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Foreword

Volunteering and social action have
been high on the political agenda
in recent years, culminating in
David Cameron’s announcement
during the run up to the 2015
general election that employees
in larger organisations should be
able to volunteer for three days
per year. The announcement
demonstrates the Government’s
view that employers (with 250 or
more staff) have a role to play in
terms of supporting a volunteering
culture in the UK.
Previous CIPD research around
the benefits of volunteering
has shown that there are a lot
of potential advantages to be
gained by employers who support
volunteering amongst their
employees. As well as providing
a boost to the organisation’s
reputation and brand, there are
a number of HR advantages,
including improved levels of
employee engagement and huge
scope for employees to develop
skills, including communication,
teamwork and resilience, through
volunteering opportunities.
However, these advantages will be
realised only if employees actually
take part and the opportunities
that they participate in are of good
quality and are having a positive
impact on the communities which
they are supporting. This can be
achieved only through constructive
and open relationships between
employers and the voluntary
organisations providing the
opportunities.
Data highlighted in the
introduction of this report
indicates that the number of
people participating in employer-
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supported volunteering (ESV)
has increased in recent years.
However, if ESV is going to take
off, along the lines that the
Government imagined when it first
announced the three-day policy,
it is imperative that employers
and the voluntary sector are on
the same page. There are lots
of positive examples of ESV out
there, particularly from some
large organisations who have
well-established corporate social
responsibility programmes.
However, to date, little has been
done to explore the challenges
that arise when employers and
voluntary organisations work
together to implement ESV. We
know that these challenges exist,
with charities often finding it
difficult to express what their
needs are, while employers
often look for short-term group
team-building opportunities,
rather than considering how they
can add value (on both sides)
through longer-term skills-based
volunteering.

recommendations, so that they
can work together to develop
fantastic programmes that deliver
for the individual volunteers,
their employers as well as the
communities that benefit from
their time.
Katerina Rudiger,
Chief Community Officer, CIPD

As the professional body for HR
and people development, we want
the advantages of ESV to be fully
realised and properly integrated
into employee development in as
many organisations as possible.
We want to see employers and
voluntary organisations working
together in mutually beneficial
ways and see this research,
commissioned by the CIPD and
undertaken by the Institute for
Volunteering Research, as a key
step in addressing the underlying
challenges that occur. We hope to
see those individuals responsible
for implementing ESV programmes
on both sides take note of the
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Introduction: a new focus on ESV

The research
In March 2015 the Institute for
Volunteering Research (IVR) was
asked by the Chartered Institute
of Personnel and Development
(CIPD) to explore ways of
building sustainable partnerships
between companies and voluntary
organisations of all sizes to
increase the contribution that
employer-supported volunteering
makes. Employer-supported
volunteering (ESV) can be
defined as:
‘Employer-supported volunteering
provides employees the
opportunity to volunteer with
support from their employer,
whether this is in the form of time
off for individual volunteering or
in a programme developed by the
employer such as a team challenge
event or ongoing arrangement with
a community partner.’ 1
ESV can be conducted by
employees within private, public
or voluntary sector organisations,
although this report predominantly
focuses on private sector
involvement. It can include a wide
range of activities, from one-day
team activities, such as decorating
or environmental conservation
activities, to a smaller number of
volunteers or individuals engaging
in more specialised skills-based
activities. The timeframe can range
from occasional activity lasting
minutes to commitment over many
years.
The policy context
Over recent years ESV has slowly
taken on a more significant role
in the volunteering landscape;
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however, until recently it had
been far from the centre of the
debate. Shortly after commencing
the work, the public and political
profile of ESV was considerably
raised when the Conservative Party
included a key reference to it in its
election manifesto, stating that:
‘We will make volunteering for
three days a year a workplace
entitlement for people working in
large companies and the public
sector. People could, for example,
volunteer for a local charity, or
serve as a school governor.’ 2
Significantly, the Conservative
Party’s policy will apply only to
public and private organisations
with more than 250 employees.
The policy did not feature in the
2015 Queen’s Speech, but appears
to be on course to be implemented
during this government’s term of
office (that is, by 2020). Interest in
the topic, and how best to develop
it, continues to build and in June
2015 an All Party Parliamentary
Group (APPG) on Civil Society and
Volunteering focused on ESV and
its development. At this meeting,
Nick Hurd, former Minister for Civil
Society who now co-chairs the
APPG, said this meant the sector
was ‘on the brink of a gamechanger’; the APPG also heard
that large-scale implementation
of ESV requires practical issues
such as infrastructure support to
be addressed.3 ESV was also the
subject of discussion at an NCVO
National Volunteering Forum. At
the same time national surveys
indicate that participation rates are
increasing.

