
Introduction
This is an exploratory study of
factors involved in voluntary action
for twelve people in East London
identified as ‘community leaders’.
Our investigation was prompted by
the policy debate on how people’s
voluntary action in their
communities can be increased and

whether this contributes to social
inclusion and social capital. The
interviews were set in communities
ranking as among the most
deprived in the UK and
demonstrating features of social
exclusion. We aimed to gain an
understanding of people’s
experiences and help formulate
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This article reports on a study of the factors involved in volunteering
for twelve ‘community leaders’ in east London. It begins by looking at
the policy and research context for such a study, including the
concept of ‘social capital’ and the support New Labour gives to
volunteering. There follows an analysis of what prompted the
respondents to volunteer in the first place – under the separate
headings of specific triggers (such as being asked), a generalised
predisposition to volunteer and feelings about the place where they
live – and of what persuaded them to remain as volunteers, including
the support given by local authorities and by national and local
voluntary organisations respectively. These findings lead the authors to
two conclusions: there was no consistent evidence that ways of co-
operative working were being ‘invested’ so that they could be drawn
on in future, thus challenging the concept of ‘social capital’; and the
fact that the respondents received as much support from the public
sector as from the voluntary sector might suggest that ‘an active
community would be more effectively supported through general
public provision or civic infrastructure than through specific initiatives’.
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research questions for future
studies (see our research report,
Locke, Sampson and Shepherd,
2000).

In this article we focus on what
triggered individuals’ voluntary
action, how it was shaped by
institutional factors, and what
lessons can be drawn for public
policies and agencies. 

Policy and research context
In what he proclaimed as ‘my first
speech as Prime Minister’ – on the
Aylesbury Estate, Southwark (2
June 1997) – Tony Blair (1997a)
talked of the need for a ‘radical shift
in our values and attitudes’:

The 1960s were the decade of
‘anything goes’. The 1980s were a
time of ‘who cares?’ The next
decade will be defined by a simple
idea: ‘We are all in this together.’ It
will be about how to recreate the
bonds of civic society and
community in a way compatible
with the far more individualistic
nature of modern economic, social
and cultural life.

The basis of this modern civic
society is an ethic of mutual
responsibility or duty. It is
something for something 
. . . You only take out if you put in.

Speaking for the launch of the
government’s Social Exclusion Unit,
he stated: 

My political philosophy is simple.
Individuals prosper in a strong and
active community of citizens (Blair,
1997b).

The strengthening of the
community and of individuals’
involvement in their communities
was a solution to the problem of
‘social exclusion’:

Social exclusion is about income
but it is about more. It is about
prospects and networks and life-
chances. It’s a very modern
problem, and one that is more
harmful to the individual, more
damaging to self-esteem, more
corrosive for society as a whole,
more likely to be passed down from
generation to generation than
material poverty (Blair, 1997b).

To develop the ‘active community’
and tackle ‘social exclusion’, the
New Labour government made a
central plank of its policy
programme the encouragement of
volunteering or voluntary action.
Blair’s (1999) keynote address to
the National Council for Voluntary
Organisations (NCVO) conference
built on traditions of voluntary
action to promote community
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involvement.

These policies were carried forward
through a number of initiatives such
as the Millennium Volunteers
programme (Locke and Davis
Smith, 2000), locally based
demonstration projects and
TimeBank. Policy for community
self-help was formulated by Policy
Action Team 9 (Home Office,
1999), aiming to increase the
amount of volunteering and
community activity in poor
neighbourhoods, and set in a
strategy for neighbourhood renewal
developed through the Social
Exclusion Unit (SEU, 2000). 

Social capital
Analysing the thinking behind this
policy programme, Howlett and
Locke (1999) argued that its
formative concept of the Third Way
(Giddens, 1999) believed that
through voluntary action individuals
would progressively redefine
relationships between citizens and
the state. Voluntary involvement
would build ‘social capital’. 

