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Introduction

To kickstart work on VAP Action 42 to develop a
national approach to employer supported volunteering
(ESV), Volunteer Scotland undertook a desk review of
relevant literature. We analysed 56 pieces, including
practical guidance and resources, impact measurement
tools, academic and practitioner research and quality
standards. We explored literature in the UK and
international contexts, including Canada, the USA,
Switzerland and Austria, and spoke to academics and
practitioners working on ESV to identify as much
relevant literature as we could. While this desk review is
not exhaustive, we are confident that it will help inform
our work on developing a national approach to ESV.

ESV in Scotland and the UK

The 2023 Scottish Household Survey results tell us that volunteering is in crisis, with
only 18% of Scottish adults volunteering in a group or organisation in 2023. There
was a five-percentage point drop in volunteering among working adults, down
to 18% from 23% in 2022.1

There is limited data on ESV in Scotland. The Scottish analysis of NCVO’s Time
Well Spent survey found that 18% of Scottish volunteers had volunteered through an
ESV programme in 2023, which is equivalent to around 152,000 volunteers.?
NCVO'’s analysis of the full 2019 UK sample shows that while ESV makes up a small
part of overall volunteer participation, volunteer-involving organisations (VIOs) and
ESV brokers perceive an increased demand for ESV in recent years. ESV volunteers
are more likely to be younger, male and from urban areas and are typically involved
in a light-touch way and in events-related activities compared to non-ESV volunteers.
Around half of ESV volunteers use their professional skills in their volunteering. VIOs
and employers involved in ESV tend to be larger organisations.3

Pro Bono Economics estimated in 2024 that between 17 and 23 million employees in
the UK do not have an ESV policy in their workplace. # Applying this methodology,
we estimate that between 1.2 and 1.6 million Scottish employees do not have
access to an ESV policy in their workplace. CIPD research estimates that
between a quarter and a third of people with access to workplace volunteering

1 Volunteer Scotland (2024), Blog: Scottish Household Survey — 2023 results

2 Volunteer Scotland (2023), NCVO Time Well Spent 2023 — Scottish Analysis

3 NCVO (2019), Time Well Spent: Employer-Supported Volunteering

4 Pro Bono Economics (2024), Triple Dividend: How workplace volunteering can make us happier, healthier and more
productive

Volunteer Scotland | ESV — What we learned from our desk review 3



through an ESV policy choose to participate. Therefore, assuming that a third of
employees make use of ESV policies when they are available, Pro Bono Economics
estimate that introducing ESV policies for the 17 to 23 million employees without
ESV policies could support 1.5 to 2.8 million additional people to volunteer in the
UK.> Replicating this methodology for the Scottish context, we estimate that this
could enable an additional 161,000 to 287,000 people to volunteer in Scotland,
raising the formal volunteer participation rate in Scotland by between four and
seven percent. An analysis of ESV in the UK by Works4U found that ESV is
becoming more important to employers since the Covid-19 pandemic, a rise of 10%
of employers offering ESV in 2019 to 51% in 2022.6

Tapping into this population of potential volunteers through ESV could be a
game-changer for volunteering participation in Scotland.

What is ESV?

There are many different names for the practice of encouraging employees to
volunteer: Employer Supported Volunteering (ESV), corporate volunteers, employee
volunteers, workplace volunteering... to name a few. For now, we are using the term
‘ESV’ as an umbrella term, but we are open to reviewing this as part of developing a
national approach.

Not only are there many names for ESV, but there are also many different types of
ESV offers, including: paid or unpaid time off for volunteering, signposting or
promoting volunteering, integrating volunteering into learning and development
processes, organising volunteering opportunities, and matching employees to
volunteering opportunities.

While there are many different iterations of ESV, we noted three key trends to
consider:

1. Employer v individual-led ESV policies: whether employees are supported
to volunteer on a project organised by their employer with a specific partner
organisation (often in a team-based capacity) or can choose to take paid or
unpaid time off to volunteer with an organisation of their choosing (often in an
individual capacity).

2. Active v passive ESV policies: whether employers choose to actively
promote ESV through policies such as time off or flexible working hours to
accommodate volunteering or passively support it through use of facilities or
equipment for voluntary pursuits or letters of thanks to individuals who
volunteer.

