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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 

Research Officer by emailing: 

deborah.maltman@volunteerscotland.org.uk    

mailto:deborah.maltman@volunteerscotland.org.uk
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Introduction 
 

On 7th December 2022 Pro Bono Economics invited written responses regarding the 

feasibility of a satellite account for civil society in the UK.  

 

The objective is to develop transparent, credible and internationally comparable data 

on the economic and employment contribution of the civil society. It is proposed that 

this could be achieved through: 

• Accessing data on non-profit organisations in the UK’s National Accounts; and 

through 

• More accurate data about the non-profit sector workforce including volunteers, 

which could be access by additional questions included in the Labour Force 

Survey. 

 

The consultation comprises a series of questions, and Volunteer Scotland’s 

response addresses those listed under topic three: 

 

3. Would you support inclusion of volunteering in a satellite account for civil society?  

If so, what type of volunteering (e.g. formal, informal)? What thought do you have on 

capturing and measuring volunteering activity? What challenges, if any, do you 

envisage around the inclusion? 

 

Support for the inclusion of volunteering in a 
satellite account for civil society 
 

Volunteer Scotland’s role as the national body for volunteering in Scotland depends 

on relevant and robust evidence on the contribution of volunteering to volunteer 

involving organisations, volunteers, and to wider society. Therefore, national level 

volunteering data for Scotland which can be benchmarked within the UK and 

internationally through a satellite account would be highly beneficial in helping to 

inform policy and practice in Scotland.  

 

The proposed model of developing volunteering data through the Labour Force 

Survey is a key tactic already adopted by Volunteer Scotland. For example, we work 

closely with the Statistics Team in the Scottish Government and were instrumental in 

helping to expand the Scottish Household Survey (SHS) to include questions on 

informal volunteering in SHS 2018, the first time this data had been collected since 

the Survey’s inception 20 years’ ago.  
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This has provided invaluable information on the contribution of informal volunteering 

during COVID-19 as evidenced in our report on the SHS 2020 data.1 We therefore 

believe there would be considerable merit in the inclusion of both formal and informal 

volunteering participation data in a new satellite account. 

 

Volunteer Scotland endorses the outline methodology of utilising existing 

Government data sources and supplementing them with additional questions 

on volunteering participation where appropriate. 

 

Volunteer Scotland also recommends that both formal and informal 

volunteering participation data is collected. 

 

One of the objectives of the satellite account is to provide an economic value for 

volunteering. Volunteer Scotland already provides an estimate of economic value 

based on volunteering hours per volunteer from the SHS, and average earnings – 

see our toolkit for the estimation of economic value.2 Using this methodology we 

calculated in 2018 that the combined value of both formal and informal volunteering 

to the Scottish economy was £5.5 billion.3 This represents 3.4% of Scotland’s 

onshore GDP of £162.3 billion in 2018.4 

 

The economic value of volunteering is also calculated for each of Scotland’s 32 local 

authorities and is published biennially (data on volunteer hours is only collected by 

the SHS survey in even years).5 

 

However, the proposed satellite account has the potential to provide a more detailed 

breakdown by industrial classification, which would provide an additional layer of 

sectoral data that would be of considerable value to the third sector in Scotland. For 

example, we would be able to know the contribution of volunteering to different 

sectors such as education and social care, and this could be analysed by number of 

volunteers, total volunteering hours and economic value. Furthermore, there would 

be comparative employment data. 

 

Volunteer Scotland and its partners would benefit from the additional 

information which a satellite account could deliver on volunteering: volunteer 

participation, volunteer hours, and economic value by industrial classification. 

 

 

 

 
1 Volunteering in 2020 - Findings from the Scottish Household Survey – Volunteer Scotland, April 

2022 
2 Calculating the economic value of  your volunteers – Volunteer Scotland Toolkit 
3 National and Local Area Profiles for Scotland – Volunteer Scotland, 2018  
4 GDP Quarterly National Accounts, Scotland 2018 Quarter 4 – Scottish Government, May 2019 
5 National and Local Area Profiles for Scotland – Volunteer Scotland, 2018 

https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Scottish-Household-Survey-2020-Final-Report.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Calculating-the_economic-value-of-your-volunteers.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/national-local-area-profiles/
https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/statistics/2019/05/gdp-quarterly-national-accounts-for-scotland-2018-q4/documents/gdp-quarterly-national-accounts-for-scotland-2018-q4-bulletin/gdp-quarterly-national-accounts-for-scotland-2018-q4-bulletin/govscot%3Adocument/2018-q4-qnas-bulletin.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/national-local-area-profiles/
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In summary, a satellite account for civil society could provide new data to help to 

address important evidence gaps that would support the work of the Scottish 

Government, Volunteer Scotland, the Third Sector Interface Network Scotland, and a 

range of key partners and volunteer involving organisations across civil society. 

