
Introduction
Issues of social responsibility and
an obligation to the commons as a
basis for social organisation have
been a focus of attention in recent
debates in social and political
theory and in the public sphere in
general. Within these debates,
voluntary work is frequently
promoted as an illustration of an

expression of the normative value
of social obligation. Recent
government policy agendas
emphasise the importance of
voluntary activity as an
organisational framework for
discharging social responsibilities
and its relation to notions of civil
society, community and social
inclusion (Blair, 1999; Brown,
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Volunteering is currently identified as a constituent in recent policy
debates orientated toward the socialisation of responsibility. This
article brings together theory and empirical evidence to demonstrate
how one group of older volunteers identify their point of reference for
volunteering as the welfare state arrangements set up in the post-war
period. The significance of such constitutive attachments, generated
through their location in the ‘welfare state generation’, is explored as a
motivational impulse for voluntary activity. The article concludes that if
government agendas continue to highlight volunteering as a
mechanism of inclusion, and also as a constituent in social change
orientated toward the regeneration of civil society and the production
of ‘active’ forms of citizenship, then this must be viewed in the context
of people’s lives as a whole, not merely postulated as the locus of
solidaristic bonds that may not be lived by the people who are
expected to produce them.
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2001). Missing from such calls to
public duty is an explication of the
motivational impulses of volunteers.
Drawing on empirical material, this
article explores the ways in which
one group of volunteers, ranging in
age from the late fifties to the early
seventies, identify their point of
reference for volunteering as the
welfare state arrangements set up
at the national level in the 1940s. It
is argued that the experiences of
this group need to be
contextualised in terms of their
location in a specific generation
and that their voluntary activity is
an outcome of their personal
histories and identities. The article
explores how the volunteers’
narrative constructions of their
volunteering worlds are located in
historically generated social space
and formulated out of access to
differing amounts and types of
‘capital’ accumulation afforded to
them by their location in ‘the
welfare state generation’. The
article examines the implications of
this in terms of the likely futures of
volunteering. It considers to what
extent calls to social duty and the
regeneration of civil society and
civil association as points of
reference for volunteering may be
insufficient motivators in
volunteering if people’s personal
histories and social realities, which
include affective and cultural

factors, are not taken into
consideration by policy makers.

Processes

Let the people look after
themselves (Gordon Brown, 2001)

Social obligations and notions of
social duty have emerged as
central processes in recent policy
debates. The context for these
debates has, in part, been the
socialisation of responsibility and
the need to make a moral stand in
favour of communal life. In a recent
Times article, chancellor of the
exchequer Gordon Brown (2001)
identified voluntary action as a
mechanism for a revitalised civil
society and the locus for an attempt
to break with the traditions of left
and right which, he notes – in an
argument reminiscent of Amitai
Etzioni’s (1995) communitarian
critiques on the dangers that both
the market and welfare states
present to the ideal of community –
offered a too simplistic dichotomy
between entitlements to welfare
and individual responsibility. The
background to such proposals can
be found in recent government calls
for the development of a post-
welfare state founded on the tenet
of active citizenship and the
principle of social responsibility
(Blair, 1998). The aim of reconciling
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themes previously regarded as
oppositional can be seen in
government calls for a ‘third way’ to
be found between the state control
of the Old Left and the
individualism of the New Right and
to include a way of re-imagining the
public sphere to include the moral
mantra ‘no rights without
responsibilities’.

Within such debates, volunteering
is promoted as both a vehicle for
the expression of social
responsibility and a way to
reinforce democracy. The
prominence of the themes of active
citizenship and civil association can
be seen in government plans for
welfare reform, and particularly in
government plans for the
transformation of the relationship
between the state and the voluntary
sector. The creation of strong
communities based on ‘shared
values’ and a recognition of both
the ‘rights and responsibilities of
citizenship’ (Blair, 1998, page 12)
can be expressed through
volunteering, through which
‘government recognises its
limitations and people begin to see
the potential strengths of local and
voluntary action’ (Brown, 2001).
Volunteering, according to Tony
Blair (1999, page 2), occupies a
central place in Third Way politics:

In the first half of the century we
learnt that the community cannot
achieve its aims without the help of
government providing essential
services, and a backdrop of
security. In the second half of the
century we learn that government
cannot achieve its aims without the
energy and commitment of others –
voluntary organisations . . . the
wider public. That is why the Third
Sector is such an important part of
the Third Way. 

