
Introduction
Youth volunteering is high on the political
agenda. Emphasis on the disaffection of
young people and the potential role of
voluntary work in promoting training for
employment and citizenship have led to a
number of policy initiatives, of which
Millennium Volunteers is the latest and most
comprehensive (DfEE, 1998; Advisory Group
on Citizenship Education, 1998; Department of
National Heritage, 1997). 
The drive to increase volunteering by young
people proceeds in the face of disconcerting
evidence that those under 25 are becoming

less and less interested in voluntary activity.
The 1997 National Survey of Volunteering
(Davis Smith, 1998a) stirred up controversy
with its finding of a ‘sharp reduction in levels
of participation by young people’. Volunteering
by those aged 16-24 was down from 55 per
cent in 1991 to 43 per cent in 1997, reversing
the trend towards higher rates of volunteering
in the previous decade (Lynn and Davis
Smith, 1991). Not only were young people
less likely to be involved in voluntary work
overall, they were considerably less likely to
be involved on a regular basis, with
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to 24 are losing interest in volunteering: the 1997 National Survey of
Volunteering suggests that their level of involvement is down by about
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potential benefits of volunteering – for example, how it can broaden
their experience and teach them new skills – they feel it has an ‘image
problem’. They also encounter major barriers to involvement, including
lack of time, lack of information and lack of ‘gatekeepers’. A solution
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Laughs. Instead of attempting to make young people fit into existing
volunteering, we should reshape volunteering to accommodate them.
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fewer than one in five volunteering monthly.
And they also put in the least amount of
time of any age group. While among the
general population the time given to
volunteering increased by 50 per cent
between 1991 and 1997 (up to four hours
per week), young people’s weekly input fell
from an average of 2.7 hours to less than
one hour. 

In addition, the survey suggested that the
younger generation has more negative
views of volunteering than older age
groups. They were found to be less
satisfied with volunteering experiences,
giving the highest dissatisfaction ratings on
six out of ten drawbacks to volunteering.
Particular criticism was levelled at the way
their volunteering was organised, the lack
of appreciation and recognition, and the
sorts of things they were asked to do
(Davis Smith, 1998a).

These findings have been questioned by
some within the youth volunteering field,
whose experience is that young people are
participating at a high rate. Other studies,
moreover, have been more positive,
suggesting that while some young people
may not like the term ‘volunteering’, they
recognise the value of voluntary work both
for themselves and society (Gaskin et al.,
1996; Roker and Player, 1997).

To inform the debate, the Institute for
Volunteering Research commissioned two
pieces of research in 1998: a series of
focus groups to explore with a range of 16-
24 year olds their understanding of
voluntary work and their view of its
relevance to them; and a set of questions
on a market research omnibus survey

aimed at providing a quantitative back-up to
the qualitative findings. Methodologies are
briefly described at the end of this paper,
which summarises the main findings of both
pieces of research (Gaskin, 1998a; Davis
Smith, 1998b). 

The main findings of the research
Levels of volunteering
The survey found low levels of participation
by young people in voluntary work, with 28
per cent volunteering overall. There was a
marked gender difference: a third of young
women but fewer than a quarter of young
men had taken part in volunteering
activities. Participation varied by social
grade, by level of education and by
employment status: those from higher
socio-economic groups and with more
education volunteered at about twice the
rate of those at the lowest end of the scale
– just 21 per cent of those from social
grade D and 15 per cent of early school
leavers. Part-time workers were much more
likely to volunteer (43 per cent), compared
with 27 per cent of those without a job or
16 per cent of those working full-time.

A decline in the level of participation cannot
be proved by one relatively small-scale
national survey, and further time-series
comparative work is needed before firm
conclusions are drawn. Nevertheless, it is
clear from recent research that young
people’s attitudes to volunteering are
ambivalent to say the least, and that
volunteering has an image problem among
the younger generation.

