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Introduction

Volunteer Scotland publishes a wide range of research and analysis on volunteering in
Scotland, drawing on national datasets and studies produced by our partners, including
SCVO. In 2025, this included analysis of the 2024 Scottish Household Survey (SHS)
summary tables, three bulletins on the impact of the cost of living crisis on the Third Sector,
analysis of the NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde (NHSGGC) Health and Wellbeing Survey
2022/23, and research on grassroots engagement under the Community Empowerment
(Scotland) Act 2015. We also worked with SCVO to analyse the 2025 Scottish Voluntary
Sector Workforce Survey data related to volunteering.

This report draws together all this analysis and presents five headlines about the state of
volunteering in Scotland today. Supporting evidence for each headline finding is presented
in this report. A summary slide highlights the key takeaways for each finding before the
detailed evidence is set out. The final section presents key insights for each headline and a

series of prompts for the volunteering practice community, enablers and volunteers to
consider.

Please note that the research cited covers 2022-2025, with the most up-to-date evidence
included. Where appropriate, we have referenced previous research that further elaborates
on the headlines. Full lists of sources and acronyms can be found at the end of the report.


https://www.volunteerscotland.net/news/research-evaluation-blog/early-signs-of-recovery-in-volunteering-participation-in-scotland
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/research-publications/the-cost-of-living-and-wellbeing-crisis-quarterly-bulletins
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/research-publications/nhs-greater-glasgow-and-clyde-health-and-wellbeing-survey-cross-sectional-analysis
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/research-publications/nhs-greater-glasgow-and-clyde-health-and-wellbeing-survey-cross-sectional-analysis
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Policy-Briefing-Grassroots-Engagement-under-the-Community-Empowerment-Scotland-Act.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Policy-Briefing-Grassroots-Engagement-under-the-Community-Empowerment-Scotland-Act.pdf
https://scvo.scot/research/reports/2025-scottish-voluntary-sector-workforce-survey
https://scvo.scot/research/reports/2025-scottish-voluntary-sector-workforce-survey

Headlines from our research

The State of Scottish Volunteering 2025 headlines:

o Fragmented communities undermine volunteering: Are the key foundations of trust
% and belonging under threat?

@ Deepening divides in who volunteers: Inequalities by deprivation and disability are
becoming more pronounced, shaping who participates and who is left out

Pathways to volunteering are under threat: L ong-established pathways into
volunteering are disappearing due to chronic under-investment and the cost of living

Rising participation, persistent challenges? Volunteer participation is beginning to
recover, but organisations still face recruitment pressures

‘*‘ Creating positive volunteer experiences should be your priority, it drives
satisfaction and retention

Note: Click on the links to skip to the key takeaways for each headline
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Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

The evidence shows us that strengthening community connection can grow
volunteering.

) People who feel they belong, feel valued, and trust their neighbours are consistently more likely to
volunteer.

Communities where people look out for each other show higher engagement, suggesting that
everyday social connection is a key enabler to volunteering.

& Local relationships are powerful - valuing friendships and associations in the local area is strongly
linked to volunteering, highlighting the importance of social ties and informal networks.

/] When people believe their community can influence local decisions, volunteering rises, pointing to
the role of empowerment and shared purpose.

? Place-based approaches are essential - investment in community cohesion, trust-building, and local
participation infrastructure can help unlock volunteering potential.
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Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

Although the proportion of formal volunteers supporting
community or neighbourhood causes has declined in
recent years, these remain the most commonly
supported type of organisation among formal volunteers.
This suggests that, despite shifts in overall participation,
local place-based volunteering continues to play a
central role in how people choose to contribute their
time.
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Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

Data from the 2022 Scottish Household Survey
demonstrates the link between community life and
volunteering.

Adults who feel able to influence decisions or see local
action in their neighbourhood volunteer at rates above
the Scottish average, while those who disagree sit
below it.

Agreement across all three measures - influence,
involvement and local action - is consistently linked with
above average participation in formal volunteering, and
disagreement with lower participation.

The uplift is small but steady, showing that people who
feel a stronger sense of agency in their area are also
more likely to volunteer.

This points to a clear relationship between perceived
influence, neighbourhood action and volunteering,
which reinforces the link between feeling empowered
locally and taking part in community life.
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Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

This trend extends to a sense of
neighbourliness. Adults who feel they can rely
on neighbours for help, advice or support show
above average formal volunteering participation
rates, consistently above the Scottish average.

Across all four measures of neighbourliness -
practical help, looking after a home, emotional
support and offering help in an emergency -
agreement is linked with stronger participation in
volunteering, while disagreement aligns with
lower participation.

The uplift is modest but steady, suggesting that
people embedded in supportive local networks
are more likely to volunteer.

This reinforces a wider pattern: stronger trust,
reciprocity and everyday neighbour connections
go hand-in-hand with higher levels of
volunteering and community participation.
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Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

Adults who feel their neighbourhood is kind,
trusting and offers places to connect all
show above average formal volunteering
rates. Those who disagree volunteer at
much lower levels.

The pattern mirrors the findings from local
voice, influence and community action
(Slide 7) and neighbour support, trust and
everyday reciprocity (Slide 8)

where everyday social connections are
stronger, volunteering is stronger too.

This reinforces that volunteering is shaped
by the health of local social networks — not
just individual willingness.

Communities facing fragmentation, low trust
or fewer places to connect see reduced
participation, deepening existing
inequalities.
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Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

This trend is also found in the
NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde
Health and Wellbeing data, which
covers some of Scotland’s most
deprived communities.

Volunteers show stronger
community connection across all
six measures, from belonging and
feeling valued to trust,
neighbourliness and local
friendships.

The uplift is small but consistent,
with volunteers scoring slightly
above the NHSGGC average on
every indicator of cohesion and
collective agency.

