.pdf
https://ctauk.org/dementia-friends-and-midas/
https://ctauk.org/member-profile-badenoch-and-strathspey-community-transport/
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priority for their recovery.21 In particular, there is a ‘pressing need’ for additional staff 

resource for volunteer management and coordination.  

 

Similarly, the ASUME project exploring the role of volunteers in dementia care found 

that formal support structures and consistent management for volunteers was vital to 

ensuring volunteer retention, which is critical in the area of dementia care.22 It also 

found that supporting people with dementia requires ‘a variety of training, particularly 

in learning to handle the potential stigma associated with dementia’.  

 

In addition, we are starting to see the impact of the cost of living crisis on 

volunteering, with 35% of volunteer involving organisations in recent research 

reporting volunteer shortages as one of their top 3 challenges, an increase of 6% on 

the previous quarter.23 Volunteer Scotland has produced a research report exploring 

the impact of the cost of living crisis on volunteering.24 It found that challenges for 

volunteers, such as needing to work more paid hours or feeling increasingly 

fatigued/apathetic are likely contributory factors to a potential decline in volunteering. 

However, it also recognised that the ‘perfect storm’ of increasing demand, rising 

costs and declining/stagnating income being faced by many voluntary and statutory 

sector organisations at present will also likely impact on the available resource to 

support volunteers.  

 

This reinforces the fact that adequate resource, particularly for the engagement of 

skilled volunteering practitioners, is required to realise the benefits of volunteering for 

people with dementia. 

 

 It is vital that any new Dementia Strategy acknowledges the importance of 

valuing and investing in volunteer management roles, both to recruit and 

retain skilled staff and to ensure volunteers have the best possible experience.  

 

Volunteers have a valuable role to play in the provision of dementia care services, 

but it is vital that this is not replacing duties previously undertaken by paid staff. 

There have been several examples recently, within both local and national 

government, of volunteers being considered as part of a solution for staff shortages 

or declining budgets.25 Whilst we welcome the recognition of volunteers in the 

provision of vital services, referring to them as part of a solution in the context of staff 

shortages could unintentionally condone the displacement of paid staff by 

volunteers.  

 

 
21 ‘Road to Recovery’, 2021, Volunteer Scotland  
22 ‘Sustain’ webpage, 2022, Asume Volunteering in Dementia 
23 'Scottish Third Sector Tracker', Wave 4 summer 2022, research undertaken by DJS Research and funded by 
SCVO, the Scottish Government, The National Lottery Community Fund and the William Grant Foundation.  
24 ‘Testing our Resilience’, 2022, Volunteer Scotland 
25 ‘Meeting of the Parliament, Wednesday May 4th 2022’, 2022, Scottish Parliament   

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1771556/road_to_recovery_-_full_report.pdf
https://asume.co.uk/sustain.php
https://scvo.scot/policy/research/scottish-third-sector-tracker
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1794252/cost_of_living_report_-_volunteer_scotland.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-04-05-2022?meeting=13725&iob=124566#124566
https://www.parliament.scot/chamber-and-committees/official-report/what-was-said-in-parliament/meeting-of-parliament-04-05-2022?meeting=13725&iob=124566#124566
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Volunteer Scotland and the Scottish Trade Union Council developed a shared 

Volunteer Charter identifying the key principles for ‘assuring legitimacy and 

preventing exploitation of workers and volunteers’.26 In particular, the 5th principle 

states that ‘volunteers should not carry out duties formerly carried out by paid 

workers nor should they be used to disguise the effects of non-filled vacancies or 

cuts in services.’  

 

The principles in the Volunteer Charter should be referenced explicitly in the 

Dementia Strategy to ensure that volunteers are not exploited and paid staff 

roles are not undermined.  

 

Therapeutic value of Volunteering 
 

Participation in volunteering itself can also have significant health and wellbeing 

benefits which in turn can prevent or reverse more serious health issues. Volunteer 

Scotland’s report found that regular volunteering can help to alleviate the symptoms 

of older people suffering mental and physical health problems, and/or help them to 

cope more effectively.27 It states that ‘for older people volunteering can help them 

maintain their functional independence; or reduce their level of function dependency 

for longer than would otherwise be the case’.28 Volunteering can also have a 

significant impact on physical health by promoting healthy behaviours, helping to 

maintain a level of physical activity that promotes independence and improving 

volunteers ability to cope with illness.29  

 

The value of volunteering for people with dementia is recognised in the Dutch 

‘DemenTalent’ model which provides meaningful and supported volunteering 

opportunities for people living with dementia.30 The DemenTalent model has been 

adopted widely across the Netherlands, and research has found that it leads to fewer 

neuropsychiatric symptoms, including anxiety, apathy, depression and agitation. It 

was also found that carers feel less emotionally burdened. The DemenTalent model 

is currently being explored in Scotland by the Kirrie Connections Meeting Centre. 