The themes of social responsibility,
the regeneration of civil society,
civil association and the promotion
of ‘active’ forms of citizenship
appear to constitute the basis for a
project of social (and economic)
rationalisation, with the backdrop to
such ideals being welfare reform
and social policy realignment.
Brown’s call to ‘let the people look
after themselves’ points the way to
a democratisation of welfare, with
volunteering a constituent of the
plane upon which a culture of social
duty is to be developed (a detailed
discussion of the democratisation of
the delivery of welfare services is
beyond the remit of this article,
which focuses on how the
volunteers of this study explain and
contextualise their voluntary
activity). A further policy initiative
with particular significance for this
discussion is the development of
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the Home Office-funded Experience
Corps. Specifically orientated
towards older people between the
ages of 50 and 65 who may never
have volunteered before, the
Experience Corps has been set up
to tap into the vast range of life
experiences gained by older people
and to encourage them to
recognise the enormous value of
that experience to society. Through
the appointment of regional
‘Animators’, whose primary role will
be to match Experience Corps
members with opportunities offered
by local organisations, the
government’s aim is to help one
million people to become ‘active in
their communities by 2004’
(www.experiencecorps.co.uk). This
article argues that if volunteering is
to be viewed as a constituent factor
in such change, then it must be
viewed in the context of people’s
lives as a whole, not merely
postulated as a mechanism for the
development of welfare
arrangements and the site of
assumed social bonds. An
examination of the experiences of
the older volunteers of this study
reveals that the personal histories
of the volunteers themselves are
significant in voluntary activity. This
article explores these histories and
‘stories’.

Before discussing the research, it is

first necessary to examine the
theoretical approach to the study,
as it provides the framework for
investigating how the volunteers’
social positioning and practices
relate to their experience.

Theoretical approach
Margaret Somers (1994) argues
that social life is ‘storied’. We come
to understand ourselves and make
sense of our actions as part of an
unfolding life story, or ‘narrative’.
Somers notes that such narratives
of self-understanding are derived
from more than interpersonal
stories, but are embedded in
institutional structures or ‘public
narratives’. Public narratives can
range from family narratives to
those of ‘the workplace, church,
government, nation’ (page 619). As
Somers puts it (page 606): 

All of us come to be who we are . .
. by being located or locating
ourselves in social narratives rarely
of our own making. 

The structural social positions that
individuals occupy – such as social
class, race, age and gender – will
constrain their freedom to create
stories of their own making. One
way of examining the ways in which
the volunteers of this study
experience the effects of public
narratives on their personal

Voluntary Action Volume 4 Number 2 Spring 2002 52



histories is through their location in
a specific age generation.

Some time ago Karl Mannheim
(1964) argued that the concept of
generation should be regarded as
an important marker of social
divisions. Through an examination
of generation as a sociological
phenomenon he identifies the
importance of ‘social location’ (page
288). This is the phenomenon of
the similar location of a number of
individuals in a social structure.
Age generations are an example of
a social location. Individuals who
belong to the same generation, or
age group, share the same location
in the social and historical
processes that inevitably limit them
to a potential range of experience,
which in turn predisposes them to
certain modes of thought and
behaviour. Any given age location
therefore will circumscribe an
individual’s possibilities of self-
expression, expectation, action and
so on. Mannheim does concede
that chronological contemporaneity
alone will not guarantee
commonalities of thought and
action; however, for the purposes of
this article, the more wide ranging
concept of age generation is
deployed to examine the
experience of the volunteers of this
study. The volunteers are members
of a generation for whom the

predominant public narrative of
their formative years was the
inception of the welfare state. Their
position as members of the ‘welfare
state generation’ shapes their
narrative constructions of their
volunteering activities. It is through
the narrative construction of their
stories that the experience of this
generational positioning is brought
into being. In addition, the
volunteers’ location in the welfare
state generation has afforded them
access to a range of capital assets
which has further eased their
transition to voluntary work. Their
‘capital’ accumulation is part of their
stories. Instructive here is Pierre
Bourdieu’s (1986, 1987) theory of
metaphors of capital.