This points to deeper social ties
and stronger place-based
engagement among volunteers,
reinforcing the link between
volunteering and a more
connected, trusting community.



Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

Across all three domains, stronger neighbourhood connection consistently aligns with higher
volunteering participation.

Local Voice, Influence &
Community Action

People who feel able to influence
decisions or see neighbours taking
social action, volunteer at rates above
the Scottish average (22% in 2022).

Agreement across all three measures is
linked with above average rates of
volunteering participation, while
disagreement sits below it.

This suggests that stronger feelings of
agency and local involvement go
hand-in-hand with greater participation.

Source: Scottish Household Survey 2022

Neighbour Support, Trust &
Everyday Reciprocity

Adults who feel they can rely on
neighbours for help, advice or support
also show above average levels of
volunteering.

Across all four measures of
neighbourliness, agreement is
consistently associated with stronger
volunteering, reinforcing the link
between supportive local networks and
community participation.

Neighbourhood Trust, Kindness
& Social Connection

Seeing your local neighbourhood as
kind, trusting and welcoming is
associated with volunteering rates
above the Scottish average.

Agreement across all five measures
aligns with higher volunteering, while
disagreement aligns with lower
participation. This highlights how
positive social connection and everyday
kindness underpin stronger community
engagement.



Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

The data also shows that Scotland is seeing gradual but persistent declines in trust, reciprocity,
belonging, perceived influence, opportunities to connect and collective action. These are the very
foundations that support volunteering, meaning the ecosystem around volunteering is weakening.

Local Voice, Influence & Community
Action

« ‘| can influence decisions affecting my
local area” - down from 24% (2013) to
20% (2022).

« “People in this neighbourhood can
influence decisions” - down from 27%
(2013) to 22% (2022).

« “Local people take action to improve the
neighbourhood” - down from 30%
(2013) to 25% (2022).

These are long-term downward trends
showing a weakening sense of agency and
collective action.

Neighbour Support, Trust & Everyday

Reciprocity

“Most people in my neighbourhood can
be trusted” - down from 78% (2013) to
72% (2022).

“I could turn to neighbours for advice or
support” - down from 82% (2013) to
76% (2022).

“I could rely on neighbours for help” -
down from 83% (2013) to 77% (2022).

These declines are small but steady,
indicating erosion in everyday reciprocity
and informal support networks.

Source: Scottish Household Survey, Neighbourhoods & Community time series (2013—-2022), Scottish Government.

Neighbourhood Trust, Kindness &

Social Connection

“People are kind to each other in this
neighbourhood” - down from 86%
(2013) to 80% (2022).

“People from different backgrounds get
on well together” - down from 89%
(2013) to 84% (2022).

“There are good places to meet people
in my neighbourhood” - down from 74%
(2013) to 67% (2022).

These are some of the clearest declines
in the national data on social cohesion,
especially around welcoming spaces
and inter-group harmony.



Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

The following slides present evidence from a range of sources on rising social tensions and polarisation, growing hostility towards
charities and volunteers, equity and inclusion concerns in volunteering, and community-level hostility.

Emerging social pressures are deepening these declines

The Scottish Household Survey trends show gradual erosion in the nation’s sense of belonging, trust, reciprocity and collective
agency. These shifts are unfolding within a wider social context where tensions and inequalities are becoming more visible - and
this is shaping how safe, connected and confident people feel in their communities, which in turn impacts on volunteer
participation.

Evidence on rising social tensions and polarisation

« Concerns about immigration have increased sharply, with Understanding Scotland by Diffley Partners reporting that around 1 in 5 Scots
see it as a top societal issue in early 2026 - up from 1 in 25 in May 2023. This concern is highest among 55 to 64-year-olds and adults
living in the most deprived communities, signalling widening divides in how communities perceive change.

+ At the same time, hate crimes in Scotland have risen significantly. In 2024—-25, Police Scotland recorded 8,538 hate crimes - a 37%
increase on the previous year.

» Three quarters of victims of race-related hate crime are from visible minority ethnic groups, despite representing only 7% of Scotland’s
population (this data excludes police officers subject to hate crimes).

These trends point to a more strained social climate - one where trust and cohesion are under pressure

Sources: Understanding Scotland, Wave 17 (Diffley Partnership) and Hate Crimes Recorded by the Police, 2024-25



Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

Rising hostility is increasingly directed at the voluntary sector

National evidence shows growing threats, intimidation and abuse towards charities and volunteers - often
because of who they support or what they stand for. This is creating what NCVO describes as a “pervasive
climate of fear”.

Impacts on the sector include:
. Operational disruption and organisations becoming less visible for safety.
. Targeting of staff, boards and volunteers.
. Increased emotional strain and organisational risk.

These pressures erode the trust and cohesion that the Scottish Household Survey data shows are essential,
making volunteering environments more challenging and sometimes hostile.

Sources Challenges Facing Charities in Divided Times (NCVO)



Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

Inequalities in trust and cohesion are mirrored within volunteering

While most volunteers report positive experiences, SCVO’s Workforce Survey shows volunteers from ‘other ethnicity’
groups are significantly less likely to feel included, valued or treated fairly than White volunteers. This mirrors the
national pattern seen in the Scottish Household Survey: declining trust and cohesion fall hardest on those already
marginalised.

In Scotland we are also seeing local flashpoints:
* Hostility around asylum accommodation sites.
« Targeting of those supporting migrants, including volunteers.
« Community-level tensions undermining inclusive volunteering.

What this means for the volunteering ecosystem:
« Foundations of trust, belonging and reciprocity are weakening.
« Social tensions and hostility are rising.
« Volunteers supporting marginalised groups face increasing risk.

To protect participation, volunteers need clearer, more proactive support - especially in environments where hostility

may be present. Strengthening safety, inclusion and organisational backing is essential to ensure volunteers feel
confident, valued and protected.

