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Introduction
The aim of this article is to evaluate
critically the legitimacy of cultivating
voluntary action in deprived
neighbourhoods by following a
‘third sector’ route that seeks to
foster participation in voluntary
groups. To do this, the article first
shows how this approach – which
views the cultivation of voluntary
groups as synonymous with the
fostering of voluntary action – is

embraced in UK government
reports (see, for example,
Countryside Agency, 2000; DETR,
1998; Home Office, 1999; HM
Treasury and Home Office, 2002;
SEU, 1998, 2000). 

A number of nationwide
government surveys that
investigate participation in voluntary
action are then reviewed. The
current third sector approach that
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seeks to develop voluntary groups
is shown to be fostering just one
half of voluntary sector activity, as
well as a culture of volunteering
that is relatively unfamiliar to
deprived neighbourhoods; and it is
argued that the third sector
approach needs to be
complemented by what is here
called a ‘fourth sector’ approach,
which seeks to develop the
participatory culture more reflective
of deprived areas, namely informal
volunteering. The article concludes
by outlining some possible policy
initiatives that could be adopted by
this fourth sector approach. 

At the outset, however, it is
necessary to define what is meant
by voluntary action. The working
definition adopted here is any
activity that involves spending
time, unpaid, doing something
which aims to benefit someone
(individuals or groups) other than,
or in addition to, close relatives, or
to benefit the environment (see,
for example, Davis Smith, 1998;
Field and Hedges, 1984; Lynn and
Davis Smith, 1992). Voluntary
action, therefore, covers a
heterogeneous range of activities
(see Home Office, 1999). At one
end of the spectrum are the more
formal or ‘third sector’ volunteer
organisations. Using the Johns
Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit

Sector project definition, these are
here defined as formal
organisations having an
institutionalised character,
constitutionally independent of the
state and self-governing, non-profit
distributing and involving some
degree of voluntarism (see, for
example, Kendall and Almond,
1999; Kendall and Knapp, 1996;
Salamon et al, 1999). At the other
end are what are here called
‘fourth sector’ activities. These are
activities where aid is provided on
a one-to-one basis to members of
households other than one’s own.
Although this distinction between
‘formal’ and ‘informal’ (or what are
here called ‘third sector’ and
‘fourth sector’) volunteering is
adopted in the vast majority of
studies of voluntary action (see,
for example, Coulthard et al, 2002;
Davis Smith, 1998; Field and
Hedges, 1984; Kershaw et al,
2000; Krishnamurthy et al, 2001;
Lynn and Davis Smith, 1992;
Prime et al, 2002), two very
different perspectives on these
forms of voluntary action can be
taken. On the one hand, they can
be seen to represent the
extremities of a spectrum of types
of voluntary action. On the other
hand, they can be viewed as
representing different rungs on a
hierarchical ladder of voluntary
action. As will be shown
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throughout this article, the
approach taken to cultivating
voluntary action in deprived
neighbourhoods is very much
dependent upon whether the
former or latter view is adopted.

Types of voluntary action and UK
government policy: 
a spectrum or ladder?
How is volunteering to be
cultivated? Although, as indicated
above, many government reports
have addressed to varying degrees
the issue of how to develop
voluntary action, it is the Policy
Action Team no 9 report on
Community Self-Help (Home Office,
1999) that will be scrutinised here.
Since this report focuses principally
on harnessing voluntary action in
deprived neighbourhoods, it is the
key policy document so far as this
article is concerned. 

When one analyses the report, it
quickly becomes apparent that,
although both formal and informal
volunteering are recognised, they
are not viewed as lying along a
spectrum of types of voluntary
action, but in terms of a hierarchy
of forms of engagement. As the
report puts it:

Few people go straight from a
situation of no involvement to one
of active engagement with their

neighbourhood. Knowingly or not,
most are on a ‘ladder of
involvement’, with simple acts of
good neighbourliness at one end
and a regular commitment with a
formal voluntary or statutory
organisation, or a position of
community leadership at the other
(Home Office, 1999, 30).
On the basis of this portrayal of a
hierarchy or ‘ladder’ of voluntary
action, the report views voluntary
groups as a ‘mature’ form of
volunteering that other activities
evolve into as they develop, and
the belief is that these should be
fostered in order to help people
‘“graduate” to greater engagement
with their community’ (Home Office,
1999, 30). What are viewed as
‘simple’ acts of one-to-one
volunteering are thus relegated to a
marginal status relative to group
participation. Indeed, throughout
the report little if any attention is
paid to the further development of
informal volunteering.