Current debate on ‘social capital’
draws largely on Coleman (1988)
and Putnam (1993), though the
concept has several usages (Hall,
1999; Smith, 1998). Putnam’s
(1993) Making democracy work
combined data on civic involvement

and political association in Italy with
that on economic development to
conclude that the development of
civil society preceded economic
development. This has been taken
as signifying the importance of
building social capital as an
element – even as a precursor – of
economic regeneration. 
The key aspects of social capital,
as pertaining to the policy debate
and this article, are that people’s
actions build up a stock of habits
and ways of co-operating, which
they and others can draw upon to
develop other activities, including
economic activities. 

This analysis is formative in
attempts to develop participation in
urban regeneration and civic
renewal in the UK. For instance,
Lowndes et al’s (1998) inquiry for
central government into the
perspectives of local authorities and
citizens on participation argued that
the outcome of participation should
be assessed not only in terms of
policy-making and service delivery
but also ‘in relation to the process
of developing “social capital” and
citizen competence within a locality’
(their emphasis). In current policy, a
major location for questions about
social inclusion is in the context of
‘regeneration’ (Taylor, 1995), and a
variety of agencies are intended to
encourage participation: for
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example, tenant management
organisations (TMOs), school
governing bodies, participative
planning models (Carley, 1996;
Hastings et al, 1996), joint planning
and consultative procedures on
health, City Challenge and
regeneration programmes (for
example, Fearnley, 1999). 

However, the fundamental literature
has tended to emphasise cultural
characteristics such as Fukuyama’s
(1996) ‘spontaneous sociability’.
Putnam’s ‘Bowling Alone’ thesis
(1995 and 2000) compared
statistics for club and individual
participation in bowling in the USA,
concluding that the country’s civil
society was on the wane and laying
some of the blame on television
viewing.

A moral dimension is also drawn
from communitarianism (Etzioni,
1993) and the proposition that
demand for civil rights should be
reciprocated by the citizen in their
assumption of civic responsibilities,
echoes of which doctrine may be
recognised in Blair (1997a) and in
his minister Alun Michael’s frequent
dictum that volunteering is ‘the
essential act of citizenship’ (for
example, 1998). It may be
concluded that voluntary action
gives people a locus in a
framework of reciprocal

responsibilities.

Thus, whilst volunteering had
generally been regarded in the UK
as a complement to public provision
and a cause of individual
satisfaction (for example,
Beveridge, 1948), the Blair
government has made the
promotion of voluntary action a
central feature of policy. This raises
the questions of what government
can do to encourage voluntary
action. 

Involvement in volunteering
In the field of voluntary action,
national surveys in the UK (Davis
Smith, 1998a) and the USA
(Independent Sector, 1999) have
comprehensively explored
individuals’ levels of volunteering
and analysed factors in their
decisions to volunteer. Factors in
people’s volunteering have been
further quantitatively analysed by,
among others, Knapp et al (1995)
and Clary et al (1996), whilst a few
qualitative studies have explored
people’s actions and experiences
(for example, Hedley and
Rochester, 1992; Scott et al, 2000).
The broad findings of the body of
research suggest that volunteers
are encouraged by information, by
habits created in their youth, by
levels of education and by religion.
Davis Smith (1998a) also tentatively
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identified a relationship between
volunteering and good feelings
about the place where people lived.
Word of mouth or being asked is
more or less universally identified
as the main trigger for volunteering
(for example, Davis Smith, 1998a;
Locke et al, 1995). 

Attention to how central
government can encourage people
to volunteer (for example, Davis
Smith, 1998b) has commonly
pointed to increased information,
though Locke et al (1995) also
suggested national conditions and
a ‘climate of opportunity’ could be
shaped by government. Issues in
volunteer management by
organisations are identified by
Davis Smith (1998a) and by more
specific studies (for example,
Gaskin, 1998, on young people).
The means of increasing voluntary
action are often sought through
voluntary organisations as
‘mediating structures’ (for example,
Stephenson, 1994). 

Thus, voluntary action can be
conceived in these policy terms as
adding to social capital and giving
individuals a locus in a framework
of reciprocal responsibilities.
(These functions would be
additional to the benefits, which we
have not reviewed here, for the
individual and, in so far as people’s

voluntary action helps to run
activities and services, for society.)
However, the literature has tended
to focus either on conceptual
development such as ‘social capital’
or on empirical research about
factors at individual and
organisational levels; the impacts of
government action on voluntary
action are unclear. 