 

The value of volunteering for carers appears to be reflected in volunteer participation 

rates. In the 2018 Scottish Household Survey, 36% of unpaid carers reported that 

they also volunteer for an organisation or group, 12% more that those who are not 

unpaid carers (24%).31 In their response to the consultation on a National Care 

 
26 ‘The Volunteer Charter’, 2019, Volunteer Scotland 
27 ‘Volunteering, Health and Wellbeing’, 2018, Volunteer Scotland 
28 Ibid 
29 Ibid 
30 ‘For Professionals’ webpage, 2022, Dementalent (translated by Google) 
31 Analysis of SHS 2018 data, 2022, Volunteer Scotland 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1475885/volunteer_charter_-_10_principles.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/media/1436178/volunteering__health___wellbeing_-_full_report.pdf
http://www.dementalent.nl/voor-professionals
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Service, Shared Care Scotland requested that more attention is paid to the provision 

of volunteering in the expansion of breaks for unpaid carers, reflecting its value.32  

 

Paths for All engage volunteers to support inclusive walking and wheeling activities, 

often building in opportunities for social interaction and accessible volunteering 

opportunities.33 Two volunteers at their Dementia Friendly Health Walk in Carluke 

shared their experiences of participating, with one saying:  

 

‘…the Friday Walk is an excellent opportunity for people to get out and about for a 

stroll and a good blether. It is a chance for carers to talk with folk in the same 

situation as themselves and exercise in the open air is good for everyone. We have 

both been in the same situation as the people who walk on Fridays so know first-

hand how beneficial the walking group can be. Every wee bit of support helps.’ 

 

Given the health and wellbeing benefits of volunteering for people living with 

dementia and their carers, we believe there is scope to further explore 

volunteering as an activity that could be prescribed by physicians and health 

care workers such as nurse practitioners. 

 

The Scottish Volunteering Forum submitted a response to the Health and Sport 

Committee consultation on Social Prescribing in August 2019 acknowledging the 

potential benefits for ‘prescribing’ volunteering as a preventative or early intervention 

measure.34  However, the response also highlighted the lack of capacity in many 

volunteer involving organisations to provide supportive and inclusive volunteering 

opportunities, particularly for those with medical conditions. As such, there is clear 

value in prescribing volunteering activity, but it is vital that this takes place in tandem 

with dedicated resource for supported volunteering.  

 

The Dementia Strategy should commit to funding a supported volunteering 

model like DemenTalent, as detailed earlier in our response, to ensure those 

living with dementia get the support required for volunteering to be 

meaningful.  

 

This approach, in line with social prescribing, would have a demonstrable impact on 

the mental and physical wellbeing of people living with dementia.  

 

 

 

 
32 ‘Response to National Care Service Consultation’, 2022, Shared Care Scotland  
33 ‘Walking and talking started Jessie and Alice’s volunteering journey’, 2022, Paths for All  
34 ‘Response to Scottish Parliament Health and Sport Committee consultation on Social Prescribing’, 2019, 
Scottish Volunteering Forum  

https://www.sharedcarescotland.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Shared-Care-Scotland-NCS-Response-FINAL.pdf
https://www.pathsforall.org.uk/walking-for-health/wfh-success-stories/wfh-story/walking-and-talking-started-jessie-and-alices-volunteering-journey
https://scottishvolunteeringforum.org.uk/consultation-responses/
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Conclusion 
 

We believe that volunteering has a clear role in supporting the health and wellbeing 

of people living with dementia. Volunteers provide a range of services which can 

ensure that care is person-centred and helps people with dementia to remain in their 

communities for longer. Volunteers can also help to maintain dignity, respect and 

social connection for people with dementia in statutory settings like hospitals or care 

homes. Participating in voluntary activity also has many proven health benefits that 

can support people with dementia, and their carers, to maintain their wellbeing and 

reinforce community connections.  

 

As a result, we have detailed 3 clear suggestions for ensuring that the vital role of 

volunteering is reflected in a new Dementia Strategy: 

 

• Ensuring sufficient resource and infrastructure for organisations involving 

volunteers in the delivery of dementia services 

• Ensuring volunteer roles are appropriate, and not replacing the roles of paid 

staff, by embedding the Volunteer Charter into the Dementia Strategy 

• Explore the potential for implementing a supported volunteering model, such 

as DemenTalent, and consider endorsing volunteering as an appropriate 

social prescribing activity for dementia patients.  

 

Volunteers are at the heart of person-centred and community-based services for 

people and families living with dementia, helping them to live rich, independent lives. 

Volunteering also has demonstrable health and wellbeing benefits for participants, 

including those living with dementia and their carers. It is vital that this strategic 

contribution of volunteering is recognised in a new Dementia Strategy. 
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Volunteer Scotland 

Jubilee House, Forthside Way, Stirling FK8 1QZ 

T: 01786 479593 E: hello@volunteerscotland.org.uk 

W: volunteerscotland.net 

 

 

 

 
@volscotland 

 
@volscotland 

 
@volunteerscotland 

 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/
https://twitter.com/VolScotland
https://www.facebook.com/volscotland
https://www.instagram.com/volunteerscotland/
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