The image problem
The findings reinforce the message that
volunteering has a poor image among

Voluntary Action Volume 1 Number 1 Winter 1998 34



young people. Although they generally
approve of volunteering as beneficial to
society and to individuals, its appeal to
them is limited. An examination by the
National Centre for Volunteering of the
barriers to volunteering in 1995, for
example, identified five obstacles for young
people: lack of awareness of the benefits of
volunteering, and negative images of
voluntary work as boring, badly organised,
the preserve of white, middle-aged, middle-
class females, and expensive and time-
consuming (Niyazi, 1995). A recent report
on Millennium Volunteers concluded that for
the programme to be successful it would
need not only ‘to raise the profile of
volunteering’ but also to ‘carry images of
volunteering which are relevant and
meaningful to young people’ (DfEE, 1998).

It is not that young people’s image of
volunteers themselves is particularly
negative. They reject strongly the
characterisation of volunteers as do-
gooders and busybodies with too much
time on their hands, and dismiss the image
of volunteers as incompetent amateurs.
Indeed, they argue that volunteers are often
as competent as, or more competent than,
paid workers: ‘they do it from the heart’,
‘they’re very passionate’ and ‘usually very
professional’.

People who like to help others and the
community, who want to improve things in
society and who are committed and
trustworthy are the main ways in which
young people see volunteers. But they also
see them as old – volunteering is
something older people tend to do. Two-
thirds of the survey respondents felt that
people their age were less likely to

volunteer than older people. This is partly
because the main things volunteers do, in
young people’s opinion, are working for
charities and voluntary organisations,
raising money for causes and helping in the
neighbourhood and community. Taking part
in youth groups, school or college projects,
environmental action and youth award
schemes are all rated lower in importance.
Young people feel that they are not
expected or particularly encouraged to work
for charitable organisations or community
groups. In the words of an unemployed
member of a focus group:

It’s not that young people don’t care. They
are put in that position in society. You’ve
got no responsibility, no say in what
happens, so there’s this problem, they say:
‘You can’t solve it, you’re too young’.

Young people are keenly aware of society’s
view of them as ‘feckless, troublesome and
economically dependent – not as
contributors’ (Sinclair, 1997). They are also
aware of the barriers put up against them in
volunteering.

The barriers
The results of the research reinforce
previous findings about the barriers that
young people see in their routes to
volunteering (Foster and Fernandes, 1996;
Gaskin et al., 1996; Greenwood, 1997;
Fryer, 1997). Lack of information, lack of
key people – gatekeepers – who can tell
them how and where to get involved and
resistance within organisations to the notion
of young people as reliable volunteers; all
these exert negative influences on their
likelihood of volunteering. Many of the
focus group members did not know how
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they would find out about opportunities, and
most could name only a limited range of
information sources: school, the church,
youth clubs, with the most likely recourse
being to the telephone directory. 
In the survey, nearly half felt that it wasn’t
easy for young people to find out about
volunteering opportunities. The most
common route among those who had
volunteered was through school or college
(especially young teenagers and those in
the lowest social grade) and friends and
family (more common among the highest
social grades). Finding information was
particularly difficult for people in their
twenties and those not attached to an
institution. Most had found careers services
uninformed and knew little of the work of
volunteer bureaux.

Finding out what might suit a young
person’s interests and goals is only the first
hurdle. He or she then encounters
minimum age limits, discouraging
application procedures, stereotypes,
suspicion and restrictions on the type of
work deemed appropriate. If they persist,
they may find they are given ‘menial work’
and ‘treated like a skivvy’ or ‘a doormat’,
and given inadequate recognition for their
abilities. A focus group member made a
telling point:

If you know someone who suffers from
mental illness, you’d know how to deal with
it as a child, as a young adult, more than
somebody who’s a liberal-minded – again,
that middle-class do-gooder – who hasn’t
got an idea and doesn’t have the
experience. I sometimes think the prejudice
has shifted the other way, they look at your
age, at your background and think: ‘What

can you know at seventeen?’ I don’t think
they make enough time to actually listen
and hear the skills that you’ve got.

Little wonder that a third of young people
surveyed conclude that organisations don’t
want young people as volunteers. 

Young people in the focus groups wanted
to volunteer in a setting which isn’t ‘too
stuffy or bureaucratic’, which is organised
efficiently but flexibly, and in which they feel
welcomed and appreciated: ‘a thank you
would be nice’. They are interested in
working with people from different
backgrounds, and most of those under
twenty want to work with other young
people. But they are not excessive in their
demands for a youth-friendly environment,
so long as there are other satisfactions and
‘no one’s looking down on you’. 