Source: Scottish Voluntary Sector Workforce Survey 2025 (SCVO)



Fragmented communities undermine volunteering
Are the key foundations of trust and belonging under threat?

Another aspect of community volunteering that would suffer from decreasing community cohesion is grassroots
engagement under the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015. This legislation was introduced in 2015 to
strengthen the voices of communities in local decision-making and give them greater control over land, buildings and
services. All this activity is supported by the efforts of volunteers, which Volunteer Scotland explored in a qualitative study
as part of a University of Edinburgh placement-based dissertation. The study found:

«  Community Empowerment legislation in Scotland celebrates communities as the drivers of empowerment, but the
volunteers driving this engagement often feel like they’ve been handed extra responsibilities without the backing to
match. This can make them feel removed from the very policies meant to support them.

* A small group of highly committed individuals frequently carry the bulk of responsibilities, leading to a risk of burnout
for volunteers. Where the physical or social infrastructure is lacking to support community empowerment activities,
ambitions for empowerment can outpace the practical means to achieve them.

* Volunteers and community organisations often navigate fragmented governance structures, dealing with multiple
agencies, varying interpretations of policy, and inconsistent support. Volunteers sometimes act as ‘gap-fillers’ in
service provision, raising questions about whether the Act is achieving its intended systemic change.

When strong social ties are missing from communities, volunteering for community development will struggle to thrive
and will widen the gap between the aspirations of community empowerment and its reality.

Source: Grassroots Engagement under the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015, Volunteer Scotland
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Deepening divides in who volunteers

Inequalities by deprivation and disability are becoming more pronounced, shaping
who participates and who is left out

The evidence shows that volunteering participation is growing — but not equally.
The next phase of recovery must focus on inclusion.

LIl Volunteer participation is rising overall, but gaps by deprivation and disability are widening
Ed Disabled volunteers are more likely to consider stepping back from their volunteer role

o Deprived communities continue to face the steepest barriers to volunteer participation

Q Wellbeing inequalities mirror participation inequalities

@ Reducing inequalities in volunteering means working with communities to design targeted,
locally-led approaches that reflect the experiences of people in deprived areas.



Deepening divides in who volunteers
Inequalities by deprivation and disability are becoming more pronounced, shaping
who participates and who is left out
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Formal volunteering is increasing across all groups, but
adults in the least deprived areas continue to participate at
much higher rates. The gap with the most deprived areas
has widened further, now sitting at 14 percentage points
compared with 12 in 2023.

Participation in formal volunteering has increased overall, but
growth among disabled adults is much slower. The
participation gap has widened sharply, now at ten percentage
points compared with three in 2023

Source: Scottish Household Survey 2023-2024



Informal volunteer participation by disability
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Overall informal volunteering has remained steady, but
participation among disabled adults has dipped slightly. The
gap between disabled and non-disabled adults has widened to
four percentage points, up from one in 2023.

Source: Scottish Household Survey 2023-2024

Deepening divides in who volunteers

Inequalities by deprivation and disability are becoming more pronounced, shaping
who participates and who is left out

Informal volunteer participation by deprivation
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Informal volunteering has remained stable overall, but adults in
the least deprived areas continue to volunteer at higher and
rising rates. The gap with the most deprived areas has

widened, now sitting at six percentage points compared with
nine in 2023.



Deepening divides in who volunteers

Inequalities by deprivation and disability are becoming more pronounced, shaping
who participates and who is left out
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Satisfaction is broadly similar irrespective of the presence of long Satisfaction is similar irrespective of long term health conditions,
term health conditions, with only small differences - none of which yet intentions to quit show clear differences. Volunteers with long
represent a statistically meaningful gap. term conditions are 9 points less likely to say they will stay and

more likely to be unsure or likely to quit (6- and 4-point gaps),

highlighting a statistically significant retention gap.
Source: 2025 Scottish Voluntary Sector Workforce Survey SCVO



Deepening divides in who volunteers

Inequalities by deprivation and disability are becoming more pronounced, shaping
who participates and who is left out
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Deepening divides in who volunteers

Inequalities by deprivation and disability are becoming more pronounced, shaping
who participates and who is left out

Previous research (2019) has evidenced the many benefits of
volunteering and found that: “the greatest health and
wellbeing impact from volunteering is for those who are most
disadvantaged and excluded in society”’.

This includes:

* Physical health benefits by promoting a healthy lifestyle
and improved self-rated health.

« Social benefits through improved companionship,
tackling social inclusion and increased social capital.

* Mental wellbeing through improved confidence, purpose
and life satisfaction.

* Instrumental benefits by developing new skills and
attitudes, gaining knowledge and increasing employability.

Volunteering delivers the greatest wellbeing gains for those
who are most disadvantaged, yet they participate the least -
meaning the people who could benefit most are currently
benefiting least.
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Pathways to volunteering are under threat

Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

Volunteering doesn’t happen in isolation - and neither should our approach to
strengthening it. We need to strengthen the ecosystem around volunteering.