Why is this hierarchical view of
voluntary action adopted? At least
three possible reasons can be
suggested. Firstly, it might be a by-
product of wider shifts in the
importance attached to different
types of volunteering. Although
earlier work emphasised the
benefits of maintaining close ties
between people who already know
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each other (for example, Young and
Wilmott, 1975), the new wave of
thinking associated with the fuzzy
concept of social capital (for
example, Putnam, 2000) has
tended to focus on the beneficial
effects of ties between people who
do not know each other very well,
or what Granovetter (1973) calls
the ‘strength of weak ties’. In other
words, there has been a shift of
emphasis, from underlining the
importance of strong bonds towards
building bridges between people so
that they can interact (Gittell and
Vidal, 1998; Putnam, 2000). The
Home Office report’s focus upon
voluntary groups may well be a
response to this changed
emphasis. The assumption is that
the cultivation of voluntary groups is
the most appropriate way of
developing the strength of weak
ties (see, for example, Perri 6,
1997; Home Office, 1999). 

A second possible reason for this
conceptualisation of a hierarchy
and this focus upon fostering
voluntary groups is that they may
be an entirely pragmatic response
by policy-makers to the situation
confronting them. The fostering of
voluntary groups is relatively
straightforward so far as the policy
community is concerned. Funding
a formal voluntary organisation and
evaluating its impacts is something

that policy-makers know how to do.
Moreover, as one member of PAT
no 9 put it in conversation, the fact
that few members of the team
could think of ways in which
informal volunteering might be
cultivated was a major stumbling
block. Viewing voluntary groups as
a mature form of voluntary action
can thus be seen as a pragmatic,
post-hoc rationalisation to justify
the decision to concentrate
developmental efforts on voluntary
groups rather than on ‘lower order’
activities.

A third possible reason arises from
an examination of the contrasting
approaches towards the
development of voluntary action
evident in the history of political
thought (Burns and Taylor, 1998;
Burns et al, 2002). Stretching back
well over a century are two parallel
traditions, with their origins in
Smiles (1866) and Kropotkin
(1902), that emphasise individualist
and collectivist approaches
respectively. It therefore comes as
little surprise to find that New
Labour, with its roots in the tradition
of co-operative self-help, has
sought to harness collectivist forms
of voluntary action, and has
perceived informal volunteering as
more akin to the individualist
tradition associated with Samuel
Smiles and neo-liberal thought.
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Since none of these explanations
is mutually exclusive, it is probably
a combination of all three that has
brought about this hierarchical
representation of the forms of
voluntary action and this emphasis
on developing voluntary groups.
Whatever the reasons, however, it
is important to analyse the
implications of such an approach.
Is it the case, for example, that this
approach is giving primacy to a
form of voluntary action more
characteristic of some populations
than others? And is it denigrating
the volunteering cultures of other
populations? If so, which
participatory cultures are being
supported and which denigrated?

To begin to answer these
questions, we now report the
results of some recent surveys of
the extent and nature of voluntary
action amongst different
populations. Owing to shortage of
space, the focus will be upon how
voluntary action differs between
relatively affluent neighbourhoods
and deprived ones. Future studies
might also wish to explore these
issues in relation to ethnicity,
gender, socio-economic status,
occupation, education and so forth.
Although such variables are not
within the scope of this article, this
does not mean that they are
considered as unimportant. It is

simply that evaluations have to
start somewhere; the decision to
compare affluent and deprived
neighbourhoods here was made
simply because much of the
discussion on how to develop
voluntary action has been in
relation to deprived
neighbourhoods (see, for example,
Home Office, 1999; Social
Exclusion Unit, 1998, 2000). 