The CIPD has contributed
considerably to this discussion for
a number of years, publishing a
series of reports on the subject,4 of
which this is the latest.
Participation in ESV in the UK
National surveys indicate that
between a quarter and a third of
employees who have a scheme
available to them participate at
least once a year.5 Analysis of the
Citizenship Survey and Community
Life Survey also shows that there
has been a rise in participation
in ESV in recent years, both that
which takes place monthly and
yearly (see Figure 1). Currently 5%
of people in paid work engage in
ESV at least once a month and 13%
do so at least once a year.6
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Figure 1: Proportion of people in paid work taking part in employer-supported
volunteering, between 2010/11 and 2013/147
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Other, older, research8 suggested
that:
approximately 70% of FTSE 100
companies already have an ESV
programme9
23% of private sector
organisations overall have an
ESV scheme
20% of employees of medium
and 14% of employees of small
businesses have an ESV scheme
33% of public sector
organisations have an ESV
scheme.
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companies) and a second
in Bradford (ten people,
half representing voluntary
organisations involved in ESV
programmes and half representing
intermediary organisations/brokers,
including volunteer centres).
Telephone interviews were held
with representatives of all three
stakeholder groups.

The participating companies in this
research reported having around
20–30% of their staff participating
in their ESV schemes, roughly in
line with national figures.

While this research is timely and
has the potential to inform an
important and developing debate,
it should be acknowledged that
it is comparatively small-scale in
its ambitions and adopts more
of a scoping overview of some
of the important issues faced
by companies and voluntary
organisations.

The research
This report is based on findings
from two workshops and 12
telephone interviews, which
took place in the spring and
early summer of 2015. One
workshop took place in London
(representatives from five

Outline of the report
This report looks at examples of
companies and voluntary sector
organisations’ experiences of ESV,
both positive and negative. It aims
to identify the enablers and the
challenges to ESV. Furthermore,
it seeks to identify ways that

•
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organisations could better marry
different expectations and
requirements and benefit from
a productive partnership. This
report tends to focus on private
sector employers, referred to
as companies, and a variety of
volunteer-involving organisations,
referred to as voluntary
organisations. This report seeks to
inform policy and practice on ESV
and inform the debate as to how it
can become more effective.
The report begins by setting out
the different types of ESV observed
(section 1). How companies
develop volunteer programmes
and policies and form partnerships
with voluntary organisations is then
examined (section 2). The costs of
ESV, often a point of contention,
are outlined alongside its benefits
(section 3) before the conclusions
and recommendations are
presented. Any names used have
been changed from the original to
maintain anonymity.
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1U
 nderstanding ESV: identifying
different forms of engagement
A spectrum of activity
ESV can take a number of different
forms, ranging from employers
giving individual employees
time off to pursue volunteering
opportunities during work time,
to specially arranged team
volunteering days. There are also
other connected activities, such as
pro bono help. We found, however,
that such skills-based assistance
is not always classed or recorded
as volunteering by either the
employee or employer, but can
nonetheless be highly valued by
voluntary organisations. There is
an additional dimension of length
of relationship – whether the
volunteering, be it one-day events
or more specialised assistance,
recurs over a period of time.
Table 1 captures some of this
diversity of engagement in a
matrix. Each element will be
discussed in more detail in the
following paragraphs.
One-off day-long activities
Such activities were usually
perceived by interviewees as
the archetypical ESV activity, for
example, a group of employees

working together on a single
task, often painting or gardening,
for a day. This effectively fits the
definition of micro-volunteering,
which can be defined as ‘bite-size
volunteering with no commitment
to repeat and with minimum
formality, involving short and
specific actions that are quick to
start and complete’.10
Benefits of micro-volunteering and
offering bite-sized opportunities
can be wide-ranging, including
diversifying the types of
volunteering on offer from an
organisation, broadening an
organisation’s base of volunteers
(that is, tapping in to people
who may not be able to commit
to regular volunteering), and
improving its reach.11

‘ESV can take a
number of different
forms, ranging
from employers
giving individual
employees time
off to pursue
volunteering
opportunities
during work
time, to specially
arranged team
volunteering days.’

