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Summary Highlights 
 
Volunteer satisfaction 
 
94% of Scottish volunteers are fairly or very satisfied with their overall volunteer experience, 
down slightly from 97% in 2019. 
 
For GB volunteers, younger (82% of volunteers aged 16-24 years compared to 96% of 
volunteers aged 55 or over), disabled (88% of disabled volunteers compared to 94% of non-
disabled volunteers) and public sector (87% of public sector volunteers compared to 94% of 
civil society) volunteers have lower levels of overall satisfaction. 

 
Motivations to volunteer and volunteering values 
 
Despite unprecedented societal events between 2019 and 2023 the core motivations of 
wanting to improve things and helping people, remain unchanged for recent Scottish 
volunteers. 
 
New questions on volunteer values show that Scottish volunteers enjoy giving help, they 
want to make a difference and they value a culture of respect and trust.  
 
For GB volunteers motivations differ by demographics, for example a higher proportion of 
younger volunteers are motivated to volunteer because they think it will help them with their 
career or to gain a recognised qualification. 

 
Volunteer reflections on volunteer management and support 
 
82% of Scottish volunteers feel well support in their volunteering role, down three 
percentage points from 2019. 
 
More Scottish volunteers felt their unpaid help was becoming too much like paid work (15% 
in 2019 compared to 24% in 2023). There were unreasonable expectations in terms of how 
much they did (14% in 2019 compared to 21% in 2023) and they also expected the process 
of getting involved to be quicker (10% in 2019 compared to 18% in 2023). 
 
Fewer Scottish volunteers felt that the process of getting involved was easy and 
straightforward (91% in 2019 compared to 85% in 2023) and fewer knew how to raise an 
issue within the group / club / organisation if needed (89% in 2019 compared to 81% in 
2022).  
 
More Scottish volunteers have received some form of training in 2023 than in 2019; there 
has been an increase in those receiving inductions, training on policies and procedures and 
in role specific training. 78% of Scottish volunteers agreed that they had benefited from 
training received and 77% have received training that helped them carry out their role. 
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A higher proportion of volunteers agree that the organisation they volunteer for would pay 
expenses if the volunteer wanted them to (57% in 2019 compared to 59% in 2023), however 
18% of Scottish volunteers do not know if the organisation they volunteer for would 
reimburse their expenses and 24% disagree. 

 
The nature of volunteering and its impact 
 
An increased proportion of Scottish volunteers volunteer online or over the phone (17% in 
2019 compared to 30% in 2023). GB wide findings show that volunteer satisfaction is the 
same for those volunteering remotely as for those volunteering in person. 
 
Scottish volunteers feel recognised for the help they gave (81%), feel they belong to the 
organisation (85%), agree there was a culture of respect and trust in the organisation they 
volunteer with (86%) and agree they had the opportunity to influence the development of the 
organisation (67%). However, 31% also feel there are tensions or conflicts between people 
in the organisation and 13% feel the organisation isn’t really going anywhere. 
 
Inclusion is highlighted as an area of concern as between 2019 and 2023 there was a 13 
percentage point decrease in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who agreed that there 
were people from a wide range of cultures giving unpaid help in their organisation (81% in 
2019 compared to 68% in 2023) and an 11 percentage point decrease in Scottish volunteers 
citing that their volunteering brought them into contact with people from different 
backgrounds or cultures (83% in 2019 compared to 72% in 2023) as a benefit of their 
volunteering. 
 
63% of Scottish volunteers agreed that within their volunteering they used existing 
occupational / professional skills and experience and 65% other skills and experience. 
 
94% of Scottish volunteers cited enjoyment as the biggest benefit from their volunteering 
and 92% cited feeling they have made a difference. 
 
The range of other benefits to Scottish volunteers can be split broadly into health and 
wellbeing benefits and employment or skills benefits:  

 The health and wellbeing benefits experienced by Scottish volunteers include ‘they 
meet / met new people’ (94%); ‘they feel less isolated’ (75%); ‘volunteering improves 
my mental health’ (74%); and ‘volunteering improves my physical health’ (49%).  

 The benefits for employment and skills include, ‘gaining new skills and experience 
(79%); ‘improving employment prospects’ (40%); ‘broadened life experience’ (85%); 
an ‘increased sense of personal achievement’ (88%); and ‘increased confidence’ 
(79%).  

 
Negative experiences cited by Scottish volunteers include ‘too much of my time has been 
taken up’ (12%); ‘I was out of pocket’ (11%); ‘feeling unappreciated’ (9%); ‘it negatively 
affected my work or studies’ (8%); ‘I felt in conflict with others’ (7%); and ‘I felt pressured by 
the group / club / organisation to do more than I would like to continue my involvement’ (7%). 
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Volunteer retention 
 
81% of Scottish volunteers are likely (very or fairly) to continue volunteering in the next 12 
months. The top reasons for continuing to volunteer are ‘the difference I’m making’ (51%); 
‘the group / club / organisation’ (49%) and ‘the cause’ (43%). 
 