Recent surveys of voluntary
action
To evaluate critically this ‘third
sector’ approach to the
development of voluntary action in
deprived neighbourhoods, we here
review the results of a number of
nationwide surveys. The intention is
to investigate, firstly, the extent of
participation in formal and informal
volunteering, and secondly, the
nature of engagement in voluntary
work in deprived neighbourhoods.

Accordingly, the results of four
surveys of the extent and nature of
participation in volunteering are
analysed; the 2000 British Crime
Survey (BCS), the 2001 Home
Office Citizenship Survey (HOCS),
the 2000 General Household
Survey (GHS) and the 2001
National Adult Learning Survey
(NALS).

For the 2000 British Crime Survey
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(BCS), 19,411 people (the main
sample) and an additional 3,874
people from minority ethnic
communities (the minority ethnic
booster sample) were interviewed,
and of these, 9,659 and 489
respectively answered questions on
their voluntary and community
activities (Krishnamurthy et al,
2001).

The 2001 Home Office Citizenship
Survey (HOCS), meanwhile, was
the first of what is intended to be a
series of surveys that will assess
social cohesion and civil renewal
for the purposes of measuring the
Home Office’s performance against
targets – in the case of the Active
Communities agenda, the target of
making substantial progress by
2004 towards actively involving one
million more people in their
communities. This survey had a
sample of 15,475 people aged
sixteen and over in England and
Wales, a nationally representative
sample of 10,015 and a minority
ethnic booster of 5,460 (see Prime
et al, 2002). 

The 2000 GHS interviewed 8,221
households, of which 7,857
answered questions on perceptions
of their neighbourhood as well as
on community involvement in both
formal and informal volunteering
(see Coulthard et al, 2002). Finally,

the 2001 National Adult Learning
Survey (NALS) interviewed 6,459
adults in England and Wales on
their participation in learning and
included questions on the extent to
which they were involved in formal
and informal voluntary activities (La
Valle and Blake, 2001); the results
are reported here. These are, of
course, not the only surveys that
touch upon the theme, and readers
are also referred to the earlier non-
governmental National Surveys of
Volunteering carried out in 1981,
1991 and 1997 by the Volunteer
Centre UK/Institute of Volunteering
Research (see Field and Hedges,
1984; Lynn and Davis Smith, 1992;
Davis Smith, 1998) that reinforce
many of the trends identified below. 

Participation in formal and
informal volunteering
All four of these surveys identify
higher participation rates in informal
volunteering than in formal
volunteering. The 2000 BCS, for
example, finds that while 13 per
cent had helped groups or
organisations once a month or
more, 31 per cent had helped
people directly. The 2001 NALS
similarly finds that 17 per cent had
engaged in formal volunteering
once a month or less frequently,
while 24 per cent had helped
neighbours (and 31 per cent and 47
per cent respectively had done so
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over the last 12 months).
Meanwhile, the 2002 GHS found
that, over the previous three years,
13 per cent of respondents had
been involved in local organisations
with responsibilities and 8 per cent
without responsibilities, whereas
over just the preceding six months,
three-quarters (74 per cent) had
done a favour for a neighbour and
a similar proportion (72 per cent)
had received a favour from a
neighbour. 

Measured in terms of participation
rates, therefore, there is a wider
culture of engagement in informal
volunteering than in formal
volunteering in the UK. Does this
mean that informal volunteering
constitutes the majority of voluntary
action? To answer this, data on the
total number of hours spent by the
population in each form of
volunteering is required. This is
provided by the 2001 HOCS. As do
the three surveys mentioned above,
the 2001 HOCS finds that there is
wider participation in informal than
in formal volunteering. In the last 12
months, 67 per cent and 39 per
cent respectively had engaged in
informal and formal volunteering
(and 34 per cent and 26 per cent
respectively at least once a month). 