& Volunteering grows in places where people connect, join and take part

@ Social action, clubs, hobbies and neighbourhood groups remain powerful entry-points to
volunteering

"] These pathways into volunteering are under pressure as leisure participation and community
activity decline

e8] Cost-of-living pressures hit the most deprived communities hardest

jmt To sustain volunteering, we must support the wider ecosystem that enables it



Pathways to volunteering are under threat
Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

The NHSGGC Health and Wellbeing Survey offers a rare
Formal Volunteer participation and social action - j,sight into how social action connects to formal
NHSGGC volunteering - something not captured in other major
Scottish datasets. Social action here means taking steps
to solve a local problem, such as contacting the media or
elected representatives, or organising a petition. Adults
who take part in social action are far more likely to
volunteer formally.
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This paints a clear picture: volunteering doesn’t happen in
isolation. People who take action in their communities tend
to participate across multiple forms of engagement - from
solving local problems to giving their time through formal
volunteering.
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Source: NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde: Health and Wellbeing Survey, 2022-23



under-investment and cost of living

Formal Volunteer participation and social
action — NHSGGC local authorities
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Pathways to volunteering are under threat
Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
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Across all NHSGGC local authorities - including those with the highest levels of deprivation - adults who have taken social action
are dramatically more likely to volunteer formally. Even in areas with very high levels of deprivation (SIMD Q1), such as
Glasgow City and Inverclyde, the difference between those who have taken social action and those who have not remains

substantial.
Source: NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde: Health and Wellbeing Survey, 2022-23



Pathways to volunteering are under threat

Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

Formal Volunteer participation and social action
— Greater Gorbals
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The pattern holds even when we zoom in to the most
deprived neighbourhoods in Greater Glasgow and Clyde,
known as Thriving Places (TP).
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not (48% vs 10%).
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Source: NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde: Health and Wellbeing Survey, 2022-23



Pathways to volunteering are under threat
Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

Adults who engage in sport or cultural activities are more likely to volunteer formally.

Formal volunteer participation and sports Formal volunteer participation and cultural
participation excluding walking — SHS 2022 activity excluding reading — SHS 2022
0 o 30%
30% 28% 30%
S | . ............ Scottish formal - Scottish formal
= 20% participation rate 22% £ 0% T  barticipation rate 22%
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g 10% B 10%
n >~
0% 0%
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The formal volunteer participation rate is: The formal volunteer participation rate is:
« 6 percentage points above the Scottish average for « 8 percentage points above the Scottish average for
adults who participate in sports. adults who participate in cultural activities.
« 8 percentage points below average for adults who don’t » 9 percentage points below average for adults who don’t
participate in sports. participate in cultural activities.

Source: Scottish Household Survey 2022



16+)

~

% of adults

45%

40%

35%

30%

25%

15%

10%

5%

0%

Formal Volunteer participation and club
membership - NHSGGC 2022/23

41%

NHSGGC
............................. Ave rage
19%

11%

Yes No

Source: NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde: Health and Wellbeing Survey, 2022-23

Pathways to volunteering are under threat

Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

The sports and cultural participation data shows a clear
relationship between taking part in activities and higher formal
volunteer participation. Adults who engage in sport or cultural
activities volunteer at significantly higher rates than those who do
not.

What this data cannot tell us is whether that participation is
happening through more formal structures - such as clubs or
groups - or through informal, individual activity.

The NHSGGC dataset allows us to explore this distinction,
showing how formal volunteering varies depending on whether
adults are members of a club or group.

Adults in NHSGGC who are members of a club or group are far
more likely to volunteer formally than those who are not (41% vs
11%), compared with an overall participation rate of 19%.

This shows that the relationship between volunteering and wider
community participation is consistent across different types of
involvement. Volunteering doesn’t happen in isolation; it sits within
a broader ecosystem of participation.



Formal Volunteer participation and club
membership — NHSGGC local authorities
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Source: NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde: Health and Wellbeing Survey, 2022-23

Pathways to volunteering are under threat

Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

The same pattern holds when we look at club and group
membership across NHSGGC local authorities.

In every area - including those with some of the highest levels
of deprivation - adults who belong to a club, association,
church group or similar are far more likely to volunteer formally
than those who are not members.

Even in highly deprived local authorities such as West
Dunbartonshire, Inverclyde and Glasgow City, the difference is
striking, club members volunteer at rates three to four times
higher than non-members.



Pathways to volunteering are under threat

Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

Formal Volunteer participation and club Deprivation profile (SIMD Q)
membership — NHSGGC neighbourhoods
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50%
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The same pattern is visible even when we zoom right down to neighbourhood level. Across some of the most deprived
communities in NHSGGC - where SIMD Q1 makes up the majority of residents - adults who belong to a club, association or
community group are still far more likely to volunteer formally than those who are not members. Neighbourhoods such as
Parkhead, Dalmarnock, Ruchill, Possilpark and Govanhill have some of the highest concentrations of deprivation in Scotland,
yet the relationship remains strong: club members volunteer at rates several times higher than non-members.

Source: NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde: Health and Wellbeing Survey, 2022-23



Pathways to volunteering are under threat
Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

Civic & Community Participation

This new evidence on the role of wider civic and community participation reinforces earlier research showing strong links
between everyday activities - such as sport, hobbies, faith groups and clubs - and volunteering. Research from Dr David
Bomark (University of Strathclyde), supported by Volunteer Scotland, shows that participation often creates more
participation. Recreational and social activities act as powerful entry points into volunteering.

How participation leads to volunteering:
1. Volunteering within the same organisation: People often volunteer where they already spend their free time — clubs,

groups, shared activities.
2. Volunteering elsewhere: Participation “spills over” - involvement in one group increases confidence and motivation to

volunteer in others.
3. Hobbies as a strong route into volunteering: Even informal hobbies create social ties and routines that make volunteering

feel natural and accessible.
Reinforcing evidence:

NHSGGC research similarly highlights that social clubs, leisure groups and community activities act as key gateways into
volunteering — participation builds belonging and belonging drives contribution.

Source: Dr David Bomark’s: What We Do Together: Exploring Volunteering Using the Concept of Associational Life



Participation in recreational and leisure
activities is down, threatening key pathways
into volunteering.

Sports participation (excluding walking)
2019

2023

Cultural participation (excluding reading)
2019

2023
50%

Source: Scottish Household Survey (SHS): 2019 - 2023

51%

Pathways to volunteering are under threat

Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

Participation in organised sport has not shown sustained growth, and
inequalities by deprivation remain persistent.

Participation has stalled:

Participation in sport (excluding walking) was 54% in 2019, fell
sharply during the pandemic, and remains lower at 51% in 2023
(SHS).

sportscotland’s reporting against the Active Scotland Outcomes
Framework (2023) shows no sustained upward trend in club-based
or organised sport participation.