Flexibility in volunteering is highlighted by the ways in which most Scottish volunteers would 
like to give help in the future with 51% stating they would ‘like to dip in and out of 
volunteering activities’ and 48% that’d ‘like to be able to carry out volunteering at a time and 
or place of their choosing’.  
 
The top three barriers to non-volunteers engaging are centred around commitment and time; 
‘I don't want to make an ongoing commitment’ (30%); ‘I do other things with my spare time’ 
(27%), and ‘I have work or study commitments’ (20%).  
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1. Research Overview  

1.1 Research context 
 
In 2019, the National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) published the first findings 
from Time Well Spent (TWS), a national (Great Britain) survey on volunteer experience, 
which aims to fill a research and evidence gap on the volunteering experience. This survey 
provides important new research on the following: motivations and barriers to volunteering; 
the quality of adults (18+) volunteer experience; and the impacts of volunteering, with the 
aim of providing actionable insights for both volunteer policy and practice. In 2019, Volunteer 
Scotland published a complimentary suite of power point presentations, mirroring the main 
TWS chapters, titled the volunteer experience in Scotland.  
 
In June 2023, the second TWS results were published, building on the results of the first and 
providing the opportunity to consider how the volunteer experience has changed over a time 
of societal change. Between the first and second surveys Great Britain has faced a global 
pandemic, political and economic crises, and the outbreak of the war in the Ukraine. This 
has also been a period of increased social action, driven by movements such as Black Lives 
Matter, Me Too and action focused on the climate crisis. These changes have impacted on 
society and by extension, volunteering.  
 
Volunteer Scotland has been given access to the TWS 2023 data to consider how societal 
changes have impacted on Scottish volunteers’ experiences and whether changes are 
consistent with GB.  Volunteer Scotland has not reported on volunteer participation and 
volunteer activity types. In Scotland, the Scottish Household Survey (SHS), sample size 
circa 9,600 is used as the benchmark for both formal and informal volunteer participation. 
The SHS is based on adults aged 16+ whereas TWS is based on adults 18+, which does not 
lend itself to a direct comparison of demographic data. 
 

1.2 Research methodology 
 

 The Time Well Spent Survey is an online survey of adults aged 18+ in Great Britain. 
 The survey was conducted through YouGov’s panel, via an online self-completion 

questionnaire during November and December 2022. 
 The total sample size was 7,006, with a Scottish sample size of 610. 
 The data was weighted to reflect the national population by key demographics: age, 

gender, education level and social grade. 
 In this report: 

• Scottish volunteers refers to Scottish adults who have volunteered in the 
previous 12 months. 

• GB volunteers refers to GB adults who have volunteered in the previous 12 
months. 

• Lapsed volunteers refers to Scottish adults who volunteered between one 
and three years ago. 

• Non volunteers refers to Scottish adults who have never volunteered 
through a group, club, or organisation. 
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1.3 Supplementary data sources 
 
During COVID-19, Volunteer Scotland published a suite of research reports culminating in 
the Road to Recovery. The ‘Road to Recovery Report’ explores the actual and projected 
impact of COVID-19 on volunteering in Scotland. Research evidence was drawn from the 
period March 2020 to August 2021 and formed part of a UK-wide research study. Where 
COVID-19 research is referenced within this report, the supporting evidence can be found in 
this report. 
 
The ‘Testing our Resilience Report’ centres on the impact of the cost of living crisis; it 
focuses on the effects of this crisis on people, organisations and communities in Scotland, 
and the impacts for volunteering and volunteers. This report has been supplemented with 
three cost of living bulletins. Where cost of living research is referenced within this report, the 
supporting evidence can be found in the main cost of living report or subsequent 
bulletins. 
 
For each section, the overall results are presented. Where the Scottish sample size does not 
allow for demographic group level results, GB demographic data is shown. 
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2. Overall Satisfaction 
The vast majority of Scottish volunteers are satisfied with their volunteering 
experience.  
 
Figure 1 shows that 94% of Scottish volunteers were satisfied with their overall volunteer 
experience.  

Figure 1 - Overall satisfaction with volunteering 

 
While this is a welcome finding, given the current societal pressures, there has been a three-
percentage point decrease in volunteer satisfaction from 2019 – Figure 2.  

Figure 2 - Overall satisfaction with volunteering 2019 vs 2023 

 
This mirrors the overall trend in GB which saw a four-percentage point decrease in overall 
volunteer satisfaction, from 96% in 2019 to 92% in 2023. 
For GB volunteers, volunteer satisfaction was lower for young and disabled volunteers. 
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3. Motivations to Volunteer and Volunteering Values  
The main motivations of Scottish volunteers are the importance of the cause and 
wanting to improve things or help people. 
 