Among the 16.5 million people in
England and Wales that the 2001

HOCS identifies as having
volunteered formally in the previous
twelve months, the mean number
of hours of formal volunteering was
found to be 110.5. Hence, an
estimated 1.82 billion hours of
formal volunteering had taken place
in the previous twelve months.
Meanwhile, among the 28.3 million
people in England and Wales found
to be participating in informal
volunteering in the last twelve
months, the average number of
hours spent engaged in such
activity was 66.4 hours. Therefore
some 1.88 billion hours of informal
volunteering had taken place. In
other words, the amount of time
spent on formal and informal
volunteering is about the same,
with informal volunteering
accounting for just over half (50.7
per cent) of the total. The lesson,
therefore, is that a third sector
approac h that focuses on formal
volunteering is fostering only half of
the voluntary action that goes on.
Moreover, when this approach is
applied to deprived
neighbourhoods, is it fostering the
culture of volunteering that is
characteristic of such areas?

The nature of voluntary action in
deprived and affluent
neighbourhoods
Using the Index of Multiple
Deprivation produced by the
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Department of Local Government,
Transport and the Regions (DLTR),
the 2001 HOCS examines
participation rates in formal and
informal volunteering in six types of
ward, ranging from the most to the
least deprived (see Table 1). The
finding is that, although participation
in both formal and informal
volunteering is significantly greater

in more affluent areas, it is the
proportion of people involved in
formal volunteering that differs by
the greatest margin. Fewer than a
third of people (29 per cent)
engage in formal volunteering in the
most deprived areas, compared
with nearly half (47 per cent) in the
most affluent areas – a difference of
18 per cent. By contrast, the
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Least deprived Most deprived
% 1 2 3 4 5 6 All
Informal volunteering 71 69 68 65 64 59 66
Formal volunteering 47 41 39 35 33 29 37

% of respondents Most Least
deprived wards deprived 

wards All X2

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Been involved in a local 
organisation, with responsibilities 7 7 12 12 15 12 15 22 20 18 13 116.82
Been involved in a local organisation, 
without responsibilities 7 5 7 7 8 7 9 8 7 11 8 20.65
Done favour for a neighbour in 
past 6 months 65 72 73 78 76 74 71 77 77 78 74 15.98
Received favour from a neighbour 
in past 6 months 64 68 71 77 75 74 71 74 74 76 72 16.06

Table 1
Participation rates in informal and formal volunteering within the last 12
months, by level of deprivation in area (%)

Table 2
Spatial variations in the extent of participation in community self-help: by
Index of Deprivation (grouped by deciles)

Source: HOCS 2001

Source: General Household Survey 2000

* X2>23.589 leading to a rejection of Ho that there are no spatial variations in participation
in local organisations with responsibilities within a 99.5 per cent confidence interval. 



proportion involved in informal
volunteering differs by just 12 per
cent: 71 per cent in the most affluent
areas compared with 59 per cent
volunteering in the most deprived
areas. 

This finding – that the culture of
voluntary action in deprived
neighbourhoods is more orientated
towards informal volunteering than
that of affluent neighbourhoods – is
further reinforced by the 2000 GHS,
which conducts a slightly finer-
grained analysis, dividing wards into
ten decile groups ranging from the
least to the most deprived, again
using the Index of Multiple
Deprivation of the DLTR (see Table
2).
This 2000 GHS data again reveals
that both informal and formal
volunteering are significantly more
common in more affluent areas,
thus justifying the decision of
government to focus upon
developing voluntary action in
deprived neighbourhoods (for
example, Home Office, 1999; Social
Exclusion Unit, 1998, 2000). Over
the previous three years, just 14 per
cent of people in the most deprived
areas participated in groups,
compared with 29 per cent of the
population in the most affluent
wards. Similarly, only 65 per cent of
people in the most deprived wards
did a favour for a neighbour over

the previous six months, compared
with 78 per cent in the most affluent
wards. Consequently, although
more than twice the proportion of
the population is involved in
voluntary groups in the most
affluent wards compared with the
most deprived wards, the difference
between the proportion of the
population engaging in informal
volunteering in the two settings is
much smaller: 78 per cent
compared with 65 per cent. 