This inquiry
Against this background of policy,
thinking and research, we identified
the following issues to be explored
in an empirical study:

• What led people to engage in
voluntary action.

• How institutional factors.
influenced their involvement

• What has helped sustain them in
their voluntary action.

• How voluntary action is related to
the place where they live.

• How government policies and
practice can encourage voluntary
action. 

• How people’s experiences test
hypotheses of social capital.

We sought to increase knowledge
by focusing on community leaders
and their involvement in
communities faced by social
exclusion, building on a programme
of urban regeneration evaluation
within the Centre for Institutional
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Studies. We thought that the
experience of community leaders
could, in the terms of the policy
debate, be helpful in understanding
factors in volunteering and
combating social exclusion and for
testing the concept of social capital.
We saw local experience also as
an opportunity to explore the
relevance of people’s feelings
about the place they lived, following
Davis Smith (1998a).

We developed a semi-structured
interview schedule to explore these
questions. We recognised from
previous experience that the
interviews would need to be face to
face so that we could hear
accounts of experience in people’s
own words and follow up
statements with further questions.
We conducted the interviews in two
phases: 

1. Exploratory interviews, raising
issues identified from a review of
previous research and seeking to
collect people’s experience in
their own words (seven
interviews).

2. Semi-structured interviews that
followed a similar approach but
focused questions more explicitly
and also prompted interviewees
so as to check out points they
had not mentioned (five
interviews).

Our twelve interviewees were
identified as ‘community leaders’
through our research and networks
in urban regeneration and
community development in the local
area. All were involved in
marginalised communities in areas
of deprivation in East London. In
this article we have given them
pseudonyms to help trace the
individual stories without identifying
the people.

Individual factors 
People’s volunteering is shaped by
a combination of individual and
institutional factors. In this section,
we focus on the more individual
factors, and we distinguish two
aspects: a trigger, such as an event
or ‘being asked’; and a
predisposition or personal
background. 

Triggers
Half our interviewees initiated
voluntary action because they
identified a practical cause, and
half were asked to get involved.
There is no generalisable
significance about this proportion –
it reflects the selection of
interviewees – but it offers a useful
distinction for analysis.

Among those who took the initiative
themselves, most were concerned
with the estate where they lived,

Voluntary Action Volume 3 Number 2 Spring 2001 32



such as the need for childcare
provision (Karim) or the opportunity
for a tenant management
organisation (TMO) (May).

• Liz ‘got involved purely because
they took our post office away
and we needed a post office
without having to go miles and
miles for one’.

• Colin joined a steering group of
tenants ‘who wanted desperately
to do something about the
conditions there’; after moving
there, he got very angry about
the way people were treated.

A broader, practical agenda was
identified by Maureen:

I first got involved with this
particular organisation – it was a
black women’s organisation –
twenty years ago, and there were
lots of issues . . . that weren’t being
addressed. Basically like women’s
health, education . . . lots of black
kids were not doing well within the
education system . . . So . . . we
began to campaign, to raise
people’s awareness . . . Instead of
sitting indoors and moaning about
it, women were involved to come
out and take an active role . . . 

Other interviewees appeared to be
more broadly willing to volunteer
and were asked, even ‘badgered’.

Two people found out about
volunteering through courses, a
retraining programme (Tim) and
social awareness for young people
not attending school (Sarah).

• Celeste became involved
because a paid worker for a
national voluntary organisation
coaxed her into volunteering on a
project it was developing locally. 

• Edith was approached by a
former colleague: ‘One day I was
coming back from the market and
she told me about the club down
there and they needed help, and
she said, “How about you coming
round and giving us a hand?”’
She said it was ‘boredom’ in
retirement that motivated her.

Predispositions
We asked people about their
backgrounds to see if we could
distinguish common factors in their
readiness or predisposition to
volunteer. The factors varied from
person to person. Several people
linked their voluntary action to a
broad political commitment or
sense of justice, although no one
mentioned party politics:

• Colin related his involvement to a
‘bit of a passion for housing and
housing related issues’ and
involvement in the squat
movement; ‘I’m interested in real
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people taking charge of their own
lives’ – he never wanted to be on
the side of the establishment. 