Figure 3 shows why Scottish volunteers first get involved with the organisation. The 
importance of the cause and wanting to improve things have been the top two motivations 
for Scottish volunteers in both 2019 and 2023, demonstrating that despite the societal 
changes during this period Scottish people continue to, primarily, start volunteering for 
altruistic reasons.  

Figure 3 - Reasons for first getting involved with the organisation. 
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Between 2019 and 2023 only three motivations were cited by an increased proportion of 
Scottish adults, ‘I thought it would help me get on in my career/to get a recognised 
qualification’ (4% in 2019 compared to 17% in 2023); ‘I felt there was a need in my 
community’ (30% in 2019 compared to 34% in 2023); and ‘it was connected with the needs 
of my family/friends’ (12% in 2019 compared to 13% in 2013).  
 

3.1 Volunteering Values 
 
Respondents were asked to rank a range of value statements with 1 being 'Not at all like me' 
and 6 'Very much like me'. An average score, was calculated, as shown in Figure 4. 

Figure 4 - Average scores of volunteer value statements 

 
The top three statements show that volunteers value ‘giving unpaid help’; ‘making a 
difference’ and being involved in ‘a culture of respect and trust’. Ensuring that 
volunteer roles reflect these values could affect how satisfied volunteers are with 
their experience.  
 
For GB volunteers, motivations vary by demographic factors: 

 Age – Younger volunteers value career progression or gaining a recognised 
qualification, while older volunteers are more like to value the feeling of being needed 
in their community or being asked. This mirrors the 2019 Scottish findings. 

 Gender – Women are more likely to value the importance of the cause than men. 
Interestingly this is the opposite to the 2019 Scottish findings. 

 Social groups – Less deprived social groups (ABC1) are more likely to value 
volunteering which improves things or helps people. This mirrors the 2019 Scottish 
findings. 
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4. Reflections on volunteer management 
A higher proportion of Scottish volunteers in 2023 than 2019 cite their volunteering as 
being too much like paid work and that there are unreasonable expectations on what 
volunteers give. 
 
This section considers volunteers’ first experiences of their organisations during the entry 
process and how their volunteering is coordinated before looking at how volunteers feel 
about their experiences of volunteer management and training for their roles. 

 
4.1 Entry process 
 
There’s a welcome 11 percentage point decrease (24% in 2019 compared to 13% in 2023) 
in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who did not undergo any formal or informal entry 
processes (Figure 5). 

Figure 5 - Thinking about before you first started giving unpaid help to this group, 
club, or organisation...Which, if any, of the following did they do? 

 
There is also a 13 percentage point increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who 
report their organisation having an informal chat (40% in 2019 compared to 53% in 2023). 
This, coupled with the decline in the proportion of volunteers undergoing formal interviews 
indicates that volunteer onboarding is becoming less bureaucratic.  
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4.2 Volunteer coordination 
 
44% of Scottish volunteers continue to be coordinated by ‘someone who is unpaid’, however 
this has fallen four percentage points from 2019. At the same time there has been a five 
percentage point increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers managed by a ‘paid 
member of staff’ (27% in 2019 compared to 32% in 2023). 10% of Scottish volunteers do not 
know or can’t recall if their coordinator is paid or unpaid and 14% of volunteers receive no 
volunteer coordination – Figure 6.  

Figure 6 - How unpaid help has been/ was organised and coordinated. 
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4.3 How volunteering is managed and supported 
 
There are both positive and negative changes in the way that volunteers feel that their 
volunteering is managed and supported – Figure 7.  

Figure 7 - How volunteers feel about the way their volunteering is managed and 
supported. 
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Positively, there has been: 
 A five percentage point decrease in Scottish volunteers who agreed that ‘there is/was 

too much bureaucracy’ i.e. too many administrative processes (19% in 2019 
compared to 24% in 2023). 

 A two percentage point increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who agree 
that the organisation they volunteer with was ‘flexible around the time I give’ (85% in 
2019 compared to 87% in 2023). 

 A two percentage point decrease in Scottish volunteers who agree that the 
organisation is ‘too concerned about risk’ (15% in 2019 compared to 13% in 2023). 

 
The findings show increases in negative perceptions in most areas of volunteer 
management, including: 

 A nine percentage point increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who feel 
their unpaid help is becoming to much like paid work (15% in 2019 compared to 24% 
in 2023). 

 An eight percentage point increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who 
expected the process of getting involved to be quicker (10% in 2019 compared to 
18% in 2023). 

 An eight percentage point decrease in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who 
knew how to raise an issue within the organisation if they needed to (89% in 2019 
compared to 81% in 2023). 

 A seven percentage point increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who feel 
their organisation had unreasonable expectations around how much volunteers did 
(14% in 2019 compared to 21% in 2023). 

 A six percentage point decrease in the proportion of Scottish volunteers agreeing that 
the process of getting involved was easy and straightforward (91% in 2019 compared 
to 85% in 2023). 

