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Foreword 
 
There is a growing wealth of evidence of the benefits of volunteering. However, 
the lack of evidence about the long term impact of volunteering remains a 
challenge. The Big Society agenda provides opportunities to renew our focus on 
measuring and communicating social value. Longitudinal research provides us 
the ability to do this, explaining the wider and long term impacts of volunteering 
upon individuals and communities. 
 
v is committed to building a research legacy for youth volunteering. We believe 
longitudinal research is an absolutely crucial part of it. It will benefit not only the 
current generation of policy makers and practitioners, but also future ones. This 
report provides a number of pragmatic and realistic recommendations. v intends 
to collaborate with partners and utilise existing longitudinal studies to continue to 
build a robust evidence base for youth volunteering. 
 
My thanks to all that have already participated in this research. We hope you will 
take the time to read this excellent report and support the development of this 
research moving forward. 
 

 
 
. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Terry Ryall 
v, Chief Executive 
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Executive summary 
 
Interest in youth volunteering from researchers, policymakers and practitioners 
has never been higher. This has, in part, been driven by a belief that youth 
volunteering can help promote a range of benefits in young people. Yet there 
remains a dearth of quantitative evidence to back up these assumptions. In such 
a context v, The National Young Volunteers Service, commissioned a research 
consortium (led by the Institute for Volunteering Research) to undertake a 
scoping study for longitudinal research on the impact of youth volunteering (16-
25 year olds). The focus of the research would be on the impact of volunteering 
upon the young volunteers themselves (as opposed to wider societal impacts). 
 
The scoping study consisted of: 

 A literature review of existing publications on the impact of youth 
volunteering, with a particular focus on how impact is categorised and the 
different methodological approaches used in trying to understand impact; 

 Expert interviews with researchers involved in longitudinal research; 

 Deliberative workshops with the youth volunteering sector, policy makers 
and researchers, and finally with young volunteers themselves; 

 A roundtable discussion with a broad selection of stakeholders to discuss 
and refine the recommendations. 

 
The case for a longitudinal study 
The greatest power of longitudinal data is its potential to help us understand 
change over time at the individual level. Only this type of data can help us to 
understand the long term impact of youth volunteering on individuals‟ lives. It 
allows us to explore the relationship between volunteering and various other 
„outcomes‟ and experiences in later life such as civic engagement, employment 
and health. By controlling for the pre-cursors of volunteering we can begin to 
explore causality (as opposed to mere correlation) between volunteering and 
these outcomes (although it is important to be realistic about the certainty with 
which conclusions can be drawn about causation). 
 
There are different types of longitudinal research. The proposed research would 
be with a large scale representative sample, which will allow us to generalise up 
to the population level and compare volunteers with non-volunteers. 
 
Three options for collecting longitudinal data 
This scoping study identified three potential options for taking forward 
longitudinal research on the impact of youth volunteering.  
 
1. Analyse existing longitudinal data 
There are a number of existing longitudinal surveys which ask a question on 
volunteering, for example, the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS). Yet little 
analysis has been carried out on this data and we recommend that further 
analysis could provide better evidence about different patterns of volunteering, 
why people become involved over time and whether volunteers experience 
different outcomes in later life.  
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However, the existing data suffers from two key weaknesses. First, the questions 
used in the surveys are simplistic and significantly under-represent the full extent 
of volunteering. For example, the rate for regular formal volunteering (at least 
once a month) in the BHPS is approximately 10% compared to approximately 
25% in the Citizenship Survey which uses a more sophisticated question. 
Existing surveys also ignore informal volunteering (which is actually more 
common than formal volunteering). The second weakness of existing surveys is 
that they do not capture any details about the type of volunteering (e.g. type of 
activity), a potentially important factor in determining the impacts of volunteering. 
 