Are these spatial variations in the
rate of participation in formal and
informal voluntary action statistically
significant? A chi-square analysis
reveals no significant spatial
variation in the participation rate in
informal volunteering across these
ten types of area. However, there is
a statistically significant spatial
variation in the participation rate in
voluntary groups [1]. In the most
deprived 10 per cent of wards in
England and Wales, just 7 per cent
of respondents participated in a
local organisation with
responsibilities over the last three
years (compared, for example, with
18 per cent in the most affluent
wards) and 7 per cent without
responsibilities (11 per cent in the
most affluent wards). To seek to
develop voluntary action by
fostering groups is thus to attempt
to cultivate a type of volunteering in
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which only a small proportion of the
population of deprived
neighbourhoods participate. The
‘ladder of involvement’ approach
sets out to develop a specific form
of participation (and participatory
culture) that is relatively unfamiliar
to the vast majority of the
population in deprived areas – and
which, at the same time, pays little
attention to further encouraging the
type of voluntary action in which
two-thirds (65 per cent) of people in
deprived areas are already
involved, namely informal
volunteering.

Participating in voluntary groups is
therefore much more a part of the
participatory culture of affluent
neighbourhoods than of deprived
ones, and this variation is
statistically significant. By contrast,
deprived neighbourhoods have a
more informally orientated
participatory culture. What,
therefore, are the implications for
policy of this finding?

Policy implications
These findings show how the focus
upon fostering voluntary groups
concentrates on developing a
participatory culture more
characteristic of affluent wards than
of deprived ones. From the
perspective of those who visualise
a hierarchy of forms of voluntary

action, this approach is not
problematic. One is simply
attempting to develop a more
mature participatory culture by
encouraging people to ‘graduate’ to
more advanced forms of voluntary
action (see, for example, Home
Office, 1999). 

However, those who see the
different forms of voluntary action
as lying along a spectrum might
regard the use of the third sector
approach as a reflection of the bias
of policy-makers towards the
participatory cultures of affluent
populations, with the result that a
relatively alien form of voluntary
action is being imposed upon
deprived populations, whose own
participatory culture is neither
valued nor seen as worthy of
further development. However, as
suggested earlier, this is not
necessarily the sole reason for
using such an approach. The policy
emphasis on voluntary groups can
equally be read as a product of the
increasing importance attached to
weak ties, the collectivist traditions
of left-wing political thought and/or
the pragmatism of policy-makers. 

Ultimately, however, the reasons for
this focus upon voluntary groups
are unimportant. The crucial issue
is that the approach may lead to
the development of participatory
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cultures of a type more common in
affluent areas, and which are
therefore inappropriate to – and
even a hindrance to – deprived
areas with a culture of voluntary
action more orientated towards
informal involvement.

What, therefore, is the way
forward? If the different forms of
voluntary action are viewed as
points along a spectrum rather than
as levels within a hierarchy, it is
possible to value the participatory
culture characteristic of deprived
neighbourhoods rather than
implicitly denigrating it. In policy
terms, the result of this new reading
of voluntary action would be that,
rather than ‘parachuting’ into
deprived areas models of voluntary
action inappropriate to their
participatory culture, a more
spatially variegated policy approach
could start to emerge that is
sensitive to the different cultures of
volunteering in affluent and
deprived populations. 

To achieve this, however, it will be
necessary to think about how
informal volunteering can be further
cultivated. Recent years have seen
some progress in this area. Local
exchange and trading schemes
(see, for example, Williams et al,
2001), time banks (see, for
example, Boyle, 1999; Cahn, 2000)

and employee mutuals (Leadbeater
and Martin, 1998) are all policy
initiatives claimed to be capable of
fostering one-to-one voluntary
action by putting those who need
help and those wishing to provide
help in contact with each other.
These initiatives show, moreover,
that it is wholly feasible to harness
voluntary action in collectivist ways
and that the development of such
activity is not invariably part of an
individualist neo-liberal agenda. 

Some may think that what is being
proposed here is a new set of third
sector initiatives. But this is to miss
the point. These initiatives are
being advocated solely because of
their ability to harness fourth sector
voluntary action. 