Voluntary organisations’ experience
of this type of shorter-term ESV
activity varied markedly. We heard
that these activities could often
be different from the voluntary
organisation’s day-to-day activities.
This could have distinct advantages,
including that it can provide a
larger pool of labour not usually
available who are able to engage in

Table 1: Different types of ESV activities
Activity

Shorter-term/micro activities

Longer-term engagement

Team-based/unskilled

One-day events (for example painting and
decorating activities)

Repeated one-day engagement (for
example multiple team-building activities
with different employees)

Skills-based

One-day skills-based (for example bespoke
finance advice)

Ongoing skills-based assistance

Existing volunteering role

An employee is given time off to pursue
a short-term volunteering role, such as
helping at a fundraising event

An employee is given time off to pursue
a longer-term existing volunteering role,
such as school governor

Wider corporate engagement

Financial donations/promotion

Ongoing partnership (that is, charity of
the year)
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activities that are important but not
normally considered to be essential
or core. It was also able to benefit
various stakeholders, including the
participating employees:
‘It gives people, particularly if
they’re office-based or desk-bound,
the chance to get back to the coal
face if you like to see the reality of
life or people whose services they
are responsible for. … It doesn’t do
them any harm to see what that
means in the real life of somebody
on the receiving end.’ (Broker)
We also observed more negative
experiences from voluntary
organisations that one-off activities
could frequently be arranged
with little notice and without full
acknowledgement of the costs
involved (see section 3). The nature
of one-day activities can also mean
that there is a risk that they may
be cancelled at short notice by the
company should a higher-priority
activity arise; the primary day-today activities of the companies
remained the ultimate priority.
Many of the voluntary organisations
interviewed had direct experience
of this, although companies also
recognised the negative impact
of having to withdraw from a
commitment at short notice. This
could be damaging in terms of
the relationship between partners
and, moreover, could risk putting
off voluntary organisations from
engaging in ESV in the future.
Many of the frustrations with
one-day ESV are also echoed in
broader concerns about ‘microvolunteering’. Previous IVR
research on this topic found that
while there were benefits from this
form of volunteering there were
also concerns expressed about
developing short-term volunteering
opportunities, including the
appropriateness of the roles
and whether the benefits would
outweigh the investment, including
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in volunteer management, for the
voluntary organisation.12
Skills-based volunteering
A second broad type of ESV
observed was skills-based
volunteering, essentially activities
that draw on the distinct and
specific skill sets of the volunteers
involved (for example the financial
skills of bank employees). This can
take the form of pro bono help.13
We found numerous examples
of this in the research, from
websites being designed by IT
professionals to skilled people in
companies running workshops
for people in equivalent roles in
the voluntary organisation. One
potential drawback of this type of
volunteering remains, however, that
employees may not always wish to
undertake volunteering that is so
closely related to their paid job.
The skills-based volunteering we
heard about often appeared to be
more likely to occur where there
was a longer-term relationship
between the two organisations:
‘They did that one day and that
has continued, that piece of work
continues to inform how we look
at things and the structuring of
our documents. So that one day
was very helpful, but it has to be
that kind of high-level advice.’
(Voluntary organisation)
This type of ESV appeared to be
particularly highly regarded by the
voluntary organisations we spoke
with, as the following comments
illustrate:
‘If you want to make a real
difference [you need] high-level
professionals, and they’ve come and
given me high-level professional
advice for a day. That has been
incredibly helpful and useful, but
that’s high-level professional advice
that’s very specific, and it’s specific
to my particular needs.’