Inequalities by deprivation remain large:

Adults in the least deprived areas are almost twice as likely to
participate in sport/exercise as those in the most deprived areas
(SHS 2022).

Participation in sport (excluding walking) is 61% in the least deprived
quintile vs 42% in the most deprived - a 19-point gap that has
remained broadly unchanged for a decade.

Attendance at cultural events, libraries, museums, and community
groups is still below 2019 levels:

Overall cultural attendance has not returned to pre-pandemic levels,
with most indicators still several points below 2019 benchmarks.
The SHS 2023 report confirms that every major cultural venue type
(libraries, museums, heritage sites, live events) remains lower than
before COVID-19.



Pathways to volunteering are under threat

Long-established pathways into volunteering are disappearing due to chronic
under-investment and cost of living

Investment in culture, sport and leisure has fallen significantly in Scotland, and cost-of-living pressures continue to reduce household
spending - further threatening the pathways into volunteering that these activities create

Public investment has fallen Cost-of-living pressures are reducing participation
Local authority spending on culture and leisure services in Households in the most deprived areas are three times more
Scotland has fallen by over 30% in real terms since 2010, likely to say that cost prevents them from taking part in sport
according to Audit Scotland. or cultural activities (SHS 2023).
Spending on sports facilities specifically has fallen by 27% in The proportion of adults citing cost as a barrier to cultural
real terms over the same period. attendance has risen to 28%, up from 18% pre-pandemic

(SHS 2023).

Local authority spending on culture and leisure services in
Scotland has fallen by over 30% in real terms since 2010, Participation in hobby groups has fallen from 17% (2019) to
leading to reduced opening hours, service cuts and growing 13% (2023), and adult learning from 18% to 12%, with the
pressures on public leisure facilities steepest drops in the most deprived communities (SHS 2023).

The combined effect is a shrinking ecosystem of opportunities, = Together, these trends show that rising costs are closing off

particularly in deprived areas, where culture and leisure everyday opportunities for people to connect, learn and take
services play a critical role in supporting participation and part. This is weakening key pathways into volunteering,
volunteering. especially in Scotland’s most deprived communities.

35

Sources: The Future of Culture and Leisure Services in Scotland (Audit Scotland, 2024) and Scottish Household Survey 2023
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Rising participation, persistent challenges?

Volunteer participation is beginning to recover - but organisations still face
recruitment pressures

The evidence shows that recovery in volunteer participation is underway - but without
stronger support for organisations, it may not hold.

il Participation in formal volunteering is recovering, but organisational strain remains high

o Recruitment and retention challenges persist even where volunteer numbers are rising

() Capacity issues - time, staffing, coordination - continue to limit growth in volunteering

& Volunteer fatigue and wellbeing pressures risk undermining stability in volunteer participation

jmt Strengthening organisational capacity is essential to maintain momentum in volunteer
participation



Rising participation, persistent challenges?

Volunteer participation is beginning to recover - but organisations still face
recruitment pressures

Formal volunteer participation

(20102020 m-m

35%
30% 599, Formal total 18% 25%
30% " 28% 279, 27% 27% 28% o0,
7 —217° 26% 26% 26% 25% Informal total 36% —» 36%  Nochange
?25?0 20/0
© Informal only 24% 22% -2
= 20%
3 18% Formal only 10% — 12% +2
® 15%
“‘cz Both formal and 12% 14% +2
= 10% informal -
5% Total volunteer 46% —>  48% +2
participation
0% —_—
2011201220132014 201520162017 201820192020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Year
Formal volunteering rose from 18% in 2023 to 25% in While total volunteering rose slightly, the mix shifted:
2024, marking the first clear recovery in participation in informal-only volunteering fell, while formal and combined
several years. volunteering both increased.

Sources: Scottish Household Survey 2010-2024 and Scottish Household Survey 2022-2024
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Rising participation, persistent challenges?

Volunteer participation is beginning to recover - but organisations still face
recruitment pressures

% of Third Sector organisation with more vs fewer volunteers

— Greater number of volunteers A net positive position

has emerged, with
more organisations
gaining volunteers
than losing them. This
improvement reflects
the broader upturn in
formal volunteering
participation seen in

—Smaller number of volunteers

23%

/\

14 %
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Source: The Scottish Third Sector Tracker SCVO — Wave 11



Rising participation, persistent challenges?

Volunteer participation is beginning to recover - but organisations still face
recruitment pressures

Single biggest issue facing third sector organisations
Summer / Autumn 2025

Volunteer shortages

Despite improvements in volunteer
numbers, organisations continue to
face significant operational strain.
Volunteer shortages dominate, with
financial pressures and wellbeing
concerns adding to the challenges
facing the sector.

15%

15%
13%

Difficulty fundraising

Rising costs/inflation
Financial and cash flow constraints 1

Staff and/or volunteer wellbeing

Staffing issues/shortages 5%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%
% of TSOs

Source: The Scottish Third Sector Tracker SCVO — Wave 11



recruitment pressures

Extent of volunteer recruitment issues by
change in volunteer numbers

3
c
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

% of TSOs

m NET: significant/moderate challenge NET: minimal/no challenge

Even among third sector organisations (TSOs) that have
increased their volunteer numbers, recruitment remains a
significant challenge. Over half of those with rising volunteer
levels still report difficulties bringing new people in.

Source: The Scottish Third Sector Tracker SCVO — Wave 11

Rising participation, persistent challenges?

Volunteer participation is beginning to recover - but organisations still face

Extent of volunteer retention issues by change
in volunteer numbers

Tt

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
% of TSOs

m NET: significant/moderate challenge NET: minimal/no challenge

Even where volunteer numbers have grown, retention
pressures persist. Many organisations gaining volunteers still
struggle to keep people involved consistently.