 A five percentage point increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who agree 
things could have been better organised (34% in 2019 compared to 39% in 2023). 

 A three percentage point decrease in the proportion of Scottish volunteers who feel 
well supported (85% in 2019 compared to 82% in 2023). 

 
GB findings show that younger  volunteers expected a faster entry process and felt less 
supported, which mirrors the 2019 Scottish findings. 
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4.4 Volunteers’ reflections on training  
 
Proportionally more volunteers have received training in 2023 than in 2019. 
 
There has been a 15 percentage point decrease (50% in 2019 compared to 35% in 2023) in 
Scottish volunteers who did not receive any training – Figure 8. During this period the 
proportion of volunteers receiving inductions increased (24% in 2019 compared to 36% in 
2023) as did training on policies and procedures (23% in 2019 compared to 33% in 2023) 
and role specific training (19% in 2019 compared to 25% in 2023). 

Figure 8 - Which, if any, of the following types of training did you receive from this 
group, club or organisation? 

 
 
78% of Scottish volunteers agreed that they had benefited from training received and 77% 
have received training that helped them carry out their role. 41% of Scottish volunteers 
would have liked more training (unchanged from 2019) and 16% would have liked some 
training (3 percentage point increase on 2019).  
 
Positive changes are evident in this area - introducing and expanding training could further 
improve this aspect of volunteers’ views of volunteer management. 
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5. The nature of volunteering  
This section explores the nature of volunteering, including when volunteers first 
started; the frequency of involvement; volunteering with others; volunteering through 
work; and finally the broad sectors where individuals volunteer.  
 

5.1 When individuals first started volunteering 
 
Figure 9, below shows that between 2019 and 2023 there has been a three percentage point 
decrease (13% in 2019 compared to 10% in 2023) in volunteers first becoming involved with 
their organisation between three months and a year ago, and no change in those becoming 
involved within the previous three months. This shows a drop in volunteer supply during the 
time of the survey, reinforcing other cost-of-living evidence. Scottish evidence on the cost-of-
living crisis1 has shown that volunteer shortages are the single biggest issue currently facing 
Scottish Third Sector Organisations. 

Figure 9 – When did you first get involved with giving unpaid help to this group, club 
or organisation? 
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5.2 Number of organisations volunteered with 
 
Between 2019 and 2023, proportionally fewer Scottish volunteers are volunteering for one 
organisation (more are volunteering for two, three or five or more organisations) – Figure 10.  

Figure 10 – Number of organisations Scottish volunteers volunteered for in the past 
12 months 

 
 

 
5.3 Consistency of involvement 
 
In 2023, 45% of Scottish volunteers have been involved in volunteering ‘consistently 
throughout their lives’ (eight percentage point increase from 37% in 2019 to 45% in 2023) 
and a further 45% ‘occasionally’ (four percentage point decrease from 49% in 2019 to 45% 
in 2023)). Six percent of Scottish volunteers have ‘hardly been involved’ (Six percentage 
point decrease from 13% in 2019 to 7% in 2023), and three percent ‘didn’t know’ (two 
percentage point increase from one percent in 2019 to three percent in 2023).  
 
The increase in Scottish adults volunteering regularly throughout their lives is a welcome 
finding, further analysis on the difference in volunteer satisfaction for those involved 
consistently and those involved occasionally would be beneficial to determine if the level of 
involvement impacts on a volunteer’s experience of volunteering.   
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5.4 Volunteering with others 
 
Between 2019 and 2023 there have been small changes in how Scottish volunteers have 
volunteered with others: 

 A two-percentage point decrease in Scottish volunteers, ‘always / often volunteering 
with others’ (68% in 2019 compared to 66% in 2023). 

 A seven percentage point increase in Scottish volunteers, ‘sometimes volunteering 
with others’ (16% in 2019 compared to 23% in 2023). 

 A one percentage point increase in Scottish volunteers, ‘rarely or never volunteering 
with others’ (10% in 2019 compared to 11% in 2023). 
 

 
5.5 Employer supported volunteering 
 
Between 2019 and 2023 there has been a one percentage point decrease in the proportion 
of Scottish volunteers volunteering through employer supported volunteering (ESV) 
programmes in the past 12 months (19% in 2019 to 18% in 2023), and no change (50%) in 
the proportion of Scottish volunteers who have never volunteered through an ESV program2. 
Due to the very slight change in the proportion of Scots volunteering through ESV programs 
between surveys, it is unlikely that this has impacted on volunteers’ overall satisfaction. 
 

  

 
2 the remaining respondents have volunteered through ESV ‘between a year and 3 years 
ago’, ‘more than 3 years ago’ or ‘don’t know’. 
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5.6 Where volunteering takes place 
 
Between 2019 and 2023, fewer Scots are volunteering ‘in a community space’ (six 
percentage point decrease from 39% in 2019 to 33% in 2023), this may be reflective of 
community spaces closing / facing closure or the affordability of using community spaces. 
Volunteering in ‘organisation’s office or other premises’ has also decreased (three 
percentage point decrease from 32% in 2019 to 29% in 2023) – Figure 11. 