• Sarah got involved with disabled
children, whom she felt were not
given a chance, being motivated
by her own sense of how her
exclusion from school was unfair
and her experience of school
phobia: ‘I went through all this,
and I thought, “Why should kids
have to put up with what I had to
go through?”’

• Adam was a church minister and
saw his community involvement
as part of his paid work; he had a
long history of volunteering, citing
anger at injustice and inequality,
but also enjoying being with
people, needing to be needed
and seeking to gain experience.

No one in the first set of interviews
mentioned religion (cf. Lukka and
Locke, 2001) as a motivation for
their voluntary action, although we
thought Adam’s volunteering might
be related to his religious
upbringing and employment as a
vicar. In the second set of
interviews we specifically checked
for religion as a factor, but it was
only acknowledged by two people
and they minimised its significance:

• Samantha commented: ‘I
wouldn’t say I was a holier than
thou person. I am religious . . .

but not as far as pushing my
values on people.’ 

• Edith volunteered with an
organisation run by religious
sisters of her faith, but argued it
was not her religious values that
encouraged her: ‘My values are
being there to help people in
need’.

Some people told of their family
background:

• Colin’s father was ‘a great
volunteer’ and ran local air
training corps: ‘There was always
something going on somewhere.’

• Maureen’s father’s family in the
Caribbean had been much
involved in the church, YMCA,
YWCA and musical activities.

Before their current period of
voluntary action, many had a
history of voluntary action:
• Karim had volunteered in an

under-fives centre when her son
was eight months old, helping out
and fundraising (even before her
child went there), which she
explained as not liking to spend
time calling on others’ houses
and gossiping. She had also
helped out neighbours by
watching out for small children in
the play area when parents on
higher floors of the flats sent
them down.
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But for May this was her first
volunteering; she had not got
involved before because she didn’t
want people knocking on the door.

Place
People’s feelings about the place
where they lived featured in most
decisions to undertake voluntary
action. 

• Sarah commented: ‘I feel it’s
important that you support what
is actually around you, that was
the motivation . . . [A]lso . . . this
is where my children would be
growing up.’

The role of place was equivocal.
Voluntary action was often
prompted by negative perceptions.

• Paul told how kids on the estate
had got some recycling bins and
made a barricade, burnt a car
and then threw bottles at the fire
brigade: ‘As the fire engine went
past one of the firemen poked his
head out of the window and
using four-letter words called us
a “bunch of scumbags”. Now I
was the one who rang the fire
brigade. . . so I got in the car and
chased the fire brigade back to
the station . . . I came back and
said to my next-door neighbour,
“I’m not putting up with this,
we’ve got a stigma now.”’

• May was concerned about the
environment of the estate,
cleaning it up, parking,
vandalism; she wanted people to
be happy to live there.

Their actions indicate a
commitment to the place but do not
tell us that they felt good about it
(cf. Davis Smith, 1998a). 

Institutional factors

Government and public bodies 
Nearly everyone’s voluntary action
was shaped, though in different
ways, by the measures of central
and local government and their
agencies; most had seen
opportunity and support in some
state actions, though a few felt
obstructed. Specific policies
intended to promote participation in
housing management have had an
impact.

• Colin was elected as tenants’
representative on the board of a
housing action trust, and he felt
himself more incorporated into
the establishment.

• May was inspired by the proposal
for a tenant management
organisation, and Liz also
thought a TMO was the ‘only way
this estate will be better’.

However, equally important,
especially in sustaining people’s
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involvement, was the way local
authority officers in housing and
environmental services, as well as
police officers and elected
representatives, responded
seriously.

• May and Colin reported that
housing officers listened to
complaints and points raised by
tenants; Colin said, ‘The
momentum just built up, then the
Council itself actually started
putting resources behind the
tenants.’

• Liz rings up the heads of council
departments and the police
commander to sort out issues for
local people.

Public provision and funding had
supported voluntary action through
the information provided on courses
(Tim and Sarah) and the availability
of resources to fund, for example, a
childcare centre (Karim).

Thus, the institutional influences
through state agencies were
significant and complex.
Paradoxically, some of the ways in
which state agencies encourage
voluntary action have been by
driving people to anger.