Rising participation, persistent challenges?

Volunteer participation is beginning to recover - but organisations still face
recruitment pressures

Underlying pressures continue to limit volunteer recruitment and retention

Behind these recruitment and retention difficulties lie deeper structural pressures - from fewer people coming
forward to limited organisational capacity to support new volunteers. One hypothesis Volunteer Scotland will
explore in the 2025 Scottish Household Survey (due to be published in late 2026) is that more people are
volunteering on an occasional basis, potentially only once or twice a year, and therefore the frequency and
intensity of formal volunteering required by third sector organisations is not available despite an overall increase
in volunteer numbers.

Volunteer supply pressures Organisational capacity Volunteer wellbeing pressures
pressures
 Fewer people coming forward » Lack of time to support new » Volunteer fatigue / burnout
(64%) volunteers (39%) (36%)
* People have less time to » Lack of a volunteer
volunteer (58%) « coordinator (30%)

% of volunteer involving organisations citing each as an issue with volunteer recruitment / retention

Source: The Scottish Third Sector Tracker SCVO — Wave 11



Rising participation, persistent challenges?

Volunteer participation is beginning to recover - but organisations still face
recruitment pressures

These organisational pressures are mirrored in volunteers’ own experiences, with many describing personal,
emotional, and practical reasons for stepping back, with over a quarter (26%) of volunteers highly or quite likely to
leave their main volunteering role in next year or two.

Why are volunteers considering stepping back from their roles?

Changing personal Wellbeing and Organisational fit
circumstances emotional strain and practical barriers

* Less time due to changing * Unhappy with how their

circumstances (40%) « Too much stress (25%) volunteering is managed (14%)
«  Wanting more time for other * Feeling unappreciated (18%) » Cost-of-living pressures / needing
priorities (33%) more paid hours (13%)
* Not feeling they’re making the
«  Feeling they've “done their bit” difference they hoped for (19%) » Cause or organisation no longer
(44%) feels relevant (6%)

% of volunteer respondents citing each as a reason for leaving their volunteer role

43
Source: 2025 Scottish Voluntary Sector Workforce Survey SCVO
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Creating positive volunteer experiences should be your
priority

It drives satisfaction and retention

The evidence shows us that support drives satisfaction - and satisfaction drives
retention for volunteers. We need to strengthen volunteer experience to boost
retention.

<&

S @ & ¢

Feeling supported is the strongest predictor of satisfaction for volunteers

Positive experiences dramatically reduce the likelihood of volunteers quitting

Poor experiences are particularly impactful for younger and minority ethnic volunteers
Improving volunteer support has universal benefits across age, health and ethnicity

Investing in volunteer experience is the most effective retention strategy



priority

It drives satisfaction and retention
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Creating positive volunteer experiences should be your

Overall satisfaction with volunteering is
very high, with almost nine in ten
volunteers reporting they are satisfied with
their main role. A strong majority also feel
well supported, reinforcing the importance
of positive day-to-day experiences.

More than half of volunteers say they are
unlikely to leave their role in the next year
or two, suggesting good stability across
the sector.

But the real question is: how are these
elements connected?

Does feeling supported drive satisfaction
or retention?



priority

It drives satisfaction and retention

Volunteer experience and volunteer satisfaction

Disagree (Strongly disagree / disagree) 18% -

Neither agree nor disagree 21% 10%

Agreement with ‘I feel well supported

1%
Agree (Strongly agree / agree) I
1%
0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

% of volunteers

m Satisfied (Very / Fairly) Neither satisfied or dissatisfied m Dissatisfied (Fairly / Very)

Source: 2025 Scottish Voluntary Sector Workforce Survey SCVO

Creating positive volunteer experiences should be your

Unsurprisingly, feeling supported is
strongly associated with satisfaction.
While only 53% of volunteers who feel
unsupported are satisfied, this rises to
69% among those who are neutral and
reaches 97% among those who feel
supported.

The pattern is close to linear,
highlighting support as a key factor
shaping volunteer experience.



priority

Ethnicity

Positive experience: Satisfaction is very high
for both groups: 97% of White volunteers and
93% of volunteers from other ethnic groups.

Neutral experience: Satisfaction falls more
sharply for minority ethnic volunteers - 60%
satisfied and 20% dissatisfied among other
ethnic groups, compared with 69% satisfied
and 8% dissatisfied among White volunteers.

Negative experience: Dissatisfaction is high
across the board, but more polarised for
minority ethnic volunteers - 33% satisfied,
33% neutral, 33% dissatisfied, compared with
51% satisfied and 31% dissatisfied for White
volunteers.

Source: 2025 Scottish Voluntary Sector Workforce Survey SCVO

It drives satisfaction and retention

Age

Positive experience: Satisfaction is
exceptionally high for both age groups: 97% of
50+ volunteers and 93% of 18-50 volunteers.

Neutral experience: Satisfaction drops
sharply, especially for younger volunteers.
Among 18-50s, 56% are satisfied and 16% are
dissatisfied, compared with 72% satisfied and
8% dissatisfied among 50+ volunteers. Neutral
experience hits younger volunteers much
harder.

Negative experience: Satisfaction collapses
for everyone. Dissatisfaction rises to 32%
among 18-50s and 26% among 50+
volunteers. Younger volunteers are slightly
more likely to be dissatisfied, but poor
experience is universally damaging.

Creating positive volunteer experiences should be your

The demographics of volunteers also impacts on the relationship between experience and satisfaction.

Long term health conditions

Positive experience: Satisfaction is
extremely high for both groups: 98% without
long term conditions and 95% with long term
conditions.

