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The gift of age - Older people, faith communities, and volunteering

Overview
The gift of age - Older people, faith communities, and volunteering is both 
impactful, through focusing on important societal issues and challenges and 
enhances existing knowledge and evidence

Why the research is impactful 

• Health benefits for older adults
• Ageing population in Scotland
• Importance of community
• Limited current evidence

Enhancing evidence and knowledge

• Identifying community needs
• Local community support
• Exploring the ‘language’ of volunteering
• Motivations  of older volunteers
• The challenge of ageing congregations
• Return to volunteering post COVID-19
• Intergenerational volunteering
• Technology
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So what? – Why is the research impactful?  
The ‘Gift of ageing research’ provides insights into a number of areas of societal 

importance, that are also important areas of interest to volunteering.

Health benefits for adults

Ageing population in Scotland

Importance of community

Limited current evidence
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Health benefits for older adults 

Mental health 

Mental  health benefits 
– volunteering 
generates strong 
mental health benefits 
for older people.

Physical health 

Volunteering can confer 
physical health benefits for all 
age groups, they are 
particularly relevant to older 
people.

This includes the adoption of 
healthy lifestyles and 
practices because of 
volunteering and an increase 
in the level of physical activity.

Social isolation

Volunteering helps 
people to build 
connections and 
relationships and 
develop friendships, 
increasing social 
capital - this is 
particularly important 
for those in older age

Increased Life 
expectancy –
volunteering can have a 
positive effect on 
lowering mortality risk 
for those in older age.

The contribution of 
volunteering has been 
referred to as the 
‘inoculation effect’ for 
those in older age
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Ageing population
Scottish population projected to age: 

• The number of children in Scotland is 
projected to decrease by 2045. 

• These is also a projected decrease in 
adults aged 16-24, 25-44 and 45-64.

• The number of adults aged 65-74 and 
75+ is projected to increase.

• More people are projected to move to 
Scotland than leave each year. 

• However, there are projected to be more 
deaths than births each year, and the 
gap between births and deaths is 
projected to widen. 

• Over time, this will outweigh the growth 
from migration.

Source: National records of Scotland - Projected Population of Scotland (2020-based) January 2023
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Importance of community 
Pre COVID-19

• In 2018, 21% of formal volunteers volunteered 
with local community or neighbourhood
groups = 250,511 adults.

• Strong relationship between ‘feeling of 
belonging to local area’ and both formal and 
informal volunteering

• 5 percentage point difference in informal 
participation rates between adults who feel 
strongly connected to their immediate 
neighbourhood and those who don’t .

• 6 percentage point different in formal 
participation rates.

During COVID-19

• COVID-19 research highlighted COVID-19’s 
positive community level impacts.

• ‘people looking out for each other’ and ‘people 
developing new connections and better 
relationships’.

• The mutual aid and informal volunteering 
response was critical in achieving this 
‘strengthened community spirit and identity’.

• It bought people together to create stronger 
and more resilient communities; where people 
help each other and provide invaluable support 
and kindness. 
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Limited current evidence I 

In 2018, 15% of formal volunteers 
in Scotland gave time to volunteer 
in Religion and belief.

This equate to just under 179,000 
Scottish adults (16+)

Source: Scottish household survey (SHS), 2018
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Limited current evidence II
The Scottish Household 
Survey (SHS) also shows 
the activities undertaken by 
adults volunteering in 
‘religion and belief’. 

Lack of voice in current 
evidence.
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Enhancing evidence and knowledge 

9

Identifying community needs

Local community support

Exploring the ‘language’ of 
volunteering

Motivations of older 
volunteers

The challenge of ageing 
congregations

Returning to Volunteering 
post COVID-19

Intergenerational volunteering 

Technology
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Identifying community needs
No widely available detailed research into how 
community needs are identified for volunteering 
programs – until now.

Research identifies 4 key ways in which community 
needs are identified:

• Through existing informal contacts and 
relationships 

• Through dialogue with a range of 
professional services (including health, 
education and social care)

• Through links with other faith groups 

• Through links with other local voluntary 
organisations

Research during COVID-19 highlighted improved 
working together as a strength of the third sector 
response.
But

This was already in place and well evidenced in 
faith community volunteering.

Q. How can the wider third sector learn from 
Faith communities and ensure joint working 
becomes an embedded practice and not just a 
crisis response? 
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Local community support
Slide 8 shows the activity types the SHS 
captures for adults volunteering in religion in 
belief.

This study provides more context.

Faith groups are providing: 
• foodbanks 

• playschemes, 

• counselling

• debt advice

• addiction support 

• community cafes

Driven by long term commitment to local 
community needs.

Provide support often unavailable elsewhere.

‘Unbounded by constraints of contracts and 
funding arrangements’

Community support from faith organisations often 
goes unnoticed – it’s part of the community!

During COVID-19 the volunteering efforts of faith 
groups received much more publicity – increasing 
public awareness – this needs to continue.
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Exploring the ‘language’ of volunteering
An Ipsos survey conducted by Volunteer 
Scotland highlighted the difficulties surrounding 
the language of volunteering;

33% of respondents did not self-identify as 
volunteers but had undertaken at least 1 type 
of volunteer activity.

The current definitions of formal and informal 
volunteering are: 
• Formal volunteering – ‘Giving up 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.’