The pressures
Time, money, education, employment,
parents, teachers, employers, peers, other
youth activities: all these factors put the
squeeze on young people and make it
difficult for them to commit themselves to
something new. They articulate strongly the
shortage of time and speed of change in
their lives, and their lack of control over the
disposition of their time: ‘there tends to be
someone else in charge of what you’re
doing when you’re young’; ‘our lives change
so quickly’; ‘you have to be mega-
organised.’ 

Not having enough time to volunteer was
the chief factor preventing them from
volunteering, said the focus group
participants, backed up by nearly two-thirds
of the survey respondents, who agree that
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most young people have too many
pressures and other commitments to
volunteer. If they have spare time, they
would rather work for money. They
comment on the availability of part-time
work and on the plethora of other outlets
and diversions – and expenses – within
youth culture. These create stiff competition
for volunteering. 

One of the key pressures is the image of
volunteering held by their peers. Nearly
two-thirds in the survey feel that most
people their age can’t see the point of
volunteering, and four out of ten say that
their friends would think it uncool. In the
survey and the focus groups, this was felt
to apply particularly to young men and to
people in their middle teens: ‘their friends
will say, “Nobody’s paying you, you sucker,”
and they’ll get ribbed for it’. As one
expressed it:

It’s like: ‘Do you want to come and do some
voluntary work?’ Leave off! I’ve got a
reputation to uphold. If my mates see me
down there...!

What’s in it for them
For all the doubts and distractions, young
people show a ready awareness of the
potential benefits of voluntary work. A
massive 94 per cent of survey respondents
agreed that volunteering is a great way for
young people to get experience. Among
focus group participants, emphasis was
placed on experience-related factors: to
broaden their experience of life; to learn
about other people, themselves and the
world; to learn new skills; to find out about
different careers. A volunteer in her
twenties was convinced:

When you’re young and you’re volunteering,
you get certain skills, certain parts of your
personality, certain traits come out, and it
makes a difference to how you grow and
how you become an adult. It has for me,
anyway.

The desire for experience was often an
instrumental one: to give them an edge in a
highly competitive market for college places
and jobs. ‘It’s a way’, said an unemployed
member, ‘of getting a foot in the door’.
Teenage volunteers affirmed that:
• it shows you make an effort
• it shows another dimension to you
• it shows that, as an individual, you’re 

different, you use your initiative.

As a result, many of the focus group
members and significant minorities in the
survey wanted the role of volunteering as
work experience to be developed and
highlighted. They favoured greater attention
being paid to its potential training benefits,
to its role in future job-search, and to the
validation of young people’s skills and
achievements in voluntary work through the
award of certificates and qualifications.

But the motives are not just instrumental.
More than two-thirds in the survey agreed
that volunteering offers young people the
chance to enjoy themselves and have fun.
In the focus groups, making friends and
having a good time were of some
importance as reasons to volunteer, but
even more so was helping people and
causes. Indeed, a personal connection with
the cause and altruistic motivations were
identified as the strongest reasons young
people volunteer – not at all consistent with
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the media image of the younger generation
as uncaring, selfish and disconnected.

The solutions
What can be done about the possible
decline in young people’s volunteering?
How can we arrest the descent into
negative images and non-participation, and
build on the interest and good will which
young people still feel towards voluntary
work? 

Young people in the focus groups had
plenty of suggestions. Their views present
a wish-list for volunteering, FLEXIVOL,
which sets out their essential requirements:

Flexibility
Legitimacy
Ease of access
,Xperience
Incentives
Variety
Organisation
Laughs

Flexibility is given top priority by young
people, particularly in respect of flexible
work and working times for volunteering.
The pressures and demands on them make
it hard for them to find the time and make a
commitment to volunteering. They have a
sizeable number of other outlets for their
free time, and voluntary work has to
compete with this. Much of their life is
programmed and controlled by others and it
is important to them to have an element of
choice and spontaneity in volunteering.

