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About Volunteer Development Scotland 
 
As Scotland’s Centre for Excellence in volunteering, we develop, enable, influence and 
drive excellence in volunteering. Our vision is to seek to unlock the full potential of 
volunteering to create a prosperous and connected Scotland. 
 
We strive to achieve this by working with our stakeholders and partners to drive 
modernising approaches to volunteering, enhancing practice and improving the quality 
of the volunteering experience. 
 
Our aim is to increase the number and diversity of volunteers by;  
 

• driving modernising approaches to volunteering 
• improving the access to volunteering opportunities 
• enhancing the volunteering experience 
• encouraging a balanced and proportionate response to legislation 
• influencing policy and decision makers through a robust, evidence based 

approach 
 

 
Key Facts 
 
Key Facts 
 
The latest Scottish Household Survey, published in August 2010, found that 28% of 
adults in Scotland had volunteered in the past twelve month period (2009). This 
equates to a £2.1 billion contribution to the wellbeing of Scotland. Volunteering 
occurs in both the voluntary and public sectors with levels of volunteering in the 
public sector consistently around the 25% of volunteers mark. Volunteering has four 
main types as defined by the United Nations – service delivery, mutual aid, 
campaigning and management/decision making. There is what is called managed or 
formal volunteering which takes place through a third party such as an organisation. 
There is also self managed or informal volunteering for example a neighbour helping 
another neighbour. 
 
Introduction 
 
On average, we are better educated, better housed, better off and living longer lives 
than any previous generation. But it doesn’t always feel that way. We know that 



over-consumption has had a major part to play in climate change, as well as the 
rising burden of poor mental health. There is a sense that we have paid too high a 
price for progress1. This has sparked considerable interest in the health of civic 
society among politicians, think-tanks and the voluntary sector. The emphasis varies 
from wellbeing as the prime indicator rather than GDP, to the pursuit of happiness 
and the UK Coalition Government’s interest in the Big Society. We believe these can 
be captured together by talking about the Good Society2. While debate rages about 
‘casino’ capitalism, the size of the state and future pension liabilities, one insight 
remains clear: citizens coming together to give time freely and without coercion to 
act for the benefit of others is a force for good. Volunteering is one expression of 
this, contributing much to the Good Society.          
 
Volunteer Development Scotland (VDS) strongly supports preventative approaches 
to tackling social problems and approaches which seek to tackle their underlying 
causes and we contend that people giving freely or their time, knowledge, skills and 
experience as volunteers have a key part to play in this agenda. Volunteering is at 
the centre of support in our society and is critical to dealing with social issues. Very 
often volunteering happens in response to societal evils such as poverty, poor 
health, isolation or environmental deprivation. 
 
 
1. How can public spending best be focussed over the longer term in trying to 

prevent, rather than deal with, negative social outcomes?  
 

There is much volunteering already happening in Scotland and it is already 
contributing to tackling social issues and trying to address underlying causes.  But 
more could and should be done. For example at present 28% of adults volunteer but 
some 75% of people have said that they would consider volunteering if they were 
asked. From this there would appear to be an as yet untapped potential. 
 
There is therefore a pressing need for Scotland as a whole, especially the public 
sector, to better recognise and accept the citizens of Scotland as both resources and 
as assets who do (and who could in more numbers if modern approaches to 
volunteering were adopted) participate in building a good society. This is sometimes 
called co-production - an approach which involves the public sector and citizens and 
service users working together to identify ways of improving the quality of life, where 
they actively work together and take actions to achieve such improvements. 
 
It will be in all of our interests for Scotland to have an environment in place 
(legislative, policy, strategic planning, and resources) that supports volunteering 
appropriately in ways that enable it to develop and flourish in all sectors of our 
society and therefore enable it to make its maximum possible contribution to 
improving the quality of life in Scotland. 

                                            
1 See, for example, the Social Evils Inquiry by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2009) which found 
people worried most by greed, individualism, inequality and the loss of social cohesion.   
2 See the recent Carnegie UK Trust report (2010) Making Good Society. 



 
 
It will therefore be important for all levels of government and the rest of the public 
sector in Scotland to   
 

• better embrace the concept of co-production,  
• better understand how volunteers currently contribute to the achievement of 

public sector outcomes,  
• better understand how volunteers could do new activities that would help 

achieve such outcomes, 
• better understand the role of public services in creating a positive climate for 

volunteering, and  
• use the above knowledge to incorporate volunteering into strategies, to plan 

actions on volunteering, and to allocate the necessary resources to it. 
 

 
2. What evidence can you provide from the UK and abroad to show that promoting 

preventative spending has been effective?  
 

There is evidence that shows volunteering brings benefits to those who volunteer, to 
those people who are assisted by volunteers, to the organisations that involve 
volunteers and to society as a whole. Any action by Government through financial 
changes will directly impact on social change. VDS would advocate that financial 
change must result in social good. 
 
For example there is evidence that people who volunteer can have lower mortality 
rates, lower depression rates, lower levels of isolation, and lower levels of stress. 
People learn and develop skills through volunteering and for some the experience 
can increase their employability. So the act of volunteering can help people to stay fit 
mentally and physically. 
 
By volunteering people can learn more about the circumstances and challenges 
faced by those they come into contact with through their volunteering. This 
interaction can build a more understanding society and reduce stereo- typing and 
prejudice. People who volunteer for example with older people, people experiencing 
mental health issues, younger people in challenging situations, people with addiction 
issues or asylum seekers have an opportunity to find out more about these peoples’ 
circumstances and begin to better understand the complexities in their lives.  
 