Voluntary organisations 
Voluntary organisations were
present in all the stories. For those
who had initiated their own action on
estates, it was the less formal and

more local organisations that were
more important; their stories tended
to be based on getting involved
themselves and then finding people
and groups to work with, rather than
joining an established group initially.
The more formal voluntary
organisations featured where people
had entered volunteering out of
interest or broad motivation. 

Tenants’ organisations were
particularly significant for the former
group.

• May found the tenants’
association (TA), which had been
running for about thirty years, as
a step to the TMO.

• Liz got involved with a newly
formed TA soon after beginning
campaigns on her own initiative,
commenting ‘I just needed their
backing.’

National and larger local voluntary
organisations figured more in formal
volunteering.

• Celeste was asked to volunteer
by the worker of a national
voluntary organisation which was
providing a community flat on the
estate, for after school and play
projects. 

• Sarah volunteered in a local
voluntary organisation, and her
involvement spread into training
as a volunteer youth leader,
volunteering in a community gym
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and giving talks in schools.

Although now involved in local
community groups, Colin and Edith
recognised that in their next phases
of voluntary action they might want
to do something different and they
identified national voluntary
organisations as offering
opportunities.

Sustenance and support

Achievement and responsibility
People’s voluntary action was
reinforced by their achievements,
seeing ‘issues materialise and . . .
outcomes’ (May) and by their sense
of purpose.

• Adam found he had a role and his
gifts were being used, that he
gained confidence, got to know
more people and to understand
things better.

• Celeste, who had been off on
long-term sick leave, said, ‘It fills
my day, gives my day purpose.’

Their significance for other people
heightened their sense of
responsibility.

• Karim was kept going by the
needs of the people on the
estate and her sense of
responsibility: ‘I’ve achieved so
much.’ Sometimes she felt
‘lumbered’ but there was always

some reason why she couldn’t
back off. 

Subjective benefits have been
highly significant, and people often
mentioned increased confidence,
sometimes saying that this helped
them to cope in their paid
employment.

• Maureen talked of her ‘personal
development’: ‘. . . the need to
give something back . . . It has
been a learning experience for
me, very humbling, when you
see others in a worse situation.
You can relate to them when you
first started your involvement . . .
It’s what I went through.’ 

• Edith commented: ‘I got great
happiness out of volunteering. I
made many friends . . . I am
getting a bit ancient. [T]hey laugh
at me when I say that I was
feeling a little bit out of place
because of my age; they say,
“Oh, I wish I was as young as
you.”’

• Liz summed up: ‘A lot of friends.
A lot of appreciation and a phone
that never stops ringing.’

Several people spoke of the
stresses and pressures of time that
followed from their involvement. As
we noted above, people’s sense of
responsibility to others was
instrumental in keeping them going,
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but – looking back – there were
feelings of undue pressure from
colleagues or feeling ‘obligated’,
and Liz spoke of being ‘railroaded’
into being chair of the TA.

Social capital 
There were signs in all stories of
co-operation between people, such
as is involved in the concept of
social capital. As noted above,
some people engaged in voluntary
action through established
associations or organisations, at
varying degrees of formality: the
squat movement; tenants’
organisations; a black women’s
local organisation; national
voluntary organisations. Some
people progressed from initial,
informal campaigns into more
formal organisations. In these ways
people may be regarded as
drawing on the social capital
invested in these organisations.

• Liz had in about five years
moved from being a one-woman
campaign on her estate through
chairing the TA to being
regularly involved in national
meetings.

Informal networks often made the
initial contacts, representing ‘loose
ties’ rather than close friends. 
• Maureen got involved through

‘people from the nursery where

my son attended at the time that
I was friendly with but . . . they
weren’t my friends as such’.

In the way the stories were told to
us, a strong sense came through of
how co-operation was built through
the voluntary action, including
working together on committees.

• Karim, after her involvement in
the under-fives centre, went on to
sit on the SRB (Single
Regeneration Budget) board
because ‘people said if you don’t,
we’ll lose out . . . I couldn’t let
them down . . . [We] needed a
new centre.’ She was later
nominated as chair. Karim
developed a supportive group of
people used to working together,
though having to go out and lock
up the centre after other people’s
events at 11 pm appeared to
stretch their ‘social capital’. 