Legitimacy is a widespread need.
Volunteering by young people could
become more legitimised by better

education from an early age about the full
range of voluntary work and its significance,
and by the promotion of more positive
images. Young people’s view of volunteers
is basically favourable, but negative
stereotypes persist. Peer pressure,
particularly on boys, prevents many young
people from getting involved for fear of
being labelled suckers. But:

If a lot of people do it, then it looks normal,
it’s cool, because everyone’s doing it.

Ease of access is a continuing requirement.
Most of the young people in this research
did not have much idea of how to find out
about volunteering opportunities, and those
that had volunteered entered through a
limited range of routes. A major reason why
many did not volunteer was simply that
they didn’t know how to go about it. More
information, more encouragement and easy
access points would help break down these
entry barriers.

Experience is high on young people’s wish-
list for volunteering. They want relevant and
interesting experiences that will stand them
in good stead in their personal and career
development. They want exciting
opportunities in areas that interest them,
such as arts and music projects, fashion
and design, video and media, sports and
outdoor pursuits, city farms, environmental
projects, computers, the fire brigade and
the police (Vincent et al., 1998).
Volunteering needs to offer opportunities to
take on stimulating work, to develop skills,
to explore different careers and to get work
experience. Instrumental motivations are
not new, but appear to be increasing rapidly
among young people.
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Incentives are important because of the
competition for young people’s time and
attention. Inducements may be needed to
help tip them into involvement, and once
there, certain rewards would sustain them.
Most prominent is the incentive of tangible
outcomes in the form of a reference, a
certificate or a qualification, to validate their
experience and demonstrate their
achievement to employers and others. In
the absence of the main incentive for
working – pay – young people at least need
not to be out of pocket and full payment of
their expenses would also be an incentive. 

Variety is a widely-recognised requirement.
Variety in types of work, issues and
structures would accommodate the huge
range of individual interests, goals,
constraints and preferences among the
younger generation. Greater variety should
be available in the type of work: those
areas considered off limits to youth should
be re-examined for their potential, and
opportunities in a whole host of other areas
(arts, media, fashion, sports etc.) should be
considerably expanded. Variation should
also be offered in the amount of
commitment and the level of responsibility
required of young volunteers; some
preferred to avoid being given large
amounts of responsibility, but wanted scope
to use their initiative, while others looked
for a progressive growth in responsibility.
Providing a range of options would attract
the widest possible range of young people.

Organisation of the volunteering needs to
be efficient but informal, providing a relaxed
environment in which young people feel
welcome and valued. They would like some

appreciation and the right kind of advice
and support. They do not want to be over-
organised and heavily supervised, but to
have people there who can support them
when they need it, and help them progress
when they are ready. As one employed
young person put it:

You don’t want people interfering. It
depends on the work – (but) you don’t want
someone always watching you, on your
case. You don’t want a boss.

Indeed, young people in both the survey
and the focus groups wanted to sharpen
the distinction between paid and unpaid
work (a term they strongly disliked). They
thought any payment of voluntary work was
a fundamental contradiction – ‘paying a
wage defeats the object totally’ – and made
a plea for organisations to make
volunteering less like paid work. 

Laughs should not be left out of the picture
because of young people’s serious
ambitions for self-development.
Volunteering should be enjoyable, satisfying
and fun. Since some of the competition for
young people’s time comes from the
attraction of having a good time socially, it
is a distinct bonus if volunteering can also
offers some laughs. Although young people
may not volunteer primarily for the social
side, most agreed that they are more likely
to continue if they are enjoying themselves.

‘Marketing’ volunteering
To increase legitimacy and knowledge of
volunteering opportunities, young people
advocate much more widespread promotion
and advertising, so that younger 
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generations encounter images of
volunteering in many different settings.
They recommend an educational and
awareness-raising approach in schools,
starting at primary school level, reinforced
by personal talks and visits from
representatives of organisations and young
volunteers. This would familiarise young
people from an early age with the varied
world of volunteering and the opportunities
available to them. 