3. Skills-based v unskilled volunteering opportunities: some favour skills-
based volunteering opportunities that align with corporate specialities and
others favour a more general approach that does not focus on a specific
skillset. IAVE found that since the pandemic, skills-based volunteering is the

5 Pro Bono Economics (2024), Triple Dividend: How workplace volunteering can make us happier, healthier and more
productive
5 Works4U (2023), UK Employee Volunteering 2022-2023: Pioneering analysis of employee volunteering in the UK
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fastest growing form of ESV, most commonly to improve the capacity and
skills of VIOs, i.e. the host organisation.’

Ultimately, the ‘ESV space’ is quite disparate — policies and approaches are largely

designed and implemented on a case-by-case basis with some broad best practice

principles in place and several networks across the UK gathering to share learning.

Therefore, a national approach could bring some much-needed energy, clarity
and structure to the sector.

What we learned from our desk review

Note: most of the literature looking at ESV focuses on employer-led ESV policies,
where employees could volunteer with a nominated volunteer-involving organisation
that partnered with their employer. The literature also heavily focuses on the private
sector, with little research exploring ESV in the public sector. Throughout the desk
review, we have used the language of ‘employer’ instead of ‘business’ or ‘company’,
where appropriate.

1. Most of the literature looks at ESV from the
employer perspective

There is a lot of literature looking at ESV from the perspective of employers that
makes the case for having an ESV offer for employees. In this literature, ESV is
often positioned as a ‘win-win-win’ — for employee, employer and VIO.

There is consensus in the literature that the main benefits of ESV for employers
are:
e Talent acquisition

e Talent retention and employee engagement

e Developing employee skills (professional as well as interpersonal and soft
skills, like communication)

e Team and culture building

e Demonstrating CSR/ESG credentials

e Boosting brand and reputation

e Building relationships with voluntary and local community organisations

The literature also highlights common benefits of ESV for staff, primarily: @
e Enjoyment
e Increased wellbeing
e Feeling they are making a difference
¢ Meeting new people from different backgrounds
e Improved employment prospects

"1AVE (2022), Corporate volunteering for a post-pandemic world
8 NCVO website, Employer-Supported Volunteering

Volunteer Scotland | ESV — What we learned from our desk review



Recent literature identified a trend of jobseekers and employees being motivated by
‘social good’ benefits, such as ESV policies, and are more purpose driven, seeking
to be part of a more engaging and meaningful workplace experience.

There is evidence of the wellbeing and productivity benefits for staff who
participate in ESV, which is a major motivator for employers. CIPD data in 2022
found that over half of UK employers have a formal wellbeing strategy and another
third provide ad hoc wellbeing support.® Evolve Workplace Wellbeing developed a
cost effectiveness calculator to help make a business case for various wellbeing
initiatives in the workplace, including ESV. Based on the average Scottish annual
salary of £27,710%9, the calculator estimated a workplace volunteering programme
could:**

e Save £115.41 per worker due to reduced absenteeism

e Save £118.49 per worker due to reduced presenteeism

e Give an overall financial return of £98.43 per worker

e Improve job satisfaction by 2.75%

Pro Bono Economics looked at the impact of ESV on employees’ wellbeing and
found that the wellbeing uplift experienced by employee volunteers has an economic
value of between £800 and £1,300 per volunteer. Therefore, expanding workforce
volunteering opportunities to cover all employees in the UK could generate £1.2
billion to £3.6 billion in wellbeing benefits for individuals per year. They estimate that
ensuring all employees have access to volunteering opportunities could save up to
2.5 million working days of sickness absence. Even after deducting the costs of
time and administration to run ESV schemes, Pro Bono Economics estimate net
productivity gains of between £1.6 billion and £2.8 billion to the UK economy.*?

Takeaway: A national approach to ESV will need to speak to employers’
interests and motivations.

2.V10s have a different perspective and
experience of ESV, which is often overlooked

There is less literature available on the VIO experience of ESV. The literature shows
that there is often a disconnect between what employers think VIOs need and
what is of real value to VIOs.