The building of co-operation
featured more strongly in people’s
accounts than did any drawing on
existing organisations, though it
may be that the way people join in
with organisations is less remarked
upon.

People’s recent experience raised
doubts about how much of the co-
operation could be thought of as
‘social capital’ to be drawn on in
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future. Some were still involved
‘because there isn’t anyone else’.

• Celeste, having been ready to
co-operate with others, had
found trust between her and
other volunteers breaking down.
She volunteered full-time, but
others had left to get jobs and
there was no one left to co-
operate with. 

Most people talked of the
capabilities they have developed
through voluntary action that may
be ‘in the bank’ for themselves and
others to draw on in future, such as
feeling that they could speak to
anyone now (Karim) or knowing
how to represent people who trust
them (Colin).

The voluntary action had led to jobs
for two people and had given
confidence useful in employment
for others. However, some people
backed off distinguishing between
paid and voluntary work in their
lives, seeing a whole commitment
to the community.

Implications for research and
policy

Involvement in volunteering
Our twelve interviewees tended to
fall into two groups in terms of what
led them to engage in voluntary
action: 

• Half of them saw a problem in
their community; they did not
appear to have been looking for
a way of volunteering in general
or seeking an outlet for time and
energy. They got going
themselves: they identified a
problem and started to tackle it,
later linking up with other people. 

• Half seemed to have been
disposed to volunteer in general
terms, were asked and then got
involved with an activity; perhaps
they had more in common with
the profile of people who
volunteer formally through
organisations. 

The individual factors that led to
voluntary action were very varied,
even among a dozen people, and
could be seen as a combination of
these triggers and predispositions.
The predisposition was sometimes
identified in broad political
commitment or family background
but people played down religion as
a factor. What is most evident is the
complexity and individuality of
factors. 

Institutional factors interacted with
individual factors to shape
individuals’ actions. Some structural
factors could be considered as the
intentional aspects of central and
local government policy to
encourage participation, such as
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promoting people’s participation in
housing management or training. 

The sense of achievement that
helped to keep people going was
due in part to the opportunities for
funding public services through
voluntary organisations, for
example, childcare services. The
responses of public officials, such
as police officers or local
government housing and
environmental services officers,
were very significant in sustaining
people’s voluntary action. 

Alongside this, voluntary
organisations do not figure as
strongly as mediating structures in
the stories as might have been
anticipated. Although all our
interviewees had had some
involvement in voluntary
organisations, only half of them had
found their route to volunteering
through voluntary organisations,
and only three of the opportunities
taken by our interviewees were
explicitly through ‘volunteering’
schemes. 

The overwhelming evidence from
the literature about the power of
word of mouth or being asked in
initiating voluntary action is falsified
by about half of our interviewees
and corroborated by the other half;
this suggests that in future research

it would be useful to discriminate
between forms of voluntary action
in identifying triggers. 

A distinction between forms of
voluntary action that were initiated
by specific problems and those
forms that enhanced experience or
acted on a general sense of justice
was echoed in the kinds of
voluntary organisation with which
the person became involved. The
former group were more involved in
smaller or informal associations;
the latter in national or larger local
and more formal voluntary
organisations. 

Where people were asked to
volunteer, the person who did the
asking was often an acquaintance
or someone with common interests,
as distinct from family or close
friend. This may reflect Davis
Smith’s (1998a) finding that
volunteers had wider networks of
social contacts; it may suggest that
a network could sometimes be a
precondition.

Given the body of knowledge about
volunteering, this study suggests it
would be productive to gain more
knowledge of people engaged as
community leaders, as some
characteristics appear to distinguish
at least some community leaders
from the broad population of
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volunteers. A larger number of
accounts would be useful for
entering into policy and theoretical
debate on a broader empirical
footing and for assessing whether
patterns can be analysed among
people’s stories. Studies in
geographical and identity
communities would provide a basis
for testing findings against each
other. We found the semi-structured
interview schedule, piloted here,
proved effective and with minor
modifications we will put it forward
for future research.