Figure 11 – Where volunteering takes place. 

 

 
Between 2019 and 2023, there has been a 13 percentage point increase in Scots 
volunteering ‘online or over the phone’ (17% in 2019 compared to 30% in 2023).  
 
Note, that during the same period those volunteering exclusively online increased by five 
percentage points to 26%.  
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The sample size for Scottish volunteers is too small to allow for a comparison of satisfaction 
for those volunteering online and in person. The GB wide findings from NCVO shows that 
satisfaction rates in 2023 are equal among people who volunteer ‘exclusively online or over 
the phone’ and those who volunteer ‘exclusively in person’ (92% for GB). 
 
For GB volunteers who volunteer ‘exclusively online’ their levels of satisfaction (98%) and 
positive perception of being supported (89%) are higher than for those who volunteer 
‘exclusively in person’. 
 
During COVID-19, a significant amount of volunteering was forced to move online due to 
lockdowns, social distancing and shielding. It is a welcome finding that a move to online 
borne out of necessity has not impacted on volunteers’ satisfaction and that online 
volunteers feel supported.  
 

 
5.7 Sector volunteered in 
 
Between 2019 and 2023, there has been a five-percentage point decrease in Scots 
volunteering in the third sector (70% in 2019 compared to 65% in 2023) and a nine 
percentage point increase in Scots volunteering in the public sector (14% in 2019 compared 
to 23% in 2023). For GB volunteers, volunteer satisfaction in 2023 is higher for third sector 
volunteers (94%) than for public sector volunteers (87%). 

Figure 12 – Which sector Scots volunteer in 
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6. The impact of volunteering  
This section explores the perceived impact and benefit from volunteering effort. 

 
6.1 Making a difference for groups and organisations  
 
Volunteers were less positive in 2023 than 2019, on the difference they make for 
organisations - Figure 13: 

 81% of Scottish volunteers felt recognised for the help they gave (three percentage 
point decrease from 2019) 

 67% of Scottish volunteers agreed they had the opportunity to influence the 
development of the organisation (five percentage point decrease from 2019) 

 68% of  volunteers agreed that there were people from a wide range of cultures 
giving unpaid help in their organisation (13 percentage point decrease from 2019). 

 85% of Scottish volunteers felt that they belonged to the organisation they volunteer 
with (no change from 2019). 

 86% of Scottish volunteers agreed there was a culture of respect and trust in the 
organisation they volunteer with (four percentage point decrease from 2019). 

 
Figure 13 – Volunteers’ perception of impact from their volunteering (% of Scottish 
volunteers who agree) 
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With the exception of belonging to the organisation, the proportion of Scottish volunteers 
agreeing with each of the statements tied to volunteers’ values has decreased. 
 
Figure 13 also shows: 

 A two percentage point decrease in Scottish volunteers agreeing that ‘I feel/felt the 
group/ club/ organisation is/was not really "going anywhere"’ (15% in 2019 compared 
to 13% in 2023). 

 A four percentage point increase in Scottish volunteers agreeing that ‘There are/were 
tensions or conflicts between people in the group/ club/ organisation’ (27 % in 2019 
compared to 31% in 2023). 

 A seven percentage point increase in Scottish volunteers agreeing that ‘it is/was 
important to me to receive recognition for the help I give/gave’ (33% in 2019 
compared to 40% in 2023). 

 
As with other sections, the GB results show demographic difference by age, with a lower 
proportion of younger volunteers feeling sufficiently recognised, which mirrors the 2019 
Scottish findings.  
 

 
6.2 Utilising skills 
 
This section explores whether volunteering allows Scottish volunteers the opportunity to use 
their skills3. The results are on the whole positive with more Scottish volunteers able to use 
skills and experience within their volunteering roles:  

 63% of Scottish volunteers agreed that they used existing occupational/professional 
skills and experience, a 12 percentage point increase from 2019. 

 65% of Scottish volunteers agreed that they used other skills and experience, a 13 
percentage point increase from 2019. 

 13% of Scottish volunteers had skills and experience that they did not use, that they 
would have liked to, a four percentage point decrease from 2019. 

 
Less positively, the GB results show a higher proportion of disabled volunteers who have 
skills that they do not use but would like to, a similar trend to 2019. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
3 Note, 21% of Scottish volunteers are motivated to volunteer as an opportunity to use their 
existing skills. 
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6.3 Communicating impact 
 
Communications can help volunteers to understand the difference an organisation is 
making.  
 
Figure 14 shows minimal changes between 2019 and 2023. The vast majority (79%) of 
Scottish volunteers feel they receive the right amount of information (One percentage point 
decrease from 2019); 16% feel there is too little information (up two percentage points from 
2019); and one percent feel there is too much information (a one percentage point decrease 
from 2019).  

