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Volunteering in an ageing society: perspectives from 
volunteers in London and Manchester 
Summer 2014 

Introduction 

For over 50 years CSV has promoted a vision of a society where everyone can participate and 
make their own individual contribution towards building strong and inclusive communities, through 
social action and volunteering. Through its work to enable people of all ages to volunteer, CSV has 
enduring experience of the value and impact of volunteering in maintaining and promoting health 
and well-being throughout life.  

In particular, the work of CSV’s Retired and Senior Volunteer Programme (RSVP), which is based 
on the principles of self-organisation and supports volunteers to lead and manage locally-developed 
activities, underlines a commitment to improving well-being in later life through social action and 
volunteering. It takes an assets-based approach to facilitating the active citizenship of older people, 
with an emphasis as much on their ability to contribute to society as on their anticipated health, care 
and support needs. 

The Commission on the Voluntary Sector & Ageing—set-up by NPC and ILC-UK—aims to highlight 
both the challenges and opportunities presented by future demographic and social changes and 
help the charity sector address these.   

With a shared belief in the importance of volunteering to help secure improvements in individual and 
community well-being, CSV and the Commission agreed to work together to facilitate discussions 
with volunteers of all ages at two workshops in London and Manchester in the summer of 2014. 
These aimed to explore how the motivation to volunteer, volunteer roles, and benefits of 
volunteering can or may change as people age.  

The workshops were informed by, but not restricted to, the views and experiences of existing 
volunteers with range of CSV’s projects, including: 

• ‘older’ (75+) volunteers on the Retired and Senior Volunteer Programme who run and deliver a 
range of activities such as knitting, reading in schools, and telephone befriending; 

• ‘younger’ (50-75-year-olds)  volunteers on the Retired and Senior Volunteer Programme who 
mentor care leavers, run activity groups, deliver talks to students, and lead healthy walking 
groups; 

• volunteers (any age) on a range of befriending and mentoring projects supporting vulnerable 
families and children in care; 

• disabled volunteers (of all ages); and 

• young volunteers (14-25-year-olds) who deliver their own social action projects in our Positive 
Futures project model. 

http://www.csv.org.uk/?display=volunteering
http://www.csv-rsvp.org.uk/site/home.htm
http://voluntarysectorageing.org/
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The discussions at the workshops built on the ‘scenarios’ outlined in the Commission’s Age of 
Opportunity document, with a particular focus on: 

• motivation—asking what people get out of volunteering; 
• reasons why other people do not volunteer; 
• demands; and 

• changes to date and thinking of the future. 

Findings 

Motivation 

What do people get out of volunteering? 

Younger volunteers who participated in the workshops felt strongly about the importance of 
volunteering enabling them to ‘boost’ their CVs and develop their skills and experience. Their 
reasons for volunteering were predominantly focused on how it would benefit them in the world of 
work. Similarly to the other age groups, the young volunteers also described finding fulfilment in 
‘meeting new people and making friends’ in the form of their fellow volunteers and beneficiaries.  

Volunteers between the ages of 26 and 49 emphasised ‘the cause’ and rewarding feelings 
associated with helping those in need. The majority of volunteers aged between 26 and 49 were 
likely to be in some sort of employment, so it may be that their interest in volunteering was 
motivated by the satisfaction of helping others and ‘being part of the community and making a 
difference’ in a way that they are not able to in the workplace. 

Volunteers aged between 50 and 75 said they were similarly encouraged to volunteer by the 
desire to ‘give back’ to their communities and help those ‘less fortunate’. Many volunteers in this 
age group also shared feelings of ‘enjoyment’ and ‘fun’, which may imply that the benefits of 
volunteering become more associated with feelings of personal fulfilment as a person ages. This 
reflects sentiments from the workshop in Manchester where a volunteer stated that ‘people who 
don’t volunteer don’t realise what pleasure you get out of it. It’s a tangible thing.’  