A wide-ranging promotional campaign
would also help to expand understanding of
the term ‘volunteer’ so that it becomes
more acceptable to young people. There is
no question that language is something of a
barrier, and that the term ‘volunteering’ is
not widely liked. Although most survey
respondents did not think the words
‘volunteer’ and ‘volunteering’ were a turn-
off, nearly one third thought they were,
either definitely or to some extent. More
young men than women disliked the term,
and it was particularly unpopular with the
youngest teenagers in the sample and with
people in the lowest social grades. One
focus group participant pointed out that the
word itself is unwieldy, and that
volunteering suffers from its strong
association with charities and the ‘stigma’
attached to the word ‘charity’. 

Quite significant numbers in the research
would not use the term ‘volunteering’ to
describe their unpaid activities. A volunteer
in the focus groups commented:

I don’t think any of us would say ‘we are a
volunteer’, it’s just not a word we use.

But no one could come up with a better

term. ‘Helper’, ‘project worker’ or
‘befriender’ may be suitable to particular
types of voluntary work, but no other
umbrella term fits. Instead, ‘changing the
perception of the word “volunteer” is more
important than the word itself’, said a non-
volunteer. An employee pinpoints the
problem:

We’ve been conditioned to believe it’s a
certain type of thing, but it’s not. But it’s
hard to change that. 

While the personal touch in promoting
volunteering is most strongly
recommended, young people also see
scope for using other media. Short
television advertisements and ‘fillers’, and
local radio features are most popular. The
printed word, in youth magazines and
comics, posters and leaflets, is not as likely
to attract young people’s attention.
Telephone helplines and the Internet get
minority votes. 
The message should concentrate on
people’s achievements and potential gains,
as well as on the fun side, to counter
volunteering’s traditional image of
worthiness. Equal numbers in the survey
suggested promoting the interest and
excitement of volunteering and the personal
and career development aspects. If a
sustained programme of awareness-raising
were to be carried out, this would help
legitimise volunteering for young people
and remove or reduce the apparent stigma
associated with it. Slogans like ‘Help others
– help yourself’ and ‘Have a go, and it’ll
stick to you’ were suggested. 

Strategies for change
Many of the young people taking part in the
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research had a history of volunteering, but
it was intermittent and episodic and
frequently not seen as ‘volunteering’. Only
a minority kept up sustained volunteering,
primarily because they were getting
something out of it: enjoyment, experience,
self-development, skills training. The
overwhelming emphasis on flexibility in
volunteering expressed by all types of
young people in the focus groups suggests
that organisations and government need to
rethink volunteering in the light of the
realities of young people’s lives. Instead of
presenting volunteering as a given into
which young people should fit, we need to
take the preferences and imperatives of
young people’s lives as the basis, and
reshape volunteering to accommodate
them. 

These are not unreasonable demands by a
selfish generation, but practical preferences
in the context of young people’s lives. Their
reasons are well thought out and represent
sometimes difficult choices as they
negotiate their way through the pressures
and freedoms of adolescence and early
adulthood. Young people’s recipe for
improving the youth volunteering situation
is simple: make it higher profile, more
accessible, more flexible, more appealing,
more varied, more rewarding and more
young people-friendly. This implies the
need for both short term and longer term
strategies and action at a number of levels. 

Providers of volunteering opportunities –
voluntary organisations and also statutory
agencies and private companies – need to
examine their practices and prejudices in
relation to young people, and to formulate
policies that encourage and support them

as volunteers. They need to look at how
young people can hear about them and gain
access to volunteering opportunities; they
need to improve their information channels,
outreach and publicity to take the message
direct to their audience. Providers should
examine what experiences and incentives
they can offer, and how young people’s
abilities can be acknowledged and
validated. They need to work more closely
together, building links and infrastructure to
support youth volunteering across the
spectrum. There is much good practice to
learn from, which has already improved the
environment for young people’s volunteering
in individual organisations or areas (Niyazi,
1996; Gaskin, 1998b).

Perhaps the most challenging task for all
volunteering providers will be to address
the need for flexibility. Exploring options
such as taster sessions, ‘introductory
offers’, casual and ‘drop-in’ volunteering,
short-term and one-off challenges, links
with youth groups and recruiting a large
pool of young people whose members can
rotate their input flexibly, can help
organisations to respond to this priority.
Flexible volunteering may require more
effort and resources to organise and
support, but if large numbers of young
people become involved, then the
advantages are obvious. Moreover, it is
likely that a low-pressure introduction to
volunteering will translate into more
committed involvement over time for many
young people.