Figure 14 – Volunteers experience of communications on the difference being made 
by the organisation (e.g., how it's helping others, money raised, etc.) 

 
 
  

2% 1%

78% 79%

14% 16%

7% 4%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2019
n=359

2023
n=109

Too much The right amount

Too little Don't know/ can't recall



Volunteer Scotland | NCVO Time Well Spent 2023 - Scottish Analysis 25 

6.4 Benefits of volunteering 
 
Figure 15 shows the changes of benefits experienced by Scottish volunteers in 2023.  

Figure 15 – Benefits experienced by Scottish volunteers from their volunteering. 
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 ‘I meet/ met new people’ - five percentage point increase (89% in 2019 compared to 
94% in 2023). 

 ‘It gives/gave me more confidence’ – four percentage point increase (75% in 2019 
compared to 79% in 2023). 

 ‘It helps/helped me feel less isolated’ - four percentage point increase (71% in 2019 
compared to 75% in 2023). 

 
The increase in the proportion of Scottish volunteers citing benefits from their volunteer 
experience is a welcome finding - benefits align to both the reasons for Scottish volunteers 
starting to volunteer and volunteer values. ‘Meeting new people’ and ‘feeling less isolated’ 
are of particular importance given the proportion of Scottish adults (43%) reporting that the 

cost-of-living crisis has negatively impacted on spending time / connecting with others.4  
 
Negatively, a lower proportion of Scottish volunteers cited the following benefits from their 
volunteering experience: 

 ‘It brings / brought me into contact with people from different backgrounds or cultures’ 
- 11 percentage point decrease (83% in 2019 compared to 72% in 2023). 

 ‘It improves/d my mental health and wellbeing’ - seven percentage point decrease 
(81% in 2019 compared to 74% in 2023). 

 ‘It improves/d my physical health’ - four percentage point decrease (53% in 2019 
compared to 49% in 2023). 

 ‘It broaden/ed my experience of life’ - three percentage point decrease (87% in 2019 
compared to 84% in 2023). 

 ‘It gives / gave me a sense of personal achievement’ - two percentage point 
decrease (89% in 2019 compared to 88% in 2023).  

 ‘I enjoy/enjoyed it’ - 1% percentage point decrease (95% in 2019 compared to 94% in 
2023). 

 
The decrease in bringing Scottish volunteers ‘into contact with people from different 
backgrounds or cultures’ is concerning as this represents a volunteer value and is indicative 
of a less diverse volunteering experience.  

 
  

 
4 Quarterly Bulletin No. 3 Version 4 (volunteerscotland.net) 
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6.5 Negative impacts of volunteering  
 
As in 2019 the proportion of Scottish volunteers experiencing negative impacts from their 
volunteering is less than the proportion with positive benefits. Overall, a lower proportion of 
Scottish volunteers experienced no negative impacts from their volunteering experience, 
down from 67% in 2019 to 62% in 2023. It is however important to consider any changes 
between 2019 and 2023 – Figure 16. 

Figure 16 – Negative experiences of Scottish volunteers from their volunteering 
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Negative impacts experienced by a higher proportion of Scottish volunteers are: 
 ‘It negatively affected my work or studies’ - five percentage point increase (three 

percent in 2019 compared to 7eight percent in 2023). 
 ‘Too much of my time has been taken up’ - four percentage point increase (eight 

percent in 2019 compared to 12% in 2023). 
 ‘I felt I wasn't part of the group (i.e. excluded)’ – one percentage point increase (four 

percent in 2019 compared to five percent in 2023). 
 ‘It negatively affected my health and wellbeing’ - three percentage point increase (two 

percent in 2019 compared to five percent in 2023). 
 ‘I felt unappreciated’ - one percentage point increase (eight percent in 2019 

compared to nine percent in 2023). 
 
Negative impacts experienced by a lower proportion of Scottish volunteers are:  

 ‘I was out of pocket’- two percentage point decrease (13% in 2019 compared to 9 
percent in 2023). 

 ‘I felt pressured by the group/ club/ organisation’ - one percentage point increase 
(eight percent in 2019 compared to seven percent in 2023). 

 ‘It negatively affected my family life’ - one percentage point increase (three percent in 
2019 compared to two percent in 2023). 

 ‘I felt unsafe, - one percentage point increase (Two percent in 2019 compared to one 
percent in 2023). 

 
These are all welcome findings. There is more room for improvement particularly around 
volunteers feeling out of pocket (11% of Scottish volunteers) and feeling pressured by the 
group / club or organisation (7% of Scottish volunteers). 
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7. Volunteer Retention  
 
7.1 Likelihood to continue 
 
81% of Scottish volunteers are likely (very / fairly) to continue volunteering in the next 12 
months, down slightly on 2019 (one percentage point); 11% are unlikely (fairly / very 
unlikely) to continue and five percent have already stopped volunteering.  