This age group also focused on retirement and how volunteering has helped them to feel less 
isolated and lonely. In Manchester, one retired volunteer stated: ‘now I see my friends from the 
train and former colleagues in the city centre. It makes me very, very content.’  

Many of the volunteers in the 50 to 75 age group also indicated that that they would like to work 
again after their retirement, a sentiment they shared with the 75+ group. Another reason for 
wanting to volunteer shared by both groups was the sense of ‘giving a service’ and confidence in 
their life experience with regards to work and personal gains. This was expressed well by an 
older volunteer in Manchester: ‘I have lots of skills and experience, and I no longer need paying 
for everything I do, which was my previous ethos’. 

Contrasting reasons when compared to the younger volunteers are those related to ‘keeping up 
with technology’, ‘keeping healthy’, intellectual stimulation, feeling ‘challenged’ and, most 
importantly, having ‘a reason for getting up in the morning, having a shower, putting your clothes 
on’. These sentiments emphasise the important role of volunteering as a meaningful activity after 
retirement.  

http://cvsanpc.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/age-of-opportunity-april14.pdf
http://cvsanpc.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/age-of-opportunity-april14.pdf
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The 75+ age group’s reasons for volunteering were predominantly associated with spending their 
free time pursuing ‘worthwhile’ activities. All of the age groups shared one reason in common, 
which was to gain new experiences. This may suggest that no matter what age they are, 
volunteers are keen to try something new and are aware of the benefits that come with this. 

How could you get more out of it? 

When asked how one can gain more from volunteering, younger volunteers, through to the 50-75 
age range, all answered with ‘flexibility’ and ‘more training’.  

People in the 75+ age group felt that they should be given ‘more information’ about what 
volunteering opportunities might be available and support to help them access these. In addition, 
a perspective from older volunteers was that they felt they should be ‘listened to more’. 

Reasons other people don’t volunteer 
When considering the possible reasons why others do not volunteer, there was little difference 
between the answers given by each age group. 

All of the groups agreed that lack of time and lack of understanding of volunteering as something 
beneficial were probable causes. However, there was a much larger focus on lack of money by 
groups younger than the 75+ age group. 

The 26-49 age group focused on the notion that a person may not volunteer because of a lack of 
confidence as well as lack of resources. This may imply that the younger volunteers are aware of 
others in their age range who are unaware of the benefits of volunteering and that older volunteers 
had access to more information about volunteering. 

In addition, volunteers were generally of the opinion that people may not volunteer because they do 
not recognise or want their actions to be formalised as a ‘volunteering commitment’. The volunteers 
felt they were just ‘helping out’ at the nursery, allotment or local pool, and for them the corporate 
language around some volunteering could be a disincentive to join in. 

Demands 

What stops you from volunteering more now? 

When asked what currently stops them from volunteering more, all of the age groups agreed that 
high expectations of giving time and effort was what prevented them.  

The youngest group of volunteers gave ‘financial pressures’ as their primary reason for being 
unable to volunteer more. 

The two groups aged between 26 and 75 shared the opinion that health issues can prevent them 
from volunteering more. However, given what is understood about the general health and well-
being benefits of volunteering, those volunteers indicated that it was right to ensure that more 
should be done to enable people with health and care needs to volunteer in ways that were 
possible for them. This view is particularly relevant in the context of the issues identified in the 
report by Positive Ageing Associates for the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, Transitions in later 
life, which emphasises the importance of volunteering in enabling people to build resilience for 
and in later life.  

Both groups also felt that family and work issues were important factors when considering 
reasons why volunteers cannot give more of their time to organisations. With regards to the older 

http://www.gulbenkian.org.uk/files/14-08-14-Transitions%20in%20later%20life%20-%20learning%20seminar%20report.pdf
http://www.gulbenkian.org.uk/files/14-08-14-Transitions%20in%20later%20life%20-%20learning%20seminar%20report.pdf
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volunteers, one stated that ‘all of my peers are providing one, two, three days a week of 
childcare’. This statement reinforces the observation in the Transitions in later life report that 
‘most childcare is provided by older grandparents aged 55‐64, followed by those aged 65-75. As 
older people are expected to remain longer in the workplace, grandparents may be put under 
pressure to combine work with childcare.’ 