‘It’s a long-term relationship. She
loves doing the stuff for us, we’ve
also taught her. … We make sure
she has samples of everything, so it
all goes into her portfolio. It’s a win/
win, so that works.’
There was, however, also a
connection between skills-based
activities and the aforementioned
one-off opportunities; in some
instances, the ongoing skills-based
activities had been initiated as a
result of one-off team-building
days, with some staff returning to
offer more skills-based volunteering
on a longer-term basis.
This is an area that could
potentially be developed further,
with one company we spoke
to wanting to refocus in this
way. In this example, 10% of the
participating employees used their
professional skills in ESV, but they
had a target to increase this to
40% in the future.
Longer-term relationships
We observed two main ways in
which a company may engage
with a voluntary organisation
over an extended period of time,
which are not mutually exclusive:
firstly, the organisation can have
repeated contact by sending
different groups of employees over
an extended period of time; and
secondly, the same employee could
return to a voluntary organisation
a number of times. We also
heard about different forms of
company–voluntary organisation
partnerships that go beyond ESV,
including donations, both cash
and of equipment, or adopting a
‘charity of the year’. A longer-term
partnership can embrace several
forms of ESV, bridging both skillsbased and one-day activities. So
there might be a one-day activity
with a large group and, separately,
staff going into voluntary
organisations at different times to
offer more skills-based assistance.
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2D
 eveloping effective programmes
and partnerships
Securing and developing
volunteer engagement
ESV policies inevitably tend to vary
considerably between different
companies. In many cases,
employees may be given time
off, from a few hours at a time to
whole days, to pursue volunteering
activities of their choosing. There
may also be activities organised
by the company, while some
organisations allow employees to
do both types.
In terms of the amount of time
off that is provided, this could
range from none (that is, the ESV
would occur in work hours but the
time needed to be made up as part
of flexitime policies) to multiple
days that were offered within
normal working hours with no
expectation of making the time up.
In reality, we frequently observed
flexibility, with the ESV leave often
not needing to be taken in a daylong block:
‘As an organisation we offer three
days per year which we convert
into 24 hours so that they can do
hourly activities, half-day activities
or full-day activities.’ (Company)
ESV as a concept can raise some
definitional challenges around
volunteering, particularly on
issues of free will and payment;
for example, that it does not take
place in someone’s free time but
during their (paid) work time, and
it can form, in some instances,
effectively a compulsory activity
for staff to engage in. This is not
to say that it does not qualify
as volunteering, but it should
be recognised that it has these
distinctive elements. It should
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also be acknowledged that it is
a matter of degree. ESV is rarely
mandatory in the sense that not
all employees take up the offer to
participate.
Motivations for volunteering tend
to be altruistic and communityminded. The most cited reason for
starting to volunteer is consistently
a desire to improve things and help
people, the cause being important
to the volunteer.14 We observed
some companies attempting to
respond to this driving motivation
by engaging staff in helping to
select the ESV partners.

‘The most cited
reason for starting
to volunteer is
consistently a
desire to improve
things and help
people, the cause
being important to
the volunteer.’

There can be various challenges
to employees participating in
their company’s ESV schemes.
This included feeling ‘pushed’
into volunteering opportunities
and not having the time to get
away from the office, despite the
official policy. In addition, the
volunteering opportunities were
not always appropriate, especially
those requiring a longer-term
commitment.
An example of a company
developing its ESV work is
presented in the case study box
below.
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Case study – developing ESV projects
This company had recently started operations in the UK. It had worked extensively in the US on ESV, where
it currently has high engagement, with 80% of employees participating. It is currently developing its UK
ESV work.
The company was conscious that employees should not feel pushed into ESV activities. Therefore it
engages the employees from the outset:
‘We made a decision as a firm to address the employee volunteering a bit differently, where we partnered
with very specific organisations that we had the employees help choose.’
They initially chose two local organisations in the UK and have looked to build that partnership over time:
‘We wanted to find organisations, small ones that were willing to partner for a long term with more of the
skills-based volunteering.’
Being local was important to the company in order that they can see their impact:
‘We want them to be close by. We wanted them to be small so we could actually see a difference in the work
that we were making.’
They are seeking to build the same active ESV culture in the UK as there is in their American office:
‘I think for us it’s all been about the culture that we built in our [American] office. … You walk into [the
office] and there’s any day you walk in someone’s talking about some volunteering that they did that day.’