2. Improve existing surveys by amending or adding volunteering questions  
Due to the limitations of existing data we also recommend the collection of more 
accurate and reliable data in the future by improving and/or adding questions to 
existing surveys. This would provide more accurate data on volunteering rates 
and consequently enable us to carry out more accurate analysis around the 
impacts of volunteering. The addition of questions to existing surveys requires in-
depth negotiations with those who manage the surveys. It is important that the 
proposed questions fit with the core aims of the survey and are feasible within 
the constraints of the survey. It is also important that a strong coalition of support 
is built for amending or adding questions. Sometimes a financial contribution to 
the core costs of the survey is required to ensure that questions can be added. 
Due to the high demand for adding questions to these surveys the number of 
volunteering questions that can be added is low (approximately 4-6). This means 
that only limited data could be captured around the type of volunteering. 
 
3. Set up a new longitudinal survey of volunteering 
This option would allow us to use a sophisticated volunteering question and 
collect a wider range of information on the type of volunteering (including 
activities, motivations and support received). While this may sound an ideal 
scenario, it would suffer from the methodological challenges of retaining non-
volunteers over a long period of time (who may become uninterested in 
questions on a topic which isn‟t relevant to them) and of inadvertently 
encouraging non-volunteers to volunteer through regular questioning (this would 
then distort the analysis). In addition the prohibitive cost of setting up and running 
a large scale longitudinal study (hundreds of thousands of pounds for each wave) 
means that we do not recommend pursuing this option at the present time. 
 
Recommendations for taking the scoping study forward: 

1. Build a coalition to support the analysis and further collection of 
longitudinal data; 

2. Carry out further analysis of existing longitudinal data; 
3. Develop negotiations with existing longitudinal surveys to improve and/or 

add volunteering questions; 
4. Ensure that the further data is analysed. 

 
Wider recommendations on volunteering research include the need to:  

1. Explore the wider impacts of youth volunteering on society; 
2. Make the case for volunteering research more generally; 
3. Better share research within the field; 
4. Think strategically about what research is undertaken. 
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Introduction 
This final report of the scoping study complements a shorter summary paper 
(available at www.vinspired.com/research) which presents the main arguments in 
a more succinct and accessible way. This full report provides greater detail on 
the process of the scoping study as well as the recommendations and how they 
were reached. 
 
Section 1 introduces the rationale behind the setting up of the scoping study, the 
consortium which undertook it and the methodology adopted. 
 
Section 2 discusses how the literature review, deliberative workshops and expert 
interviews shaped the boundaries of the proposed area of study – in particular 
what is understood by volunteering, the definition of impact and whether to focus 
on the impact on the volunteer or on wider society.  
 
Section 3 outlines the case for using longitudinal research to explore the impact 
of youth volunteering. It also addresses some of the misconceptions and 
concerns about longitudinal research raised during the consultative process. 
 
Section 4 reviews existing longitudinal surveys in the UK which already have, or 
may in future have, questions related to volunteering. 
 
Section 5 discusses the three options considered as part of the scoping study: 
namely to analyse existing data, amend or add questions to existing longitudinal 
surveys, or to create a new one.  
 
Section 6 brings together the recommendations of the scoping study. 
 
The appendixes provide further detail on the longitudinal studies discussed in the 
report, with a particular focus on the nature of the volunteering questions within 
them. 

http://www.vinspired.com/research
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1. Who are we and what did we do? The aims and 
methodology of the scoping study 
 
Interest in youth volunteering from researchers, policymakers and practitioners 
has never been higher. In part this interest has been driven by a belief that youth 
volunteering can help promote a range of benefits in young people such as 
increased civic engagement, skills, employability and well-being along with a 
generally happier, more cohesive and inclusive society. Yet the evidence backing 
up these assumptions is underdeveloped. There is certainly a great deal of 
anecdotal and qualitative evidence that volunteering can have positive impacts 
but there is a distinct lack of quantitative evidence for these claims and in 
particular quantitative evidence that explores the long term impacts of youth 
volunteering. 
 