The only group that stated they were ‘happy’ with the time they give were the 50-75 year-olds; 
they were also the only group to express their confidence in being able to say no to more 
volunteer work when they feel they are giving too much time.  

A comment from the 75+ group contrasts with this: ‘I do as much as I can—probably a bit too 
much’. This suggests that through ageing, a volunteer’s role changes to become less 
expendable. This idea was reinforced by the discussions with volunteers in Manchester where it 
was found that they ‘shared concerns about taking on work that would otherwise be carried out 
by paid staff, in part because of concerns that this exploited their goodwill and but also because 
of its impact on the people who would otherwise fill those jobs.’ 

What would stop you from volunteering more in the future? 

When asked to consider the same question, but in five to ten years’ time, both the 50-75 and 75+ 
age groups agreed that health issues would be the main obstacle in their way if they wished to 
volunteer more. 

The youngest group, mirroring the answers from the 26-49-year-olds from the previous question, 
expected that ‘family commitments’ would stop them from being able to volunteer more. 

Changes to date and thinking of the future 

Changes affecting the voluntary sector and wider society 

The 50-75 and 75+ age groups shared the opinion that the introduction of stricter background 
checks has been both a positive and negative change. An example of this being viewed as 
positive is that ‘safeguarding is a very good thing’; an example of this being viewed as negative is 
that ‘society is becoming more distrustful, particularly around children, so adult volunteers are 
increasingly reluctant to commit themselves to youth work.’ 

The oldest group and the 26-49 age group both discussed cuts to funding but felt that this made 
people more aware of the need to employ volunteers.  

The only group to mention the treatment of volunteers was the youngest group who felt that 
organisations are less able to support their volunteers because of cuts to funding. 

All ages expressed concern that their role as a volunteer may become too demanding at some 
stage in their volunteering life. 

Changes affecting you and volunteering 

From the youngest group through to the 50-75-year-olds, all volunteers agreed that the focus of 
meeting targets affected their experience of volunteering negatively. It is interesting to note that 
the 75+ group only viewed unemployment as an issue affecting volunteering because it results in 
lower volunteering rates.  

The 50-75 age group expressed concern that the reliance on volunteers and demand for them to 
take on further tasks would increase and that volunteers could be at ‘breaking point’, along with 
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the view that because public health services are decreasing, ‘more people will have to volunteer 
to do basic care for their friends/family/neighbours’. 

The youngest group felt that changes in the treatment of volunteers affected them positively as 
the standard of volunteers was improving. This suggests that there may be more attention paid to 
younger volunteers, possibly due to legislation and legal obligations, and that volunteer roles 
change as people age with volunteers encouraged to be less dependent on the organisation.  

Next steps 

The perspectives offered by the volunteers in the discussions at the joint CSV and Commission on 
the Voluntary Sector & Ageing events reflect on the motivation to volunteer, volunteer roles, and the 
benefits of volunteering in later life. In doing so they reinforce the important role of volunteering 
throughout life to meet both the individual and societal implications of increased longevity for greater 
numbers of people. The discussions point to the need for further work to ensure that the obstacles 
to realising those benefits can be removed. 

 
Duncan Tree, Head of Policy and Performance, CSV 
October 2014 
 
 

 
These findings were incorporated into the Commission on the Voluntary Sector & Ageing paper 
A better offer: The future of volunteering in an ageing society  which highlights the issues that 
charities, communities and society in general need to consider to continue to benefit from 
volunteering. 

Find out more about the work of the Commission on the Voluntary Sector & Ageing at 
www.voluntarysectorageing.org. 

 

http://cvsanpc.files.wordpress.com/2014/08/a-better-offer_the-future-of-volunteering-in-an-ageing-society1.pdf
http://www.voluntarysectorageing.org/