‘Capital’ is a metaphor for forms of
social powers. Bourdieu (1987,
page 4) identifies four types of
social powers or capitals:
economic, cultural, social and
symbolic. Economic capital is
wealth, income and financial
assets. Cultural capital or
‘informational capital’ is, for
example, education and training.
Social capital consists of the
resources derived from
associations and group
membership. Finally, symbolic
capital is the form the different
types of capital take once they are
perceived and recognised as
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legitimate, as broadly fitting in with
the dominant social and cultural
discourses of the day.

Together these themes – narrative,
generation and capital accumulation
– form the theoretical framework for
exploring the volunteers’
experiences. They are useful for
analysing how the volunteers’
narratives of volunteering are
located in historically generated
social space and formulated out of
their access to differing amounts of
capital accumulation.

Methodology
The analysis presented here is
derived from fieldwork undertaken
as part of a doctoral research
programme. The study was
designed as a case study. Yin
(1989, page 23) describes the case
study as ‘an empirical enquiry that:
investigates a contemporary
phenomenon within a real-life
context’. The type of case studies
undertaken in this research were
what Platt (1988) terms indicative
case studies: that is, they are
studies which show that something
within them can be taken to have
implications for other situations.
The aim of indicative case studies
is to throw light on a wider concern,
explore new areas of inquiry and
raise new issues for wider research
agendas. As such, they are not

meant to be representative. The
methodology for the study was
qualitative and comprised in-depth,
repeat, semi-structured interviews
with twelve volunteers (if this
sample seems small, it should be
noted that this constitutes only part
of the research project). The
interview schedule functioned as an
aide-mémoire, with lines of debate
initiated by the volunteers followed
up. The interviews took place either
in the volunteers’ own homes or in
quiet areas of the organisations
they worked for. The aim was to
examine the volunteers’ accounts,
or narratives, of their ‘lived
experiences’. Such a method
provides a way of finding out how
people live and make sense of their
lives. The term ‘lived experience’ is
derived from the work of Angela
McRobbie (1997), who describes it
as a form of investigation where
cultural and social changes in
respondents’ lives can be observed
and analysed, and which provides
respondents with the opportunity to
reflect upon the significance of
such change. The interviews
functioned as a type of narrative:
the volunteers told their stories,
complete with biographical detail
reminiscent of oral histories. The
narration of their stories alerted me
to the need to theorise narrative
constructions of personal histories
and identities as an element in their
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volunteering. Significant here is the
extent to which the volunteers
identify their point of reference for
volunteering as the post-war
welfare settlement and the welfare
state arrangements set up at the
national level in the 1940s. It is
argued that these understandings
derive from the volunteers’ location
within certain social positions – this
includes the position of generation
– which in turn reproduces
motivations.

The volunteers
All the volunteers were retired and
had chosen to ‘work’
unremunerated in a variety of
voluntary occupations after their
paid working lives had ended. Aged
between ‘the late fifties’ and 71,
they were eight women and four
men. They were working in three
different voluntary organisations: an
information and advice giving
agency, a counselling and support
agency, and an organisation
providing care and support for
elderly people in the community.
Recruitment of the volunteers was
initially undertaken formally.
Meetings were set up with the
directors of two of the voluntary
organisations described above –
the information and advice giving
agency and the organisation
offering support to elderly people.
The purpose of these meetings was

