Executive Summary


This consultation document aims to facilitate wide ranging discussion on the main challenges facing volunteering in Northern Ireland.  The Volunteering Strategy, which will be developed as a result of the consultation process, will set out high-level activities which will seek to strengthen volunteering. 

Aim and Definition

The aim of the Volunteering Strategy (the Strategy) is to involve more people in volunteer action in order to build a better future for themselves and the people of Northern Ireland.

The definition of volunteering referred to in the consultation document is:

“the commitment of time and energy, for the benefit of society and the community, the environment or individuals outside (or in addition to) one’s immediate family.  It is undertaken freely and by choice, without concern for financial gain.”

This definition refers to both formal volunteering (carried out with, or under the auspices of an organisation/group) and informal volunteering (carried out outside an organisation, often at neighbourhood level but outside the immediate family).  It comprises the widest spectrum of activity, for example, community development, arts, sport, faith based, education, neighbourliness, youth, environmental, health and direct care.

Volunteering in Northern Ireland: the Current Picture

It’s All About Time 
, a research report into volunteering conducted in 2007, estimated that over 282,000 individuals over age 16 were formally volunteering and over 470,000 individuals over 16 were informally volunteering.  Economically, volunteering is estimated to be worth £937 million per year (£433 million informal and £504 million formal).  It’s All About Time showed that over three quarters of volunteer involving organisations could not manage without volunteers.  However, 55% of organisations indicated that they were finding it more difficult to recruit volunteers.  Research shows that formal volunteering levels in Northern Ireland since 1995 are at best static.  In 2007, 21% of individuals surveyed were formal volunteers (in 2001 this figure was 29% and in 1995 it was 18%).  Informal volunteering has fallen sharply since 1995. 

In 2007, work commitments were the main reason people gave for not getting involved or for not increasing involvement with organisations also ranking this as the most important reason why individuals do not volunteer.  The main reasons people ceased volunteering were due to changing work or changing home circumstances.  Volunteers are giving less time on average than they were five years ago and they are also more likely to give time to only one organisation than in the past. Most volunteers report getting satisfaction of seeing results and enjoyment as the key benefits of volunteering.  People are motivated by wanting to improve things or help people and by the importance of the cause.  

This consultation builds on the positive aspects of volunteering while addressing some of the challenges.

� It’s all about Time Volunteering in Northern Ireland, Volunteer Development Agency,  2007