 
The reasons for Scottish volunteers continuing to volunteer tie into motivations and reasons 
for starting to volunteer  - see Figure 17. The biggest change is in the proportion of adults 
(51%) stating they will continue to volunteer due to ‘the difference I’m making’. 

Figure 17 – Reasons Scottish volunteers will continue volunteering with their group, 
club or organisation over the next 12 months 
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The reasons for Scottish volunteers continuing to volunteer, include: 
 ‘The difference I’m making’ – 51%, an increase of 12 percentage points. 
 ‘The group / club / organisation itself’ – 49%, a decrease of 1 percentage points. 
 ‘The cause they stand for / help’ – 43%, a decrease of 12 percentage points. 
 ‘The people I gave unpaid help with’- 25%, an increase of 3 percentage points. 
 ‘The positive impact it has on my health and wellbeing’– 21%, an increase of 5 

percentage points. 
 ‘The skills / experience I’m gaining’ – 11%, an increase of 1 percentage point. 
 ‘The way it fits with my everyday life’ – 10%, a decrease of 7 percentage points. 
 ‘A sense of duty / obligation’ – 28%, a decrease of 3 percentage points, while this 

may be perceived as a negative reason to continue volunteering, it is likely reflective 
of Scottish adults who volunteer as part of their religious belief / philosophy of life to 
help people. 

 ‘The lack of people to take my place’ - 24%, an increase of 11 percentage points.  
 
The 11 percentage point increase in the lack of others to take their place is an area of 
concern, almost a quarter (24%) of Scottish volunteers cite this a reason to continue. It is 
unclear what proportion of these volunteers would have paused or stopped volunteering if 
others were available to take their place. An ‘over reliance’ on a core group of volunteers can 
lead to increased fatigue and burnout.  
 
The 12 percentage point decrease in ‘the cause’ as a reason to continue volunteering, and 
the seven percentage point decrease in ‘it fits in with my everyday life’ are also concerning. 
This may be representative of the range of current pressures some volunteers feel.  

 
 
7.2 Ways Scottish volunteers would like to be involved 
 
Scottish volunteers were presented with a range of options on how they would like to be 
involved in volunteering going forward, and asked to select any they would be interested in. 
The three options with the biggest increase from 2019 focus on volunteering options with 
varying degrees of flexibility.  
 
Figure 18 highlights that around half would like to be ‘able to dip in and out of volunteering 
activities’ (51%) or to be able to carry out volunteering ‘at a time and or place of their 
choosing’ (i.e. not a fixed time or place) (48%). Both of these options have significant 
increases from 2019, nine and 14 percentage points respectively. Interest in taking part in 
time limited projects increased by nine percentage points. Interest in volunteering on 
ongoing (non time limited projects) increased by eight percentage points (from 27% in 2019 
to 35% in 2023) while carrying out activities on a regular basis increased 6 percentage 
points (from 34% in 2019 to 40% in 2023). 
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Figure 18 – Ways in which volunteers would like to continue volunteering with their 
group, club or organisation over the next 12 months  
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7.3 Why volunteers stop volunteering 
 
The smaller sample size for Scotland, coupled with the low proportion of volunteers who do 
not wish to continue volunteering in the next 12 months, does not allow for the analysis of 
the reasons for stopping volunteering in Scotland. GB wide data from NCVO show that time 
and the feeling ‘they have done their bit’ are the main reasons for volunteers stopping 
volunteering – Figure 19.  

Figure 19 – Reasons for GB volunteers stopping volunteering. 

 
 
Many of the other reasons for volunteers stopping their volunteering roles are more 
actionable, for example health problems could lend itself to organisations adapting roles to 
allow volunteers to continue if they wished too. Feeling unappreciated or stressed could be 
further investigated by volunteer involving organisations to understand and mitigate the route 
causes. Further research on this area specific to Scottish volunteers who have decided to 
stop volunteering would be useful. 
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8. Barriers to non-volunteers 
As important as understanding the volunteer experience is understanding the barriers to 
non-volunteers undertaking volunteering - Figure 20. 

Figure 20 – Reasons why Scottish non-volunteers do not undertake volunteering. 
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Elements of the volunteer experience also cited include: 
 ‘I would be put off by all the associated bureaucracy/ administrative processes’ – 

17% 
 ‘I would be worried that I wouldn't fit in with the other people who were involved’ – 

14% 
 ‘I'd be worried I might end up out of pocket (e.g., transport costs to go volunteer)’ – 

13% 
 ‘I would be worried about the risks’ – five percent. 
 ‘I have been put off by negative experiences giving unpaid help in the past’ – four 

percent 
 
Non-volunteers also expressed concerns over their personal circumstances and not feeling 
they have the right skills or are not the right age: 