to introduce myself and the study
and to solicit the help of the
directors in recruiting staff from
their organisations to participate in
the study. Both agreed to circulate
prepared details of the study to the
volunteers at the next staff meeting,
and agreed to supply me with
names and contact details of those
expressing an interest. This
approach elicited twelve names, all
of whom were contacted by
telephone and nine of whom
expressed an interest in
participating in the research. A
further, more ‘informal’ method was
employed to recruit additional
volunteers. This involved asking
each of the volunteers who had
already agreed to participate if they
knew of others working in different
organisations who would be
interested in taking part in the
study. In this way it was hoped to
create a ‘snowball’ effect and open
up other avenues through which to
increase the number of participants.
Three more volunteers from
another organisation (the
counselling and support agency)
were recruited in this way. At the
time of the research all the
volunteers were working at least
one day a week (more in most
cases). This included some
weekend and evening work on a
rota basis. Five of the volunteers
lived at some distance from their
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work and received modest ex gratia
payments for travelling expenses.
In one organisation no
reimbursement was made for
personal expenditure, with even tea
and coffee provided by the
volunteers themselves. With one
exception, all had academic and/or
professional qualifications. This
concentration of qualifications was
the result of the random nature of
the recruitment process.

Further research in this area would
need to construct a sample that
allowed for different training and
working histories to be explored.
Eleven of the volunteers were
retired, with one having taken early
retirement; one had never worked
in a paid capacity. In the following
section the views of six volunteers
are directly quoted. The views of
the six are considered to be typical
of the twelve as a whole. The aim
here is simply to give the reader a
flavour of the importance of
generation location as a
motivational factor in volunteering.
It is suggested that further research
is needed to ascertain how typical
the volunteers of this study are of
others of their generation. Other
motivational impulses were also
identified by the volunteers as
being of importance to their
decision to volunteer. These
compare with the findings of

previous research into older
volunteers’ motivations and include:
putting experience and skills to
good use (see Forster, 1997); a
useful social function and an
opportunity to consolidate
community attachments (see Davis
Smith, 1992); and the opportunity
to extend working life (see
Phillipson, 1997). It is, however,
beyond the scope of this article to
consider these other motivational
impulses in any detail.

Generation location and
volunteering
The volunteers of this study grew
up in the relative austerity of the
post-war era. They experienced the
inception of the welfare state and
selective schooling, and entered
the labour market at a time of
relative economic prosperity and
job security. These have been
significant influences in their
decisions to involve themselves in
voluntary work, as the following
comments show:

We were brought up with a feeling
of commitment to something other
than ourselves and also because
we were the first children in our
generation to go to university we
were committed to the welfare
state. You know . . . reasonably
able kids from working class
backgrounds...we felt we were part
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of a wider society . . . We always
felt we were part of something and
that if we were comfortable it was
because other people were not
(Sue).

I thought it was a way of giving
something back to the community .
. . I was in the public [welfare]
service, they’d paid me well and I
thought, ‘There are a lot of people
who want help, I can give them a
bit using my experience from the
other side’ . . . that seemed
reasonable (Paul).

I thought, ‘Oh, I’ll give something
back to the community’ . . . well,
after all the services we’ve had, we
should (Frances).

Reciprocity is an important element
of their voluntary work. They see
themselves as having had
something out of the welfare
system and consequently choose to
‘give something back’ to the
‘community’ that has supported
them. The inception of the welfare
state is regarded as a significant
event in their lives; nearly all the
volunteers presented anecdotal
evidence of family hardships that
were alleviated by the introduction
of the welfare state. For example:

Nobody remembers what it was like
before we had a welfare state . . .

my mother had a dreadful
existence because there was no
welfare state. My father died and
there were six of us still left at
school (Frances).

I’m for the welfare state . . . a lot of
people have forgotten how hard it
was before the welfare state. My
father was ill . . . we needed ten
shillings for the medicine . . . well,
of course, we couldn’t afford it . . .
my uncle was a teacher and so a
bit better off . . . he loaned us the
money (Lynn).

The welfare state has been an
empowering force in their lives. It is
configured as a particularly
enabling public narrative. In a
study of memory and generation,
Scott and Zac (1992) discovered
that the significant events of
formative years structure the
individual’s thinking and action
throughout the rest of the life-
course. For the volunteers, their
personal experiences of capital
accrued under the welfare state –
such as higher education,
professional qualifications, health
care, welfare services and state
pensions – had orientated them
toward redistribution of income and
collectivist solutions to social care.
These benefits have been
determining factors in their
decision to involve themselves in
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voluntary work after their paid
working life had ended.