Do these definitions resonate with volunteering in faith 
communities? 
• Khidmat - Muslims can work towards accumulating 

spiritual merit by doing good deeds and piety through 
volunteering 

• Unruh - Jewish tradition - 'every community member 
has a responsibility to support those in need through 
commandments to support justice and provide charity 
(and engage in acts of loving kindness)

• Seva - Sikhism means selfless and voluntary service 
for the benefit of humanity without any personal gain.’

In many traditions, helping others is part of a religious 
culture, a foundational way of living out and deepening 
one's religious beliefs. Volunteering can be an 
embodied declaration of faithfulness, of gratitude to 
God, even of worship. 
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Motivations of older people volunteering

There is not a ‘one size fits all’ motivation for 
engaging in volunteering.

The National Council of Voluntary 
Organisations (NCVO)’s Time Well spent study 
highlights the difference in motivations by age:
• Younger volunteers are more likely to 

career progression or gaining a recognised 
qualification.

• Older volunteers are more like to cite the 
feeling of need in their community or being 
asked.

Do motivations for different age groups 
differ for sub-groups e.g faith volunteers?

By exploring the motivations of older volunteers, 
the range of ways in which older people engage 
in volunteering and the challenges they face, 
this research can effect real change. 
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The challenge of ageing congregations
As with the Scottish population, faith communities are 
ageing.

Historically, volunteer participation has been lower in the 
older age groups, 60+. And particularly for those aged 
75+.

This situation has been exacerbated by COVID-19, with 
many older volunteers, required to shield, and pause 
volunteering, not returning. This raises questions: 

• How can Scotland can increase volunteer 
participation in older age groups?

• How can faith communities attract younger 
members? – Is there a willingness to hand over 
the reins to younger members? 

"The issue I find, and it has repeated in 
a number of organisations, is that older 
people do not wish to take on 
responsibility for being on committees, 
treasurer, president etc. Many have in 
their day taken on these leadership 
roles and offices more than once and 
have no desire to be re-elected to such 
committee / leadership roles. 
Organisations of 70 - 80 members in 
my own church have ceased to exist 
because of this" - survey respondent 
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Return to volunteering post COVID-19 

Post pandemic there’s been less research on the lasting 
impacts of COVID-19 on volunteering – until now.
The research found:

• 79% agreed that ‘it has been more difficult for older 
people to volunteer since the pandemic.

• 81% agree ‘older people have less confidence now to 
leave their home’

• 41% agree ‘it’s harder to get places because public 
transport got worse’

• 75% agree that ‘older people generally feel more 
isolated than they did before the pandemic’

• 33% agree that ‘funding for projects has dried up, 
leading to reduced opportunities for volunteers’

“During COVID-19, the team used many 
'models of care' to make sure people still felt 
connected within the congregation. For 
example, they began with phone calls every 
day to each member of the church. 

For every baby that was born, a meal was 
taken to their homes for three weeks.

Post-COVID-19, people were worried about 
going back to the physical space of the 
church, and half of the pastoral team left for 
different reasons - age, children, ability, 
different priorities.”
Evangelical church, Edinburgh
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Intergenerational volunteering
Recent research from volunteer Scotland highlighted a 
decline in youth volunteer participation rates;

• Decline in formal volunteering participation: from 
49% in 2019 to 37% in 2022 (decline of 12%).

More concerningly, a lower proportion of young people 
cited each benefit derived from volunteering activities. 
Is this a direct impact of the mental health impacts of 
the societal crisis experienced in the past few years? 

Is intergenerational volunteering a way to support 
younger people and encourage them to reengage 
in volunteering?

This research highlights the role of older 
volunteers in intergenerational approaches post 
COVID-19.

Showing that the lived experience of older 
volunteers can benefit both beneficiaries

“What it did was hopefully help the church get to 
know each other much better. That’s been very 
helpful post COVID-19 when people are going back 
into the physical church space… Older people are 
able to give their wisdom and support to the younger 
generations.” (Bruntsfield) 
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Technology 
COVID-19 research, undertaken during the height of the 
pandemic, raised concerns over the suitability of online 
and remote volunteering for some groups in society – for 
example older adults.

Was this concern warranted or perpetuating existing 
societal stereotypes? 

A key finding of this research found: 

‘Because of the impact of COVID-19, and the growth of an 
ever more online society as we moved through the 21st 
Century, technology and online volunteering became a 
large factor in how faith organisations served their 
communities.‘

• 84% of respondents agreed (strongly agree 
or agree) that Technology means older 
people can stay in touch without leaving their 
homes.

• 49% of respondents commented on feeling 
more isolated than before the pandemic

• 54% stressed the value of modern 
technology (Zoom,Facetime) as a means of 
staying in touch.
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Areas where VS can use the findings?
Impact - focusing on important societal 

issues and challenges

Policy 

• Community Wealth Building and Local 
Living

• Public Service Reform
• Human Rights Agenda

Reviewed for each policy consultation

Enhancing evidence and knowledge

Evidence 

• Volunteering Action Plan
• COVID-19

• Volunteering and age

And much more!
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Thank you!

“"That's where the age thing comes in, where we make sure life 
experience means we are non-judgemental. It’s very much a case of 

looking after one another. It’s not an assembly line. It's a continuum of 

helping people." (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) ”

Faith in Older People – The Gift of ageing

Any questions?
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