Identifying partners and
initiating contact about ESV
We heard from both voluntary
organisations and companies
which had developed diagnostic
systems, with varying degrees of
complexity, to assess the suitability
of organisations they want to work
with on ESV:
‘We do a diagnostic on each of
the [voluntary] organisations,
where we look at what the
potential opportunities are, then
we introduce the volunteers to
the organisations, we do a skills
audit on our staff so that when
we’re matching them, we’re trying
to match them in a way that is
as sophisticated as it can be.’
(Company)
This is very much in line with good
practice set out in an existing
ESV toolkit from Volunteering
England which focuses on the
importance of understanding and
matching motivations and practical
requirements. It recommended
that employers identify voluntary
organisations which:
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•
•
•
•

have values and objectives they
can support
have needs the employer
organisation can meet
can support volunteers well
can give feedback and evaluate
the difference the volunteers
make.15

We observed that the driver for
ESV development predominantly
came from companies rather
than voluntary organisations,
frequently contacting brokers or
hosts directly. In reality that can
often mean that a representative
of a company is looking for a
placement for 20–30 people at
relatively short notice, to take place
on a single day.
Most of the negativities and
difficulties we observed, from
both voluntary organisations and
companies, were usually focused
around the contact that happened
at this point. Table 2 features some
of the tensions that can emerge.
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Table 2: Potential tensions between companies and voluntary organisations
Companies

Voluntary organisations

Wanting to place 20–30 people in one go

Wanting smaller groups or individuals

Not being prepared to pay direct costs

Being unable to continue unless full costs covered

Wanting a one-off activity

Wanting a longer-term commitment

Wanting to do non-specialised activities

Wanting to utilise specialised skills of company employees

Primary aim – team-building

Primary aim – benefiting the organisation

Publicity shy

Keen to publicise partnership

Table 3: What makes partnerships work well
Companies

Voluntary organisations

Identifying what they can offer through ESV, for example
staff, skills, and so on

Identifying what they can offer in terms of volunteer
placements

Being clear what the ESV volunteers can offer to the
participating staff

Being clear what the volunteering opportunity entails

Regular communication between partners
Demonstrating impact to participating volunteers
Buy-in, commitment and prioritisation at the top level,
meaning that the likelihood of the day being cancelled is
minimised

One example of mismatched
expectations and needs was
around publicity. Sometimes
voluntary organisations were keen
to promote their ESV activities and
partnership while the company
often wanted to be discreet about
the work. Companies did not want
to be accused of developing the
volunteering solely for the publicity
it could generate, but there were
voluntary organisations interviewed
who had found it frustrating they
could not publicise the involvement
of the company, which they felt
could help raise their profile.
Some of the enablers to successful
partnerships are outlined in Table 3.
It appeared possible that some
of these misunderstandings and
tensions could be minimised by
the companies and voluntary
organisations taking time to
understand the motivations of each
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other, something that could help
in the development of productive
relationships, as this comment from
a voluntary organisation, which
used a broker, demonstrates:16
‘Dennis was co-ordinating the
whole process, we had a very clear
conversation about what needed
to be done. … Somebody had come
[that Dennis brought], I think a
week beforehand … to have a look
and we talked through what needed
to be done and what we needed to
do in preparation. … So when people
arrived, the whole day, everything
was completed because they knew
exactly what they needed. If we
hadn’t had that initial discussion, it
could have been a disaster.’
The importance of individuals
and embedding culture
As so often is the case with
organisational relationships, having
engaged individuals driving the

process could be essential to
its overall success. The absence
of such an individual, and the
resultant relationship, could
often contribute to failure, or at a
minimum limit its success. Similarly,
we observed that the importance
of having an individual within a
company championing the ESV
programme and encouraging
involvement was something that
could drive the development of a
wider culture of participation.
Developing a culture of
volunteering in a company – as a
result of an individual or a wider
team approach – can take time,
to a point at which it becomes an
accepted part of the workplace
life and talked about in the office.
Voluntary organisations also talked
about companies having established
a culture of volunteering, with
involvement not limited to discrete
volunteering activities.