This literature challenges the assumption that ESV is a ‘win-win-win’ and offers a
more nuanced analysis of the types of ESV that meets the need of VIOs. A common
theme is that VIOs often benefit from types of volunteering that are less attractive to
employers. In particular, the archetypal ESV activity of one-off day-long activities,
often favoured by employers, are critiqued for being of little meaningful value to the

° Fleming, W.J (2024), ‘Employee well-being outcomes from individual-level mental health interventions: Cross sectional
evidence from the United Kingdom’ in Industrial Relations Journal, vol 55, issue 2, pages 162-182

10 Scottish Parliament (2022), Earning in Scotland 2022. Note: for the calculator the wage was rounded to £27,500, as the
calculator only offers £500 increments

1 Evolve Workplace Wellbeing, Business Cost-Effectiveness Calculator

2 Pro Bono Economics (2024), Triple Dividend: How workplace volunteering can make us happier, healthier and more
productive
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VIO, while being resource intensive and high risk for VIOs. VIOs often participate in
these activities and absorb the short-term costs in the hope that a longer-term
partnership will emerge.

The main benefit of ESV for VIOs is the opportunity to meet and engage with new
volunteers, who may go onto support the VIO cause as a volunteer and/or supporter,
and to fill resource or skills gaps with employee volunteers. This is particularly
valuable in the case of long-term partnerships. CIPD identified a common trend that
VIOs see the greatest benefits from ESV that take the form of longer-term and
ongoing relationships, as well as from more skills-based volunteering.

Takeaway: A national approach to ESV should put the needs of the VIO (and
its beneficiaries) at the centre.

3. There is a wealth of practical guidance for VIOs
and emplovyers that we can learn from

There is a lot of practical guidance that both employers and VIOs can draw upon
when developing an ESV partnership. Perhaps the most common lesson that
emerged from the desk review was the need for clear, transparent and honest
communication in establishing the needs, motivations and practical
requirements of all parties. This includes frank discussion of the costs involved.
Ultimately, there is a power imbalance that often accompanies these discussions.
IAVE argues that employers should recognise that it is primarily their responsibility to
work towards partnerships with VIOs that meet their needs, rather than VIOs
adapting to employers’ needs.*®

The literature emphasises the important role that brokers can play, bringing value
to both the employer and VIO side. CIPD found that smaller voluntary organisations
and small and medium enterprises particularly valued brokers as they did not have
capacity to seek out and manage partnerships.4

Several studies found that many VIOs do not exercise strategic decision-making
(e.g. a process of internal evaluation) for establishing ESV partnerships and
therefore do not reap the full benefits of ESV. The literature emphasised that it is key
for VIOs to be very clear about how ESV can enhance their cause, what they
want from an ESV partnership and what skills they would benefit from. This
should guide any discussion with a potential ESV partner.

13 |AVE (2022), Corporate volunteering in a post-pandemic world
14 CIPD (2015), On the brink of a game-changer? Building sustainable partnerships between companies and voluntary
organisations
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Evidence deep dive

Schneider and Neumayr’s research (2021) on how VIOs make sense of ESV is
particularly insightful.*®> They looked at 15 VIOs in Austria and identified three
underlying rationales through which VIOs broadly understand the value of an ESV
partnership has for them, which then acts as a filtering mechanism for deciding
how to engage.

1. Market based frame: VIO perceives ESV as a professional and market-
based interaction, has a clear and narrow focus in mind when initiating a
new ESV partnership and the cost-benefit evaluation needs to be positive to
consider an engagement.

2. Resource-dependent frame: VIO sees the ESV partner as the resource-
provider (money, expertise, reputation etc.) and the VIO as a petitioner
dependent on the resources. VIOs do not feel they have any resources to
give the partners in return, so it is hard to shape the ESV partnership to
their needs, and therefore VIOs engage in unstandardised, and not pre-
defined ESV projects tailored to the partner.

3. ldealistic frame: ESV is seen as a collaboration between equal partners,
with the ESV partner seen as a trustworthy collaborator for bringing forward
large-scale goals. The VIO looks at immediate cost-benefit considerations
but also look to the potential wider impact on values, community and
society. ESV projects are not pre-defined and are designed collaboratively.

Across these three frames, VIOs are putting different levels of emphasis across
three factors: the direct and indirect resources accrued, the value to the
organisation and community, and current and future value. These three
factors, and the weight different VIOs put on them, guide decision-making about
ESV partnerships far more than time and expertise offered by employee
volunteers.