Place: Local action for local people
We found it was important for
people that their volunteering
contributed to the locality, but we
do not have evidence to
corroborate or falsify the hypothesis
that people are more likely to
volunteer when they feel the area is
a good place to live in, as Davis
Smith (1998a) suggested. Indeed,
our people were prompted into
action by negative factors about the
place – but then people’s
willingness to spend time and
energy may be thought to
demonstrate a commitment or
attachment.

Future research would need to
focus on what ‘being local’ meant to
people: the history of where they
have lived and their plans for the

future; patterns of friendship and
networks; perceptions which define
their community or place;
perceptions of the area; signs of
commitment such as investment of
time and effort. 

Social capital
The policy hypothesis that voluntary
action is a means to combating
social exclusion is corroborated in
some respects by these inquiries.
Voluntary action has achieved, or
strengthened, people’s inclusion in
communities, developed friendships
and co-operation. For many, it has
brought them into contact with
politicians and professionals from
local government and other
agencies and given them access to
the machinery of the state. For
some, it has developed skills and
confidence that helped them into
employment. As well as these
benefits to themselves, the
community leaders organised
services, activities and campaigns
with community benefits, which
would appear to have strengthened
communities: childcare services, a
community centre, a party,
improving housing conditions,
clearing up rubbish etc. 

As for the underlying concepts of
social capital, we have found many
signs of co-operation that could be
taken as corroboration. People
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have built habits of co-operation and
ways of working together and have
drawn on existing ways of working
through tenants’ associations and
other bodies such as national
voluntary organisations or the squat
movement. 

However, their accounts raise some
doubts about the concept of social
capital, especially in the less formal
aspects of community involvement.
Several interviewees were anxious
that things would collapse without
them, and some associations
appeared to be breaking up as
different individuals moved on in
their lives. It is unclear how the ways
of working established during such
passages of voluntary action could
be thought of as being ‘invested’ so
that they can be drawn upon in
future. 

It may be that, even if the specific
association fades or collapses, it will
leave people who in future will know
how to co-operate, in which case
the individuals could be
conceptualised as the stock of
social capital – though that may
correspond more to concepts of
‘human capital’ rather than ‘social
capital’. It may be that future
voluntary action will use the
organised ways of working in the
same way as some of our people
adopted the tenants’ association, for
example. It may be that the habits
of co-operation learnt will be

‘cashed in’ in future; longer-term
research might observe this.
By contrast, it is evident that, for
other interviewees, the organisation
would continue after they left: one
volunteer more or less will not
undermine a large or medium sized
voluntary organisation. But if future
research confirmed that habits of
co-operation are temporary unless
they are incorporated in a formal
organisation, it would at least
amend the hypothesis of social
capital. 

Government action
In attempting to draw conclusions
about what government could do to
encourage voluntary action, we find
that the variety and complexity of
the predisposition and the triggers
make it difficult to tune schemes to
encourage people’s voluntary
action. 

It is most notable that the
institutional aspects that supported
people’s voluntary action have come
at least as much from the general
infrastructure of local government as
from specific volunteering
measures. It has been crucial that
public agencies, especially local
government, have responded
seriously to people and that people
can see achievements in making
contacts and in improving services.
Sustenance for voluntary action
appears – in these initial
impressions – to have rested at

Voluntary Action Volume 3 Number 2 Spring 2001 42



least as much in the everyday work
of, say, the Housing Department or
Environmental Services as in
schemes to encourage voluntary
action. 

If this emerging thought were
supported by further research, it
would have significant policy
implications. It might suggest that an
active community would be more
effectively supported through
general public provision or civic
infrastructure than through specific
initiatives.

People were also sustained in their
volunteering by a sense of
responsibility to others; several were
on the brink of giving up, but felt that
there was no one else to take over
the work. We saw an ambivalence in
several interviewees, complaining
about the stress but also gaining
satisfaction from being involved and
needed. Nonetheless, the time some
people put in had negatively affected
their family life, and we saw
indications of the limits people will
put on their voluntary action – they
won’t go on and on. This may raise
a question for further research about
how professional staff can support
on-going community involvement,
and how government policy and
practice can encourage people not
just to start volunteering but to keep
going. 
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