On the brink of a game-changer? Building sustainable partnerships between companies and voluntary organisations

‘It can take a
great deal of
time to develop
relationships
and we heard
that developing
a suitable match,
often so vital to
successful ESV,
can be timeconsuming.’

Linked to this is where in an
organisation the responsibility for
ESV sits. Among the companies
interviewed for this research it was
diverse, ranging from marketing
and communications teams to
units dedicated to CSR. Closely
connected was the extent of buy-in
from senior management; it was
helpful if ESV was supported by
the senior team.
‘Getting that support from senior
management to continue with
providing CSR with a budget,
encouraging colleagues to go out,
not making them feel guilty maybe.
So for us it’s keeping that support
going.’ (Company)
The role of intermediaries
and brokers
In this research we found instances
both of brokers being used and
organisations making direct
contact, something that is backed
up by previous research which
suggests that large numbers of
employers prefer to use brokers in
ESV.17 Brokers were valued among
many of the voluntary organisation
interviewees, although most of
the larger companies interviewed
tended to approach voluntary
organisations directly. Brokers
were often particularly valued by
smaller voluntary organisations,
often without the capacity to seek
out and manage partnerships with
companies.
There was a great variety in the
types of brokers we spoke to,
ranging from volunteer centres to
local associations of companies
or charities whose sole aim was
placing professionals, such as
lawyers, in schools. It can take
a great deal of time to develop
relationships and we heard that
developing a suitable match, often
so vital to successful ESV, can be
time-consuming.
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A matter of scale
We found that it was rarer for
the voluntary organisations and
brokers we spoke to have engaged
with small and medium enterprises
(SMEs). They are perhaps less likely
to have staff dedicated to ESV
development and management
or to wider corporate social
responsibility programmes, and
therefore less able to develop ESV.
For some voluntary organisations,
they felt that smaller companies
were likely to require greater
assistance. Yet there were those
who felt SMEs may have more
in common with smaller, more
localised charities, certainly in
terms of scale. Therefore they
felt more affinity with them and
believed that matching voluntary
organisations and companies
of a similar size could be more
productive.
The companies we spoke to
often placed greater value on
working with small, local voluntary
organisations. They felt that smaller
charities often needed more
help and that the difference their
company and the volunteers could
make would therefore be more
impactful. However, an important
challenge remains that it is small
charities that sometimes struggle
most to involve volunteers from
companies, particularly on larger
one-off activities; they may not
always be able to manage and
resource one-day visits of larger
groups, but told us that they might
benefit from smaller, more focused
assistance.
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3 Balancing costs and benefits

Acknowledging the costs of
ESV
One of the single most significant
inhibitors to ESV was often around
the associated costs and whether it
was the company or the voluntary
organisation that should pay these.
Among the interviewees spoken
to there were numerous examples
of ESV projects that did not get
developed due to disagreements;
sometimes the work could not
be facilitated without additional
funding. Disappointment was also
expressed by companies who felt
that such disagreements could
‘close the door’ on the relationship
with a voluntary organisation.
Both companies and voluntary
organisations described incurring
costs through ESV and often
felt that these were not fully
recognised or understood by
the other party. Voluntary
organisations could find it
problematic that companies
approached them at short notice,
asking to send a large number of
employees to them in a single day.
Equally, companies could be left
feeling that voluntary organisations
were overly dominated by costs;
in some instances the relationship
had not gone further if the
company had not agreed to pay
these costs, and this could be
the sole contact between the
organisations.
Volunteering requires investment
for activities such as recruitment,
training and ongoing management
and support. In ESV not all these
costs apply; for example, it is
rare for it to involve extensive
training, especially for shorter
placements. Yet ESV involves
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multiple costs, including raw
materials (for example decorating),
general support (for example
refreshments), health and safety
training/assessment, managing
and supporting the activity on
the day (usually by the voluntary
organisation), the replacement
cost of a company’s employees
not working on business activities
for that period of time, or
fees charged by the voluntary
organisation or broker (for
example to cover costs). While
certain costs will be relevant to
all forms of ESV (for example loss
of company employee time on
business activities), it tends to be
one-off volunteering opportunities
that incur the greatest costs.

