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Family provides one of the contextual layers shaping an individual’s volunteering. More than 
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 when parents have a baby4 and increase when 

 

1 Brodie, E., Hughes, T. Jochum, V., Miller, S., Ockenden, N. and Warburton, D. (2011) Pathways Through Participation: 
What creates and sustains active citizenship? London: NCVO/ IVR/Involve. 
www.involve.org.uk/resources/publications/project-reports/pathways-through-participation (accessed September 2020) 
2 Nesbit, R. (2012) ‘The influence of major life cycle events on volunteering’, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, vol. 
41, no. 6, pp. 1153–1174. 
3 Einolf, C. J. and Philbrick, D. (2014) ‘Generous or greedy marriage? A longitudinal study of volunteering and charitable 
giving’, Journal of Marriage and Family, vol. 76, no. 3, pp. 573–586. 
4 Nesbit, R. (2012) ‘The influence of major life cycle events on volunteering’, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, vol. 
41, no. 6, pp. 1153–1174. 

http://www.involve.org.uk/resources/publications/project-reports/pathways-through-participation


Volunteering: A family affair? 

 

11 

 

 

5 Einolf, C. J. (2018) ‘Parents’ charitable giving and volunteering: Are they influenced by their children’s ages and life 
transitions? Evidence from a longitudinal study in the United States’, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quaterly, vol. 47, no. 
2, pp. 395–416. 
6 Taniguichi, H. (2006) ‘Men’s and women’s volunteering: Gender differences in the effects of employment and family 
characteristics’, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, vol. 35, no. 1, pp. 83–101. 
7 Ravanera, Z. R., Beaujot, R. and Fernando, R. (2002) ‘The family and political dimension of social cohesion: Analysing the 
link using the 2000 National Survey on Volunteering, Giving and Participating’, PSC Discussion Paper Series, vol. 16, no. 7, 
article 1. 
8 Grimm, J. R., Dietz, N., Spring, K., Arey, K. and Foster-Bey, J. (2005) Building Active Citizens: The Role of social institutions 
in teen volunteering, Washington, DC: Corporation for National and Community Service. 
9 Bekkers, R. (2007) ‘Intergenerational transmission of volunteering’, Acta Sociologica, vol. 50, no. 2. pp. 99–114. 
10 Taylor-Collins, E., Harrison, T., Thoma, S.J. and Moller, F. (2019) ‘A habit of social action: Understanding the factors 
associated with adolescents who have made a habit of helping others’, Voluntas, vol. 30, no. 1, pp. 98–114. 
11 Ottoni-Wilhelm, M. and Bandy, R. (2013) ‘Stage-specific family structure models: Implicit parameter restrictions and 
Bayesian model comparison with an application to prosocial behavior’, Review of Economics of the Household, vol. 11, no. 
3, pp. 313–340. 
12 Einolf, C. J. (2018) ‘Parents’ charitable giving and volunteering: Are they influenced by their children’s ages and life 
transitions? Evidence from a longitudinal study in the United States’, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quaterly, vol. 47, no. 
2, pp. 395–416. 
13 OECD (2011) Doing Better for Families. www.oecd.org/els/family/47701118.pdf (accessed September 2020); ONS 
(2019) Families and Households in the UK: 2019. 
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2
019 (accessed September 2020); Saner, E. (2019) ‘The family in 2050: artificial wombs, robot carers and the rise of single 
fathers by choice’, The Guardian www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/dec/31/family-2050-artificial-wombs-robot-
carers-single-fathers (accessed September 2020) 
14 UCL (2019) ‘Less than 7% of couples share housework equally’. www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2019/jul/less-7-couples-share-
housework-equally (accessed September 2020) 
15 Wajcman, J. (2014) Pressed for Time: The acceleration of life in digital capitalism. Chicago and London: University of 
Chicago Press. 

http://www.oecd.org/els/family/47701118.pdf
http://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2019
http://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/bulletins/familiesandhouseholds/2019
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/dec/31/family-2050-artificial-wombs-robot-carers-single-fathers
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/dec/31/family-2050-artificial-wombs-robot-carers-single-fathers
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2019/jul/less-7-couples-share-housework-equally
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2019/jul/less-7-couples-share-housework-equally


Volunteering: A family affair? 