And of course volunteers are providing support, assistance and encouragement to a 
whole range of people which helps people to either  
 

• stay well, for example through the work of some 80000 volunteer sport 
coaches;  

• get better, for example the 8000 or so volunteers engaged directly by our 
NHS; or 



• better cope with their situation, for example the peer to peer volunteer support 
offered in the Braveheart Project in Forth Valley where volunteers who have 
suffered a heart attack provide empathy and understanding to those who 
have recently had a heart attack.    

 
Organisations who involve volunteers benefit from the resources that volunteers 
contribute to the achievement of the organisations aims and objectives and enjoy 
closer contact with the wider community. 
 
And society as a whole benefits from volunteering as it builds social capital and 
strengthens levels of trust between people. 
 
NESTA and the New Economics Foundation have calculated that the public sector 
will need to spend around £300 billion by 2025 to meet the requirements of an 
ageing population. They go on to argue that current models of service design and 
delivery have tended to disempower people, create unnecessary dependency and 
largely ignore users as assets. They conclude that co-production should become the 
default model for public service and VDS supports this position. 

 
 
 
Putnam, R., (2000) Bowling Alone: the collapse and revival of American community. 
New York: Simon & Scheuster. 
http://bowlingalone.com/ 

• Putnam found that levels of social capital were strongly correlated with a number 
of social consequences such as lower levels of violent crime, lower mortality 
levels, and better educational outcomes. Volunteering generates social capital. 

nef (2010) Backing the future: why investing in children is good for us all. London: nef. 
http://www.neweconomics.org/sites/neweconomics.org/files/Backing_the_Future_1.pdf 

• The report finds that children’s services have overlooked one of their key 
resources: young people themselves. Where services are ‘co-produced’ with the 
direct involvement of young people and their families they are more likely to 
deliver long term benefits. 
 

• Changing the approach to children’s services would bring about returns to the UK 
economy that would total £486 billion over 20 years. 

Casiday, R., et al (2008) Volunteering and health: what impact does it really have?  
London: Volunteering England. 
http://www.volunteering.org.uk/NR/rdonlyres/AB46F9EC-CADB-4ABB-AEFE-
8A850F09AE32/0/FullReportLampeter2ndJuly2008.pdf 

• Volunteering was shown to decrease mortality and to improve self-rated health, 



mental health, life satisfaction, the ability to carry out activities of daily living 
without functional impairment, social support and interaction, healthy behaviours 
and the ability to cope with one’s own illness. 

Reynolds, V., (2000) The Green Gym. Voluntary Action 2(2). pp15. London: Institute for 
Volunteering Research. 
http://www.ivr.org.uk/VA+Documents%2fVA2_2%2farticle1_reynolds.pdf 

• The research into this pilot project indicates that volunteering may have the 
potential to reduce social isolation, to alleviate stress, depression and anxiety, 
and more generally to lead to improvements in health. 

Office of Research and Policy Development (2007) The health benefits of volunteering: 
a review of recent research. Washington: Corporation for National and Community 
Service. 
http://www.nationalservice.gov/pdf/07_0506_hbr.pdf 

• This research has established a strong relationship between volunteering and 
health: those who volunteer have lower mortality rates, greater functional ability, 
and lower rates of depression later in life than those who do not volunteer. 
 

• The findings regarding the health benefits of volunteering indicate that attention 
should also be given to the strong possibility that the very act of volunteering may 
allow individuals to maintain their independence as they grow older and will likely 
face increased health challenges. 

Whittaker, W., Sutton, M., Maxwell, M., Munoz-Arroyo, R., MacDonald, S., Power, A., 
Smith, M., Wilson, P., & Morrison, J. (2010) Predicting which people with psychosocial 
distress are at risk of becoming dependent on state benefits: analysis of routinely 
available data. BMJ 2010;341:c3838. 
http://www.bmj.com/cgi/content/abstract/341/aug17_1/c3838 

• This research suggests that early intervention can prevent individuals from 
becoming dependant on the state through welfare benefits instead of waiting for 
them to end up on for example incapacity benefit before trying to intervene 
 

• Volunteering is one intervention for example for people presenting to GPs with 
low levels of mental health issues. GPs could where appropriate signpost people 
to volunteering especially in instances where the individual is experiencing 
problems caused by social isolation or lack of purposeful activity. 
 

3. The Finance Committee has recommended that the Scottish Government 
continue to direct its spend towards preventative programmes. Which 
programmes should be prioritised?  
 



Rather than mention specific programmes we would say that prioritised 
programmes need to be better aligned with each other, for example health and 
social care; to build on co-operation and sharing, and to be underpinned by the 
concept of co-production 
  

 
5.   What are the main barriers to trying to focus spending on preventing, rather than 
dealing with, negative social outcomes?  Is a focus on preventative spending less 
likely in the current financial climate?  

 
There has to be concerns that funding on preventative spending will be adversely 
impacted upon in the current climate. One barrier is the lack of evaluative data 
regarding the impact and effectiveness of preventative spending. There are 
difficulties too in calculating cost savings. There are some tools available such as 
Social return on Investment and Social Auditing that could assist in some way 
with the difficulties in this area. 
 

Norrie Murray 
Policy Adviser 
Volunteer Development Scotland 

 
  