‘One of the single
most significant
inhibitors to ESV
was often around
the associated costs
and whether it
was the company
or the voluntary
organisation that
should pay these.’

Understanding costs in the
context of the benefits
Smaller voluntary organisations
spoken to as part of the research
described a risk that the cost
of running ESV activities could
considerably outweigh the benefits
experienced. At the heart of this
are cases in which it was felt
the voluntary organisation was
effectively expected to host a
company’s team-building day for
free:
‘When it’s that team challenge
space, it’s slightly more akin to
event management and I think
corporate team-building-type
experiences which a business
would normally pay for. And
therefore, just because it’s badged
as volunteering, there should be
an expectation by business that
there is a cost to the charity on that
because it takes up certain precious
resources.’ (Broker)
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‘There seemed to
be a perception
among voluntary
organisations
that more benefits
would accrue
from longer-term
and ongoing
relationships,
as well as from
more skills-based
volunteering, as
opposed to one-off
volunteering’

However, some argued there were
other longer-term benefits that
would not appear on the day in
one-day activities, which could
complicate understandings of cost
and benefit:

‘They like to see the garden in
bloom in three months’ time or
something, so we do that followup, so that people then feel that
they’ve seen something through to
the end.’ (Broker)

‘I completely understand
volunteering has a cost; however,
I think sometimes they miss the
potential of partnering with a
corporate, even if it’s a one-day
opportunity. I think if they can look
past that and see in the long run,
when we’re renewing our charities,
potentially they could become a
charity. But because they’re closing
the door at the first stage, we
never get any further than that.’
(Company)

A question remains, however, as
to what represents the most costeffective model for ESV. There
seemed to be a perception among
voluntary organisations that more
benefits would accrue from longerterm and ongoing relationships,
as well as from more skills-based
volunteering, as opposed to
one-off volunteering. The vast
majority of voluntary organisations
participating in this research found
this type of volunteering more
useful, perceiving it to have a more
tangible net benefit:

This resonated with some of the
voluntary organisations spoken
to who felt that the connections
made could yield unexpected
returns further down the line. One
voluntary organisation hosted
an ESV event where one of the
participants later became mayor of
the town, and subsequently chose
them as their charity of the year.
These benefits were often only fully
appreciated when feedback was
built into the process, particularly for
the volunteers, helping to make the
ESV volunteers aware of their work
and the impact they had. In one
instance a voluntary organisation
sent photo montages of the ESV
volunteers engaged in activities
on the day; such an inexpensive
feedback mechanism was well
received by the participants and
their company. Another example
of demonstrating the value of ESV
volunteers’ work was taking them
back to a house at which they had
undertaken some decorating or
worked in the garden to see the
finished product. Again this was
well received and helped address
the longer-term nature of the ESV
work (that is, that the impact is not
always visible in a day):
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‘It’s cost-positive; obviously we
do invest time into it but what we
get out of it well exceeds what we
put in, so it does give us access to
expertise that we would have to
pay an awful lot of money for and I
think even just bringing in outside
perspectives in where we would
do things in house, it’s incredibly
valuable.’ (Voluntary organisation)
The benefits of skills-based
volunteering to the employee
themselves, in terms of developing
their own skills, was also
highlighted:
‘We see this type of skilled
volunteering as a real opportunity
for staff to develop as individuals,
as leaders or develop their own
personal skills.’ (Company)
A mixed model, in which both
one-off and skills-based and shortand long-term activities were
developed, can be beneficial for
both parties. Furthermore, having
a number of options also gives
employees more choice in how to
engage with ESV.
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Conclusions: taking ESV forward in a
new policy environment
While debate continues about
whether the Government’s
commitment to ESV will be
implemented in full and what it will
look like in practice, it is possible
that it will contribute to an increase
in interest and engagement in ESV,
although it is interesting to note
that ESV rates have risen over the
last few years without specific
government intervention. While
small scale in nature, this research
can nonetheless draw the following
conclusions, which we hope will
add to the continued debate
and development of ESV. Four
overarching themes are identified
below, and recommendations
for companies and voluntary
organisations are made in Table 4.
Overarching themes about
ESV
The following four themes can
provide greater insight into ESV
and its ongoing development,
including for those companies
looking to scale up ESV activities in
light of the new government policy
and for voluntary organisations
seeking to partner with them.
A mutually beneficial activity
Our research has confirmed that
ESV, when done well, has the
potential to create multiple positive
benefits for both the company and
the voluntary organisation, and for
the volunteers themselves. While
costs can often be considerable
(like all volunteering, it is freely
given but not cost-free), they will
frequently be outweighed by the
benefits experienced, although
some of these may only appear
over a longer period of time. For it
to be as effective as possible, there
needs to be mutual understanding
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of the full range of costs that
are involved and who may – and
should – incur these costs.
Understanding the perspective of
partners
Both companies and voluntary
organisations have different
working cultures, challenges and
expectations. If time is not taken
to understand and examine these,
relationships can falter at an early
stage. This also emphasises the
vital importance of the first contact
between the company and the
voluntary organisation – perhaps
the single most important message
of our research – where initial
clashes in culture can occur.