 I'd be worried I haven't got the right skills or experience to help – 15% 
 I have commitments to look after someone – 12% 
 I don't think my existing skills/ experience could be used – seven percent.  
 I feel I am not the right age – six percent. 
 I have an illness or disability unrelated to covid-19 that I feel prevents me from 

getting involved – three percent 
 
The findings also show the importance of ‘the ask’ and being able to find opportunities.  
Scottish non-volunteers also stated they hadn’t thought about volunteering as: 

 ‘I have not been asked’ – 15% 
 ‘I have never thought about it’ – 13% 
 ‘I haven't heard about opportunities to give help/ I couldn't find opportunities’ – 13% 
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9. Reflections  
 
Over a period of immense societal change, which has inevitably impacted on volunteering, 
NCVO’s ‘Time Well Spent 2023’ survey brings valuable new insights into the volunteering 
experience in Scotland. The findings show that there is much to celebrate in volunteering. 
Most Scottish volunteers are satisfied with their overall volunteering experience and continue 
to benefit through skills building, improved employability prospects, improved mental and 
physical health benefits and, not to be forgotten, in having fun and making a difference.  
 
Unfortunately, the survey shows that some things haven’t changed since 2019, with the 
same demographic groups (younger and disabled adults) being relatively less satisfied with 
their volunteering and experiencing fewer benefits. Consider also that disabled volunteers 
are more likely to have skills that they would like to use but haven’t had the opportunity to so. 
 
The survey also highlights how societal issues, such as COVID-19, have exacerbated 
existing issues around the ‘volunteer experience’, including a lack of diversity. Proportionally 
fewer Scottish volunteers agree that their volunteering brings them into contact with people 
from different backgrounds or culture nor cite this as a benefit of their volunteering. One 
possible contributory factor has been the reduced focus on ensuring that volunteering 
programmes are inclusive - while the sector has dealt with several societal crises.  
 
COVID-19 forced many volunteer involving organisations to offer activities remotely for the 
first time or at greater scale; a necessity due to social distancing and lockdown measures. 
However, until now little was known about the impact of remote volunteering on volunteers’ 
experiences. Reassuringly, Time Well Spent shows there is no difference in overall volunteer 
satisfaction whether volunteering is undertaken remotely or in person.  
 
A high proportion of Scottish volunteers are interested in more flexible opportunities and this 
should be the impetus for organisations to consider augmenting traditional volunteering roles 
with more flexible options (this includes remote volunteering). Flexibility can be a gateway to 
more regular volunteering contributions, with the known benefits this provides for the 
organisation, the beneficiary and especially for the volunteer.  
 
The survey highlights the important issue of paying volunteers ‘out of pocket’ expenses. 
Despite being in a cost-of-living crisis, almost 1 in 5 Scottish volunteers don’t know if their 
expenses will be reimbursed. A clear and fair volunteer expenses policy should be viewed as 
essential in order to encourage potential and existing volunteers to (continue to) commit time 
to volunteer.  
 
Some aspects of volunteer management have clearly improved; more Scottish volunteers 
have received training in 2023 than in 2019 and there have been increases in those who’ve 
received inductions – a key component of a good volunteer management.  
 
However, the volunteer’s experience is becoming poorer in several key areas. Fewer 
Scottish volunteers felt the process of getting involved was easy and more felt it was a 
slower onboarding process than anticipated. Once in role, more Scottish volunteers felt that 
their volunteering was becoming more like paid work; more were feeling unreasonable 
expectations on how much they did; and fewer knew how to raise an issue.  
 
It would seem that promoting and supporting good practice more widely across the sector 
would be timely. Also, there is support needed for organisations to properly consider the 
suitability of their volunteering roles vis-à-vis paid work.   
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With this said, we must not forget that between the two waves of Time Well spent volunteer 
involving organisations, volunteer managers (who are often volunteers) and volunteers have 
worked tirelessly through several crises and so advice and guidance should be given within 
this context and through a spirit of improvement and shared endeavour.  
 
The recruitment issues faced by volunteer involving organisations place an extra emphasis 
on the barriers cited by non-volunteers through this survey. Organisations and infrastructure 
bodies should consider how they can engage a wider public; inform, encourage, inspire and 
alleviate concerns. A focus on the difference volunteers make and volunteers’ experience of 
volunteering, is important. So too, is highlighting the range of volunteering opportunities on 
offer; the skills / experience in demand; the inclusive nature of available opportunities and 
providing clear upfront guidance on the payment of ‘out of pocket’ expenses.  
 
Time Well Spent 2023 has provided Scottish volunteers a ‘voice’ to share their volunteering 
experience, both positive and negative. The ‘Scottish Analysis’ augments NCVO’s main 
findings and offers a clear opportunity for volunteering stakeholders to act upon the insights 
and implications provided. It is only through maintaining this focus on the volunteer’s 
experience and committing to a continuous improvement can we ensure that more people 
can volunteer, more often, and throughout their lives.   
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