My son jokes . . . he likes to have a
little go at us, I think . . . he says,
‘Oh, you’re the welfare state rich,’
but he doesn’t just mean money
(Sue).

The volunteers recognise and
narrate their attachment to
volunteering as an outcome of their
location in a particular generation –
‘the welfare state generation’, as
they term it – that has provided
access to certain resources that they
suggest succeeding generations
may not have had. A commitment to
the commons through volunteering,
they argue, has to take account of
economic realities and personal
histories:

You know, I can talk glibly about
putting something back into society
because I’ve had something out . . .
it must be very different for people
who feel they’ve had nothing out . . .
they might regard working for a
voluntary organisation as a second
choice . . . it works both ways (Paul).
I’m a retired adult who never had
any difficulty working when I wanted
to. It’s very different now (Sue).

You’ve got to have the time to do it
and it’s not got to cost you, so
money comes into it to some extent
(Frank).

Their capital assets go beyond the
purely economic, as Sue’s comment
on ‘the welfare state rich’ shows. For
the volunteers, their location in a
specific age generation has enabled
them to accumulate a range of
capital assets in both economic and
institutional cultural forms (for
example, education and training),
which have in turn provided the
fiscal and ontological security that
enable the development of specific
motivational impulses, such as a
sense of social duty and a
commitment to reciprocation. This
‘capital’ accumulation has, in its turn,
made the volunteers an attractive
prospect for the agencies they are
involved with, which are not primarily
training grounds and depend upon
fitting specific skills to specific jobs –
as Colin, who works for the
information and advice giving
service, notes:

It requires a certain social
confidence, it requires a certain level
of means, an availability of time . . .
there’s got to be a certain level of
education before you start. 
Volunteering increases social
inclusion, and increases capitals.
The volunteers add to their overall
volume of capital through their
voluntary work. In particular, their
social capital – the resources
derived from group membership and
connections – is enhanced. The
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social capital that the volunteers
generate through their relationships
and group associations provides
access to other forms of cultural
capital, such as respectability, as
Frank and Frances note:

I think that volunteers are respected
. . . I suppose it’s what you’re doing
too . . . if it’s obvious to people and
popular with people, then people will
respect you for it (Frank).

I respect people who do voluntary
work (Frances).

The social capital generated through
voluntary work increases the sense
of inclusion and collectivity, as
several of the volunteers noted
through their references to ‘a sense
of belonging to something’, of ‘being
part of something’ and, as Sue notes
above, ‘commitment to something
other than ourselves’. The building of
social capital through volunteering
also allows for the development of
certain ‘goods’ such as a sense of
achievement and a sense of
satisfaction, as the following
comments reveal:
There are tremendous non-financial
benefits from it. I get a great deal of
satisfaction from it . . . it satisfies me
(Paul).

Working voluntarily can give you an
enormous amount of satisfaction . . .
it’s not just to fill in your time . . .

there are rewards and satisfaction
that you can gain from it (Colin).

They come in here and sometimes,
you know, they wilt on the chair and
it’s quite nice when they go out
happy . . . they feel that somebody’s
doing something for them . . . you
feel good (Lynn).

Consideration of the narrative
construction of motivational factors
derived from the experiences of the
volunteers in this study reveals that
exhortations to projects premised
upon calls to social duty need to be
viewed within the context of the
‘public narratives’ that shape our
understandings and actions –
narratives that are wider than the
individual. Such contexts may be
both enabling and constraining of
voluntary activity.