The government can play a guiding role by
setting the policy framework and
overseeing strategies to develop
infrastructure for youth volunteering, and by
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developing educational policies that
promote active citizenship and community
action. It can also continue to allocate
funds to youth volunteering development
and shape national initiatives such as
Millennium Volunteers in response to young
people’s preferences and priorities.

Vanishing volunteers?
Are young people ‘vanishing volunteers’?
Are they losing interest in volunteering?
The research suggests that the answer is a
qualified ‘no’. Young people have not given
up on volunteering, but there is a raft of
factors that seem to affect their likelihood of
becoming volunteers. It is evident that
young people have not rejected the idea of
voluntary work and hold largely positive
views of its value to the individual and to
society. They have a generally favourable
image of volunteering and volunteers, and
see positive benefits for themselves. But
there are barriers and deterrents which,
acting singly or in concert, significantly
reduce their likelihood of getting involved. 

The message from young people is that
volunteering needs a make-over. It needs
to improve its image, broaden its access
and provide what today’s and tomorrow’s
young people need. Volunteering suffers
from outdated associations with worthy
philanthropy and conjures up images that
do not appeal to the young. However, it is
recognised as potentially offering
opportunities to young people that are
scarcely available anywhere else. The
research suggests that there is a vast pool
of young people who could benefit from
voluntary work, if certain conditions are
met. 

Future positive – or negative?
At some point in recent history, public and
media opinion stopped viewing young
people as a resource and started seeing
them as a threat. The ‘demonisation’ of
young people damages both them and
society. Young people must be included
and we need them to be volunteers. This
research suggests that organisations and
agencies concerned with volunteering must
heed what young people say or voluntary
activity will continue to decline among the
young. 

The reality of young people’s lives is that
they feel pressured, they feel over-
organised, they feel judged. They recognise
that voluntary work can provide a channel
of development and discovery, but there
are so many other things that they could or
should be doing. In a world where their
lives seem to belong to others and their
futures are cause for anxiety, they demand
scope for spontaneity, stimulation and
satisfaction in volunteering – or, frankly,
they just won’t bother. And then, as one
volunteer saw it:

You’re going to be left with a lot of older
people and what’s going to happen then? In
every area of voluntary work you need
young people. If young people aren’t doing
it, what’s going to happen when the older
generations leave?

Methodology
The focus groups
Eight focus group discussions were held in
March and April 1998: four groups aged 16-
19 years made up of independent (private)
school students, state school students,
youth group members/volunteers, and non-
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volunteers; and four groups aged 20-24
years made up of employed people,
unemployed people, volunteers and non-
volunteers. The groups contained between
six and ten people. All were mixed by
gender, and a number contained young
people of African-Caribbean, Asian and
other ethnicities. They were held in three
regions: London, the East Midlands and
West Midlands. Each participant was paid
£10.

A topic guide of questions was used in
conjunction with five sets of ‘cue cards’,
each showing a statement or description,
which the groups sorted by level of
importance within each topic. Their choices
provided the basis for further discussion
and allowed an element of quantification of
priorities. The process of sorting cards was
found to encourage contributions by less
confident or verbal group members.

The omnibus survey
BMRB International were commissioned to
include a small number of questions on
young people and volunteering in its weekly
Access Face-to-Face omnibus survey.
Fieldwork took place in August and
September 1998, with interviews being
carried out in-home using Computer
Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI). In
total, 694 people aged 15-19 living in Great
Britain were interviewed.

As in The 1997 National Survey of
Volunteering, the survey deliberately
avoided using the words ‘volunteer’ and
‘volunteering’ when introducing the subject,
to avoid limiting people’s responses by their
understanding of these terms. Respondents
were asked whether in the past year they

had carried out ‘any unpaid work or activity
for, or with, an organisation, which is not to
do with any paid work and is not solely for
your own benefit or the benefit of your
family’.
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