Local Exchange and Trading
Schemes (LETS)
Local Exchange and Trading
Schemes (LETS) are non-profit
making associations that
encourage people to assist each
other by putting those in need of
help in touch with those who are
willing to offer help. Recently,
policy-makers have shown interest
in using LETS as bridges into work
for unemployed people. But it is
argued here that they should be
used for a different purpose – as a
vehicle for facilitating informal
volunteering. 
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Research has shown that this is
precisely the role in which LETS
are most effective. A recent national
survey – based on a postal survey
of all LETS co-ordinators, 2515
postal questionnaires, in-depth
action-orientated research and
interviews with key figures in UK
LETS – found that they are most
effective as capacity-building
initiatives to develop acts of one-to-
one aid rather than as springboards
into formal employment. Indeed,
some 76 per cent of members
asserted that LETS had helped
them to develop a network of people
on whom they could call for help
(Williams et al, 2001).

LETS are thus one possible vehicle
for facilitating informal volunteering
by identifying in a structured
manner people who need aid and
specifying the aid they require so
that informal volunteers can
respond. For LETS to be effective
in this regard, however, several
changes are needed in both their
internal and external operating
environment (see Williams et al,
2001). One crucial requirement is
much greater clarity from central
government on how LETS earnings
are to be treated, especially with
regard to registered unemployed
people, taxation and social security
benefits. Unless this question is
resolved, those most in need of

help in deprived neighbourhoods
will continue to conclude that
joining a LETS is too much of a
risk.

Time banks
A second vehicle for harnessing
informal volunteering is time banks,
or what in the USA are called ‘time
dollar’ schemes. These reward
informal volunteering by paying one
‘hour’ for each hour of work, which
can at any time be ‘cashed in’ by
requesting an hour’s work from the
system in return (see Boyle, 1999;
Cahn, 2000). As such, time banks
record, store and reward
transactions where neighbours help
neighbours. Starting in the US (see
Cahn, 2000), time banks have been
promoted in the UK by the New
Economics Foundation (NEF). In
late 2001, 15 time banks were
operational (with 400 participants
and 9,760 hours in total being
traded) and a further 21 were under
development. Time banks are thus
still in their infancy in the UK.
Nevertheless, there is little doubt
that they are rapidly expanding.
Indeed, the objective of the NEF is
to have 120 operating by 2003. 

Employee mutuals
A third initiative, currently still on
the drawing board, is the ‘employee
mutual’ (Leadbeater and Martin,
1998). These are intended to be
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localised bodies that people and
organisations voluntarily join
through the payment of a weekly
subscription fee. They are akin to
LETS in that members earn points
on a ‘smart card’ from their work for
the mutual, which enables them to
‘buy’ goods and services from it. As
such, they are a ‘new institution for
collective self-help’ that matches
local demand for work with local
supply, enabling people to get
those one-off jobs done that they
cannot afford to have done formally.
Whether this initiative is
implemented, however, will in part
depend upon how important the
development of informal
volunteering is seen in policy
circles.

Conclusions
By evaluating critically the
implications of attempting to
harness voluntary action in
deprived neighbourhoods by the
‘third sector’ route of developing
voluntary groups, this article has
shown that people have a greater
propensity to help others on an
individual one-to-one basis
(informal volunteering) than via
groups (formal volunteering) and
that as much time is currently spent
in informal as in formal
volunteering. The third sector
approach that seeks to develop
voluntary groups is thus focusing

on only one half of current
voluntary activity. In deprived
neighbourhoods, moreover, only a
small proportion of the population
engages in formal volunteering, as
the prevailing participatory culture
is much more orientated towards
informal volunteering. The third
sector approach thus focuses on
developing a volunteering culture
that is relatively unfamiliar to most
of the population of deprived areas,
and at the same time overlooks the
type of voluntary action in which
that population is already heavily
implicated, namely one-to-one aid.

In consequence, this article has
advocated a fourth sector approach
for deprived neighbourhoods that
further cultivates the existing
culture of volunteering rather than
parachuting in from outside a form
of volunteering that is relatively
unfamiliar to local people. To show
how this might be done, three
possible policy initiatives that could
be adopted by a fourth sector
approach have been described:
LETS, time banks and employee
mutuals. Whether or not these
initiatives are capable of further
cultivating informal volunteering
unaided is not important. The
crucial point is that if a third sector
approach continues to
predominate, then voluntary action
will be developed in a way that
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focuses upon just one segment of
the voluntary sector – a segment that
is relatively alien to the volunteering
culture of deprived neighbourhoods.
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