Employers should identify volunteer organisations that have values, objectives
and needs that they can match through an ESV partnership.t® For example, a
common challenge that emerged in the literature was that employers, especially
companies, often place greater value on working with small, local voluntary
organisations but these organisations particularly struggle to involve volunteers and
benefit from smaller, more focused assistance compared to one-off day activities.’
It is also important for employers to understand that there are costs involved in
organising and managing volunteering, so many VIOs and brokers will charge to
cover their time and material costs.*®

Lastly, it is important that an ESV programme is supported by the workplace
culture, including supporting employees to volunteer alongside their work
commitments (and shift patterns) and recognising their contribution. However, it is

15 Schneider and Neumayr (2022),” How non-profits make sense of corporate volunteering: explaining different forms of non-
profit business collaboration’ in Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 51(5)

16 CIPD (2015), On the brink of a game-changer? Building sustainable partnerships between companies and voluntary
organisations

17 CIPD (2015), On the brink of a game-changer? Building sustainable partnerships between companies and voluntary
organisations

18 Works4U, ESV Network: Why do businesses need for a budget for employee volunteering?
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not recommended that it is incorporated into staff performance reviews to ensure
that the voluntary spirit is not lost.

Quiality standards can be a way of bringing together best practice. For this desk
review, we reviewed the longstanding and established ‘Investing in Volunteers’
standard and identified a new ESV quality standard being launched by Works4U in
2025. Moreover, there are impact measurement tools for ESV available but there is a
common challenge around how to measure the impact of ESV for all parties
involved. At present, the main metrics used are volunteer hours and percentage of
staff participating in ESV programmes rather than other forms of impact.

Takeaway: A national approach can support both VIOs and employers to
articulate their needs and to have frank conversations to develop a mutually
beneficial ESV programme.

What we don’t know

There are a number of gaps in the ESV literature that are relevant to developing a
national approach. These include:
e ESVin the Scottish context: We were unable to find any robust research on

ESV in the Scottish context and we will need to consider how to
accommodate employers and VIOs that operate at both Scotland and UK
levels, and even internationally. In Scotland, the Social Good Connect
platform was set up with Scottish Government funding to be a matching
service between businesses and charities for ESV programmes. This closed
in 2022 due to lack of funding with 300 charities and 50 businesses signed up,
further illustrating the need for adequate resourcing for ESV brokering.

e The Employee Volunteer perspective: There is limited research that speaks
to the perspective of volunteers participating in ESV compared to the
employer or VIO. Capturing this specific volunteer voice will be important for
the national approach in Scotland.

e Whether ESV supports people to take up regular formal volunteering:
We found only anecdotal evidence of employee volunteers using ESV as a
gateway into regular formal volunteering. As this type of volunteering
generates the greatest benefit for volunteers and VIOs, it is of interest to
explore this pipeline more.

e How ESV can support trusteeship: Trusteeship is often listed as a type of
volunteer activity that ESV can support, but we were unable to find literature
that examined it in detail. Given the difficulty in recruiting trustees and the
challenge of balancing trustee responsibilities alongside employment,
understanding how ESV can support trusteeship should be explored.

e Other national approaches to ESV: We are not aware of any other national
approaches to ESV to learn from, however Australia has included ‘Employee
Volunteering’ in its National Strategy for Volunteering 2023-2033 and intends
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to establish an Employee Volunteering Community of Practice by 20271° —
there could be shared opportunities for learning.

e How ESV applies to individuals working and volunteering in the same
place: We found one resource exploring the experience of NHS workers
volunteering within their trust during non-work hours,?° however there is a gap
in the literature looking at how ESV policies work within third and public
sectors where employees may want to volunteer in services provided by their
employer. We need to explore how this would work alongside the Volunteer
Charter to ensure individuals are doing legitimate volunteer roles rather than
unpaid work and that their volunteer roles are not the same or similar to their
employee role.

If you are aware of any research opportunities or literature that can address these
gaps, we’d love to hear from you! Contact us at:
research@volunteercotland.org.uk

Next steps

Sign up here to stay in touch with Volunteer Scotland’s work on Employer Supported
Volunteering. We will be setting up a VAP Action Group and will be sharing
information about how to get involved in Spring 2025.

We’d love to hear about your experiences of ESV - what has worked well and what
hasn’t. If you have a story to share, get in touch with our research team at:
research@volunteercotland.org.uk

19 Volunteering Australia (2024), National Strategy for Volunteering: Action Plan 2024-2027
20 NHS Health Education England (2021), “It helps me as much as it helps others”: Perceptions of volunteering in the NHS
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