 

Volunteer Scotland provides its full support for the inclusion of volunteering in 

a satellite account for civil society. 

 

Methodological issues relating to volunteering 
 

Drawing upon our experience of working with the Scottish Household Survey data for 

the last five years, Volunteer Scotland would like to highlight the following 

methodological issues for consideration in the development of the satellite account: 

 

• Definitions – it is important that accurate definitions for both formal and informal 

volunteering are agreed. There are variations in how organisations define formal 

and informal volunteering. Therefore, as a minimum, consistent definitions across 

the four home countries in the UK would need to be developed. The national 

bodies with responsibility for volunteering could help address this issue: 

Volunteer Scotland, NCVO, Volunteer Now and WCVA. 

 

• Underreporting – many people do not identify themselves as volunteers and this 

can lead to underreporting of volunteer participation. To help address this issue 

we would recommend that the survey methodology adopted in the Scottish 

Household Survey is applied. The term ‘volunteering’ is not used in the question: 

instead, the definition of formal volunteering and informal volunteering is read out 

to the respondent.6 

 

• Check question – If the respondent answers ‘no’ to the formal volunteering 

question then a check question is asked which lists volunteering options across a 

range of organisational types: WE SOMETIMES FIND THAT PEOPLE FORGET 

ABOUT SOME OF THE THINGS THEY HAVE DONE BECAUSE THEY ONLY 

DO THEM OCCASIONALLY. HAVE YOU GIVEN ANY UNPAID HELP TO ANY 

OF THE FOLLOWING TYPES OF GROUPS, CLUBS OR ORGANISATIONS IN 

THE LAST 12 MONTHS? 7 A similar check question could also be incorporated 

for informal volunteering (not currently included in the SHS questionnaire). 

 

Volunteer Scotland would be willing to provide technical support in the 

development of the volunteering questions for a new satellite account. 

 

 
6 SHS Questionnaire 2018 – Scottish Government (see pages 227-229)  
7 Ibid 

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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Another key methodological issue is the identification of volunteering’s contribution, 

not just across not just civil society, but also its contribution in the public and private 

sectors. The Labour Force Survey provides the opportunity to collect volunteering 

data across all three sectors. It is recommended that NCVO’s ‘Time Well Spent’ 

survey methodology is reviewed to identify possible lessons learned in this area. 8    

 

Conclusion 
 

COVID-19, and now the cost of living crisis, have shone a spotlight on how important 

the contribution of volunteering is: people stepping forward to help others – both 

formally and informally. However, it’s not just during crises, but also in the delivery of 

mainstream services that volunteering is critical. This includes health and social 

care, education, sport and physical activity, culture and heritage, the environment, 

and community engagement – to name but a few. 

 

Given the importance of volunteering’s contribution to society, the development of a 

pan-UK evidence base which identifies volunteering participation and time committed 

would be extremely valuable. This evidence would help to demonstrate the true 

economic and social value of volunteering, which could help to inform a more 

accurate and equitable allocation of funding to civil society at both the UK and 

devolved Government levels. 

 

Volunteer Scotland therefore endorses the move towards a new satellite account for 

the civil society, and volunteering data specifically. In summary, our key observations 

and commitments are as follows: 

 

• Volunteer Scotland endorses the outline methodology of utilising existing 

Government data sources and supplementing them with additional questions 

on volunteering participation where appropriate. 

• We also recommend that both formal and informal volunteering participation 

data is collected. 

• Volunteer Scotland and its partners would benefit from the additional 

information which a satellite account could deliver on volunteering: volunteer 

participation, volunteer hours, and economic value by industrial classification. 

• Volunteer Scotland therefore provides its full support for the inclusion of 

volunteering in a satellite account for civil society. 

• Volunteer Scotland would also be willing to provide technical support in the 

development of the volunteering questions for a new satellite account. 

 

 

 
8 Time Well Spent - A National Survey on the Volunteer Experience – NCVO, January 2019 

https://www.ncvo.org.uk/news-and-insights/news-index/time-well-spent-national-survey-volunteer-experience/introduction/#/
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Volunteer Scotland 

Jubilee House, Forthside Way, Stirling FK8 1QZ 

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

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