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Volunteering has always been about these things…

■ Getting stuff done

■ Activism and engagement

■ A way of life, a sense of service

■ Solidarity, community and participation

■ Belonging and identity

■ Sacrifice

■ Resilience 

…and in the future, those things will still be 
important, maybe even more so.



There are three things that will matter for 
volunteers (assuming that’s what they call 
themselves) in the future



Identity and belonging

Solidarity and resilience

Choice and empowerment



But let’s not kid ourselves…

“…volunteering faces a number of challenges if it is truly to fulfil its potential. 
There is declining trust in institutions both public and private; there is growing 
sectarianism as communities turn inwards in the face of rapid change; we are 
increasingly risk-averse and consumer-oriented; and many feel that in the last few 
decades we have lost something important – a sense of neighbourliness, 
community and collective sympathy. 

Some people might describe us as a society where we are, increasingly, cash-rich, 
but time-poor (although we have not forgotten that many people are cash-poor 
too). We have also not worked out how to make the most of old age, in an era 
where more of us will live to experience it, and for a longer period than most 
previous generations.”

http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Society/documents/2008/01/29/Manifesto_final.pdf

http://image.guardian.co.uk/sys-files/Society/documents/2008/01/29/Manifesto_final.pdf


So the question is how to tap into the deep human 
instinct for engagement and contribution in a way 
that makes sense in contemporary conditions…



And that means taking into account three 
trends or factors



We now live in a world of “pull”, not “push”

“Push operates on a key assumption – that it is possible 
to forecast or anticipate demand…Push models treat 
people as passive consumers whose needs can be 
anticipated and shaped by centralised decision-makers.”

“A key to the pull approaches is the use of “platforms” 
(as) open ended and designed to evolve based on the 
learning and the changing needs of the participants.”



Networked (social) 
communications 
technology changes 
everything



The interaction between new modes of choice, 
control and power



Let’s look at some examples and stories…



https://generalassemb.ly/education/intro-to-the-skills-based-volunteering-
community/new-york-city/18001

For this session, General Assembly will host a 
conversation to introduce NY professionals to 
ways to use their skills to support the causes 
that they care most about. 

Skills-based volunteering allows professionals 
to make an impact using the skills that they 
know the best and can be a great way for 
professionals to build up a portfolio of work as 
they level up. 

Tech, design, and business acumen are some of 
the most-in-demand skills both in the job 
market and for non-profits. Come learn about 
skills-based volunteer opportunities in NYC, 
how to get involved, and how to showcase 
your efforts!

https://generalassemb.ly/education/intro-to-the-skills-based-volunteering-community/new-york-city/18001


Extreme volunteering… http://www.nesta.org.uk/news/14-predictions-2014/rise-extreme-volunteering

http://www.nesta.org.uk/news/14-predictions-2014/rise-extreme-volunteering


■ There is a long tradition of people helping 
people, but there is the potential for far 
more to be done by people alongside and 
within public services. 

■ Public services could do more to be open 
and create opportunities for citizens to use 
their talents and capabilities to support 
each other through social action. 

■ In England, the economic contribution of 
social action in and alongside public 
services is £34 billion –

http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/people-helping-
people-future-public-services#sthash.gkldJXMK.dpuf

http://www.nesta.org.uk/publications/people-helping-people-future-public-services#sthash.gkldJXMK.dpuf


http://www.nesta.org.uk/blog/giving-purpose-what-impact-volunteering







• Co-design and co-production
• Engagement and participation
• Choice and control
• The people are the service
• Platforms and connections
• Augmented individuals



Some principles



■ Volunteering is a form of co-design and co-production

■ You have to pull people to the cause, not push the cause to them 
(volunteering is an invitation to people to do what matters to them, not 
necessary what matters to you…)

■ Self-interest and new forms of (often digitally enabled) collective action 
are creating new opportunities for engagement and participation

■ People are happy to make sacrifices, but they don’t want to feel exploited 
or abandoned

■ An old ethic of volunteering is being re-written into a new script of 
engagement and participation (but without losing its persistent values 
of generosity and commitment to a collective and common cause)