Neutral experience: Satisfaction drops for
everyone, but volunteers with long term
conditions show more uncertainty: 64 %
satisfied, 29% neutral, 7% dissatisfied,
compared with 70% satisfied, 16% neutral,
12% dissatisfied. Neutral experience creates
more instability for those managing long term
conditions.

Negative experience: Satisfaction collapses
across both groups. Volunteers with long-term
conditions are 50% satisfied and 33%
dissatisfied, compared with 55% satisfied and
27% dissatisfied for those without conditions.
Poor experience has a stronger impact on
volunteers with long term health conditions.



priority

It drives satisfaction and retention

Feeling well supported and likelihood of leaving
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Creating positive volunteer experiences should be your

Low support: More than half of volunteers who
feel unsupported say they are likely to leave
their volunteer role (52%), while only 28% feel
confident about staying. A further 20% are
unsure.

Neutral support: A neutral experience creates
uncertainty. Volunteers split almost evenly
between staying (41%) and leaving (38%), with
a noticeable rise in “don’t know” (21%).

High support: When volunteers feel well
supported, the pattern reverses. Only 8% say
they are likely to leave, while 78% feel confident
about staying and 14% are unsure. Strong
support makes volunteers far more settled and
less likely to quit.

Support is not just linked to satisfaction - it is a
central driver of volunteer stability and
retention, sharply reducing the likelihood of
volunteers leaving.



priority

Ethnicity

Positive experience: Retention is strong for
both groups, but especially for White
volunteers (62% unlikely to quit). Volunteers
from other ethnic groups remain broadly
positive but show higher “likely to quit”
responses and a much higher “don’t know”
(15%).

Neutral experience: Volunteers from other
ethnic groups split cleanly - 50% likely to quit,
50% unlikely. White volunteers show a more
spread pattern but still lower retention than in
the positive-experience group. Neutral
experience hits minority ethnic volunteers
harder.

Negative experience: Poor experience drives

quitting across both groups, but more sharply
for volunteers from other ethnic groups, 67%
of whom say they are likely to quit.

Source: 2025 Scottish Voluntary Sector Workforce Survey SCVO

It drives satisfaction and retention

Age

Positive experience: Retention is strong
across both age groups - 56% of 18-50s and
66% of 50+ volunteers say they are unlikely to
quit. Older volunteers are even more stable
when things are going well.

Neutral experience: Retention drops sharply,
especially for younger volunteers. Only 33% of
18-50s are unlikely to quit, compared with
49% of 50+. Neutral experience hits younger
volunteers harder, making them more likely to
drift.

Negative experience: When experience is
poor, both groups become much more likely to
leave. Some, 32% of 18-50s and 23% of 50+
say they are unlikely to stay. Older volunteers
drop off even more sharply under poor
conditions.

Creating positive volunteer experiences should be your

The demographics of volunteers also impacts on the relationship between experience and retention.

Long term health conditions

Positive experience: Retention is strong for
both groups, but higher for volunteers without
long term conditions (67% unlikely to quit).
Volunteers with long term conditions show
more “likely to quit” and more neutral
responses.

Neutral experience: Retention drops for
everyone, but volunteers with long term
conditions are more likely to quit (37% vs
27%) and less likely to stay (37% vs 44%).

Negative experience: Poor experience
strongly increases quitting across both groups.
Volunteers with conditions are more likely to
quit (58%), less likely to stay (25%), and more
likely to answer, “don’t know” (8%).

Negative experience disproportionately affects
volunteers with long term health conditions.
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Reflections for the sector

2025 marked the first year of Volunteer Scotland’s new strategy: Creating a Nation
of Volunteers. We want people to volunteer, early and throughout their lives. For
volunteers to feel safe, valued and heard, making a difference to themselves and
others. And for volunteers to represent their communities.

The evidence outlined in this report shows that there is great work being done
across Scotland’s voluntary sector to increase volunteer participation and promote
positive volunteer experiences. However, there are societal and sectoral
challenges that impact on volunteering and risk undermining this hard-won
progress.

This final section of the report brings together the five headlines to reflect on the
flow of participation. Actionable insights are outlined for each of the headlines, with
prompts for the practice community, enablers and volunteers to consider.

Practice
Community

VIOs, Employers
+
Infrastructure bodies
+
Suppliers

Enablers

Policy makers
+
Rule makers
+
Funders

Volunteers

Existing volunteers
+
potential volunteers



Reflections for the sector
Prompts for the practice community, enablers and volunteers

The Flow of Participation
How the five headline findings
connect

Our evidence demonstrates that there
are issues affecting our communities
and the voluntary sector, which impacts
on the ability of people to volunteer and
their positive experiences when
volunteering.

These insights pose different challenges
for volunteers, enablers and the practice
community: what can we do to
increase the flow of participation?

1. Fragmenting communities
Belonging, neighbourliness and trust are decreasing in
our communities

!

2. Widening inequalities
Disabled adults and deprived communities face the

steepest barriers
v

3. Pathways under threat
Long-standing routes into volunteering are weakening

v

4. Participation recovery (but fragile)
Participation is rising, but uneven and fragile

v
5. Volunteer experience, a priority
Organisational capacity, coordination and wellbeing
pressures limit support for volunteers

Poor experiences
lead to fewer
people
volunteering, and
communities
losing out



Reflections for the sector
Prompts for the practice community, enablers and volunteers

Insight: People’s willingness, ability and safety to volunteer is undermined by the decline
in neighbourliness, trust and belonging — we need to strengthen community connection.

Practice
Community

VIOs, Employers
+
Infrastructure bodies
+
Suppliers

Feeling safe is crucial for a
positive volunteering
experience.

How can you provide clear
and proactive support for
volunteers?

Enablers

Policy makers
+
Rule makers
+
Funders

Trust, neighbourliness and
belonging are key to our
communities.

What actions can be taken
to increase community
cohesion across Scotland?

Volunteers

Existing volunteers
+
potential volunteers

Volunteers can feel unsafe
when engaging in hostile
environments.