impact could be greater; and
voluntary organisations sometimes
preferred partnering with SMEs,
which they felt could have more in
common with them.
Recommendations for
companies and voluntary
organisations
The recommendations in Table 4
are for companies, voluntary
organisations, or both, and seek to
improve the quality and impact of
ESV in the longer term.

Using third-party brokers and
intermediaries
Brokers and intermediaries can
play a key role here. Because
it appears that it can be quite
difficult to match the needs
of companies and voluntary
organisations, a third party can
play a vital part. This can be
especially beneficial for smaller
voluntary organisations and SMEs,
who do not have the capacity to
field a great deal of enquires or
proactively seek opportunities
themselves.
Recognising the importance of
scale
ESV takes place amongst all
sizes of company and voluntary
sector organisation, but our
research highlighted the particular
attraction, from both partners, of
working with smaller organisations.
From the company perspective,
preference could often be given
to working with smaller voluntary
organisations as they felt the

On the brink of a game-changer? Building sustainable partnerships between companies and voluntary organisations

Table 4: Recommendations for companies and voluntary organisations to take ESV forward
Companies

Voluntary organisations

Value and encourage employee input. Involve them in the
selection of the voluntary organisations and give them
some control over the type of volunteering in which they
will be involved, which can help companies increase their
engagement.
Commit sufficient time and resource to volunteer management.
Collaboratively develop the activities and partnership, rather than one side driving the process.
Commit to assess what difference has been made in the longer term, including designing and implementing monitoring
and evaluation activities.
Support and encourage employee volunteers to revisit
organisations to see the long-term benefits.
Work to ensure a greater understanding – and communication of – the costs involved, from the beginning (for example
comparable team-building exercises would incur a considerable fee from a commercial company). Recognition also needs
to be given to the fact that in certain circumstances they can risk being loss-making for voluntary organisations.
Consider longer-term, skills-based volunteering activities, which were particularly attractive to voluntary organisations.
These do not have to replace one-off activities and both could be offered alongside one another.
Provide as much notice as possible to voluntary
organisations for one-off ESV activities, which can be
challenging and more costly to organise at short notice.
Develop a good understanding of one another’s motivations and objectives in advance. This could, for example,
include spending time with one another prior to the ESV taking place, in particular to learn more about the voluntary
organisation’s purpose and the company’s motivations for involvement.
Examine why a particular ESV activity is being conducted. It is essential that a purpose commensurate with the
company’s and the voluntary organisation’s needs is identified. If, for example, the dominant driver is team-building and
the form this must take is inflexible, the company and voluntary organisation should consider whether ESV is the most
appropriate vehicle for this.
Recognise the potential contribution of intermediary organisations as third-party brokers and collaborate as appropriate.
Acknowledge that smaller voluntary organisations may
be less able to accommodate one-off activities and could
be more suited to longer-term, skills-based ESV.
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Recognise that SMEs may be less able to directly cover
costs or send large numbers of staff to volunteer.
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