This represents a clear gap in our knowledge and threatens to undermine current 
efforts to promote investment and interest in youth volunteering. This gap was 
acknowledged in recommendation 16 of the Russell Commission National 
Framework on Youth Action and Engagement (Russell, 2005), which highlighted 
the integral role of measurement and evaluation to develop a firm evidence base 
for decision-making and cites longitudinal studies as a crucial evaluation activity. 
 

1.1 The research consortium 

As such, v, The National Young Volunteers Service1 (which was set up to take 
forward the Russell Commission recommendations) assembled a consortium 
made up of v, the Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR), National Centre for 
Social Research (NatCen) and Birkbeck, University of London, to carry out a 
scoping study for longitudinal research on the impact of youth volunteering. 
 
IVR, as lead partner, carried out the majority of the research, with support from: 

 NatCen in providing advice on overall research design along with specific 
challenges around longitudinal studies (through its Longitudinal Studies 
Unit) and on technical issues around sampling and data analysis (through 
its Research Methods Unit); 

 Dr Linda Milbourne of Birkbeck, University of London, in providing input on 
the broader context of youth and volunteering, as well as some of the 
specific challenges of researching young people; 

 v, as both commissioner and a consortium member, providing ongoing 
support and advice, working closely with IVR in guiding and developing 
the scoping study. 

 
This report presents the findings of the scoping study and sets out a number of 
options for consideration by all those with an interest in developing a stronger 
evidence base and clearer understanding around the impact of youth 
volunteering. 

                                            
1
 v, The National Young Volunteers Service aims to inspire a new generation of young volunteers 

(aged 16-25 years) in England. For more information on v see www.vinspired,com/about-us 
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1.2. Aim of the scoping study  

The aim of the study was to propose an effective longitudinal research 
methodology to explore the long term impact of youth volunteering. The initial 
thinking was that a new longitudinal study might be needed. However, based on 
initial consultations with stakeholders and experts in the field and in view of the 
current public funding environment the focus of the scoping study was widened 
to look at a broader range of possibilities for the collection of longitudinal data. As 
such the revised aim was to produce a report that effectively „moves forward‟ the 
debate on what kind of longitudinal data and analysis is both needed and feasible 
in order to address the evidence gap on the long term impact of youth 
volunteering. 

1.3. Methodology of the scoping study 

The methodology of the scoping study was made up of the following elements:  
a) A project inception meeting at which the consortium met to agree on the 

parameters of the scoping study and the design and sequencing of the 
methodology (April 2010); 

b) A literature review of existing publications on the impact of youth 
volunteering, with a particular focus on how these impacts are categorised 
and the different methodological approaches used in trying to understand 
impact (May 2010); 

c) Expert interviews with researchers directly involved in longitudinal research.  
The aim was to draw from the experience of existing longitudinal studies in 
the UK and internationally, as well as to explore how volunteering is 
addressed. Specifically, the interviews explored the aims and objectives of 
these existing studies, the methods used, the perceived limitations of 
longitudinal research, and the successes, challenges and wider implications 
of the studies. A list of the institutions (and related studies) are listed below: 

 

Institution Longitudinal study affiliation 

Institute for Social and Economic 
Research (University of Essex) 

British Household Panel Survey 
and Understanding Society 

Centre for Longitudinal Studies 
(Institute of Education) 

Birth Cohort studies 

Department for Education Longitudinal Study of Young 
People in England 

Abt Associates 
 

City Year evaluations in the US 

Third Sector Research Centre 
 

Overview of data on volunteering 

 
d) Deliberative workshops were held in June and July 2010 with the aim of 

bringing together stakeholders with an interest in the long term impacts of 
youth volunteering2. Each of the three workshops had between 8-13 
participants representing a different type of stakeholder and focused on a 
number of different questions: 

 

                                            
2
 The full list of those who attended is included in the acknowledgements  