Constitutive attachments and
volunteering
It is not the aim of this article to
disqualify talk of other motivational
factors in volunteering, some of
which were noted above in the
section describing the volunteers.
Nor is it to suggest that membership
of other social groups, such as a
younger generational cohort,
provides insufficient motivation to
volunteer; members of these groups
have their own ‘stories’ to tell and
these have been documented
elsewhere by the author (for
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example, comparative research with
a cohort of volunteers aged 19-25
revealed that their location in a very
different generation predisposes
them to regard volunteering not in
terms of reciprocation but in terms of
enhancing career profiles). It is also
recognised that generation location
itself is not the only motivational
impulse for volunteering and that
other social locations will provide
contexts for volunteering. Rather, it
is the aim of this article to make a
more general claim that policy
makers, and those who promote
volunteering as a constituent factor
in programmes orientated toward the
values of social responsibility, civil
society and active citizenship, need
to address the constitutive
attachments developed outside
volunteering. Space needs to be
made for the articulation and
appreciation of the lived
experiences, knowledges and
capitals generated outside voluntary
activity and for the ‘narratives’ of
potential and future volunteers to be
recognised and become known to
those who have the power to direct
their conduct. It appears likely that
current government policy debates –
like those of Brown and Blair
mentioned at the beginning of this
article that identify volunteering as
part of a ‘third way politics’ – will
continue to proliferate and provide
the basis for projects of social,
cultural and economic

rationalisation. If this is the case,
then perhaps what needs to be done
is to find ways of appealing to the
ideals of civil society and social duty
that prospective volunteers can
recognise, connect to their own
narratives, and call their own. There
needs to be recognition of the ways
in which motivations develop as
much outside volunteering as they
do from the act of volunteering itself,
and that the lives of volunteers are
bound up with these attachments. If
volunteering is to be a constituent of
this change, it needs to be viewed in
the context of people’s lives as a
whole, not merely postulated as a
mechanism for social inclusion. The
research documented in this article
sets out to redress this balance by
demonstrating, in some small way,
how the motivational factors
influencing one group of volunteers,
expressed through their unfolding
stories, must be located in wider,
heterogeneous social and cultural
contexts. Further research into the
motivations of volunteers might
explore other forms of social
location, such as family
relationships, friendship networks,
religious affiliations, cultural
identities and sub-cultural activity,
and so generate a more complete
understanding of all the volunteer’s
constitutive attachments (past,
present and future) and their
relationship to experiences of social
responsibility, civil association and
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webs of solidarity.

Conclusion
This article has attempted to explore
how the volunteers in this study draw
upon the discourse of generation in
constructing narrative accounts of
their volunteering worlds. Their
relationship to the welfare state
arrangements instituted at a national
level in the post-war period has been
significant here. The analysis of the
volunteers’ experiences has
employed a theoretical synthesis in
an attempt to illustrate how the
narrative of social location (in this
instance the location of generation)
and the capitals accumulated therein
help to shape values and affective
ties. The analysis also shows how,
once the initial decision to volunteer
has been taken, the overall volume
of the volunteers’ capitals is further
increased. This analysis is made
against the wider backdrop of social
policy agendas that currently identify
voluntary work as an inclusionary
mechanism and a constituent in the
revitalisation of civil association. It is
the contention of this article that such
political agendas should not simplify
the complexities of social and
cultural factors in their bid to
increase voluntary activity. The
findings presented here do indicate
that volunteering increases social
inclusion. They also show that
volunteering increases capitals,
particularly social capital, which in

turn generate certain ‘goods’ such as
satisfaction, achievement and
rewards. In this sense, government
agendas to mobilise volunteering in
general, and volunteering by older
people in particular (such as through
the Experience Corps), as a central
plank in programmes of social
inclusion and civil society may well
be justified. However, if we
extrapolate from the empirical
evidence presented here and project
the findings on to the larger stage of
current government exhortations to
volunteerism, it may be concluded
that such normative calls should
address, and work with, the lived
experiences of those who are subject
to such exhortations, rather than
assuming ties of solidarity that may
not be lived by those who are
expected to produce them. Further
research may be required into the
social and cultural influences that
help to constitute the social realities
of people targeted by policy agendas
on volunteering. Employing the
narrative method would, it is to be
hoped, show how the narrative
construction of a variety of ‘social
locations’ can be seen as a useful
basis from which to develop a more
wide ranging and coherent approach
to projects of social rationalisation
that have volunteering and social
inclusion as an aim.
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