What makes you feel
unsafe whilst
volunteering?



Reflections for the sector
Prompts for the practice community, enablers and volunteers

Insight: Those who could benefit most from volunteering participate the least.
Inequalities weaken pathways, reduce participation, and undermine positive volunteering

Practice
Community

VIOs, Employers
+
Infrastructure bodies
+
Suppliers

Volunteering is not
accessible to everyone.

What can people with
additional barriers teach us
about inclusive volunteer
management?

experiences.

Enablers

Policy makers
+
Rule makers
+
Funders

We all benefit when society is
inclusive.

What can you do to
support efforts to make
volunteering accessible

and enjoyable for all?

Volunteers

Existing volunteers
+
potential volunteers

Some people face additional
barriers when they volunteer.

What makes you feel
included when you are
volunteering, or looking for
a volunteering
opportunity?



Reflections for the sector
Prompts for the practice community, enablers and volunteers

Insight: Volunteering cannot grow if the wider participation ecosystem is shrinking.
Strengthening pathways is essential to sustaining future participation.

Practice
Community

VIOs, Employers
+
Infrastructure bodies
+
Suppliers

Leisure and recreation have
traditionally led people into
volunteering, yet these
pathways are shrinking.

How can you make your
pathways to volunteering
clearer and more diverse?

Enablers

Policy makers
+
Rule makers
+
Funders

You can help strengthen the
eco-system around
volunteering.

What can you do to
improve the cost of living
and investment in leisure

activities?

Volunteers

Existing volunteers
+
potential volunteers

We are all part of a
community and contribute in
different ways.

In which other ways do you
participate in community
life?



Reflections for the sector
Prompts for the practice community, enablers and volunteers

Insight: Recovery in participation is real - but precarious. Organisational pressures are a
key factor shaping volunteer stability. Strengthening capacity helps ensure volunteers
have the support they need to stay involved.

Practice
Community

VIOs, Employers
+
Infrastructure bodies
+

Enablers Volunteers

Policy makers
+
Rule makers
+
Funders

Existing volunteers
+
potential volunteers

Suppliers
Volunteer fatigue and Organisational pressures Many volunteer managers
wellbeing pressures make it hard to invest in are over-stretched and can’t
undermine stability in sufficient volunteering provide the level of support
participation. management resources. they'd like to.
What is needed to better How can you support the What makes you feel
support your current and organisational capacity supported when you
future volunteers? issues around volunteer?

volunteering?



Reflections for the sector
Prompts for the practice community, enablers and volunteers

Insight: Improving volunteer experience is the most effective - and most equitable -

Practice
Community

VIOs, Employers
+
Infrastructure bodies
+
Suppliers

Prioritising experience of
your volunteers will improve
retention.

How can you put the
volunteer experience at the
centre of your work?

Enablers

Policy makers
+
Rule makers
+
Funders

Investing in positive
volunteer experiences is
essential for the whole
volunteering eco-system.

What will encourage more
organisations to focus on
the volunteer experience?

retention strategy available to the sector.

Volunteers

Existing volunteers
+
potential volunteers

You are more likely to
continue volunteering if you
have a good experience.

What makes a positive
volunteering experience?
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https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/research-publications/nhs-greater-glasgow-and-clyde-health-and-wellbeing-survey-cross-sectional-analysis
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/research-publications/nhs-greater-glasgow-and-clyde-health-and-wellbeing-survey-cross-sectional-analysis
https://carnegieuk.org/publication/life-in-the-uk-2025-scotland/
https://carnegieuk.org/publication/life-in-the-uk-2025-scotland/
https://carnegieuk.org/publication/life-in-the-uk-2025-scotland/
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/The-Contribution-of-Volunteering-to-Scotlands-Health-Wellbeing-Full-Report.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Policy-Briefing-Grassroots-Engagement-under-the-Community-Empowerment-Scotland-Act.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Policy-Briefing-Grassroots-Engagement-under-the-Community-Empowerment-Scotland-Act.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/Policy-Briefing-Grassroots-Engagement-under-the-Community-Empowerment-Scotland-Act.pdf
https://communityleisureuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Review-of-Culture-and-Sport-and-Leisure-Services-in-Scotland-Final-Report-2024.pdf
https://communityleisureuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Review-of-Culture-and-Sport-and-Leisure-Services-in-Scotland-Final-Report-2024.pdf
https://audit.scot/publications/local-government-performance-spotlight-on-culture-and-leisure-services
https://diffleypartnership.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Understanding-Scotland-Report-Wave-17-WEB-SUNDAY.pdf
https://diffleypartnership.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Understanding-Scotland-Report-Wave-17-WEB-SUNDAY.pdf
https://diffleypartnership.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/Understanding-Scotland-Report-Wave-17-WEB-SUNDAY.pdf
https://www.gov.scot/publications/hate-crimes-recorded-police-scotland-2024-25/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/hate-crimes-recorded-police-scotland-2024-25/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/hate-crimes-recorded-police-scotland-2024-25/
https://ncvo-app-wagtail-mediaa721a567-uwkfinin077j.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/challenges-facing-charities-in-divided-times-report.pdf
https://ncvo-app-wagtail-mediaa721a567-uwkfinin077j.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/challenges-facing-charities-in-divided-times-report.pdf
https://ncvo-app-wagtail-mediaa721a567-uwkfinin077j.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/challenges-facing-charities-in-divided-times-report.pdf
https://www.volunteerscotland.net/research-evaluation/research-publications/what-we-do-together

List of acronyms

SHS - Scottish Household Survey

NHSGGC - NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde

SCVO - Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations
SIMD Q - Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation quintiles
TSO / TSOs - Third Sector Organisation(s)

NCVO - National Council for Voluntary Organisations
Act - Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015

TP - Thriving place
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