 

12 

 

Recognising the potential significance of the (changing) family context for volunteering, and the 

existing gaps in evidence, raises new questions about the relationship between families and 

volunteering. There is more to be understood from the family perspective – how and why families 
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This research has involved five stages, which are summarised in figure 1 and expanded upon 
below. 

Figure 1: Research approach

 
Evidence review  

Secondary analysis of the Time Use Survey  

Mapping of organisational engagement with family volunteering 

 held follow-up conversations with a small number of 

 

20 Gershuny, J. and Sullivan, O. (2017). ‘United Kingdom Time Use Survey, 2014–2015’. In UK Data Service.SN:8128: 
Oxford: Centre for Time Use Research, University of Oxford. 
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Organisational case studies 
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Table 1: Case study organisations 
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Family case studies 
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Analysis  

1.4. Reading this report  

A note on definitions 

 

 

21 ONS (2019) Families and Households in the UK: 2019. 
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019 (accessed September 2020) 
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We identified five ways in which families engage in volunteering, as summarised in figure 2 and 

detailed below. While these take us beyond traditional definitions, we suggest that all of these are 

part of family volunteering: they all reflect how families engage in volunteering and all are important 

to consider. These are not mutually exclusive: many of our families were engaged in a number of 

these types. Indeed, we found that some families do them all. More likely, however, is that they 

move between types over their life course, depending on personal, family and organisational 

circumstances, opportunities and constraints.  
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Figure 2: Types of family volunteering  

 
Figure 3: Examples of types of family volunteering 
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1. Do together: two or more family members volunteering together for the same 

organisation, doing the same activity at the same time and place 

2. Do alongside: different members of the same family volunteering for the same 
organisation, but doing different activities, often at different times 
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22 See for example Low, N. et al (2007) Helping Out: A national survey of volunteering and charitable giving. London: 
Cabinet Office.  
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3. Bring along: one family member actively volunteering and bringing other family 
members with them in more passive roles  
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4. Do for: one (or more) family members volunteering for a group or organisation that 
provides a service or activity to another family member  

Parents volunteering for their children’s activities: the Dickens family 
 
The Dickens family – dad (Matt), stepmum (Sara) and Matt’s two children (aged ten and 

seven) – consider themselves to be an ‘active’ family with ‘frenetic’ calendars. Sara now 
works full time and Matt is a freelancer at home, which gives him more flexibility with 
home life. The children are involved in many after-school and extracurricular activities – 
drama, rugby, Beavers, Cubs and running – and both Matt and Sara volunteer in various 
capacities to support these activities, sometimes together and sometimes individually. 
Sara is also the leader of a Rainbows group, which her stepdaughter once attended. Most 
of their volunteering can be considered ‘do for’ and is closely connected to their children’s 
activities and interests, although they both actively volunteer in other areas too. Much of 
this involvement has been unplanned for Sara – helping to fill a role when there was no 
one else to do it, or helping out on the day has turned into a more regular commitment. 
Matt is very supportive of Sara’s volunteering, both emotionally and practically, and he 
‘mucks in’ and helps her in the various roles she has taken on. He also gets involved more 

directly in other community events and activities, often related to the children and his 
interest in music. Both Matt and Sara are keen for the children to be busy and for them to 
see first-hand the value of being active and taking action: ‘ I really want them to see them 
get up and go and that’s a really good way to be and live.’ Getting involved and helping 
out with their children’s activities and clubs is seen as part of what they do as a family and 
an important element of their children’s upbringing.  
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5. Do separately: multiple members of the same family volunteering for separate groups 
and organisations  

Talking about family volunteering  



Volunteering: A family affair? 

 

26 

 

 

 

23 In our literature review, for example, we found that Porritt (1995: 2) defined family volunteering as being: ‘when family 
members volunteer together in community service activities. They may come from different generations, in combinations 
such as parent/child or grandparent/parent/child, or from the same generation, such as adult partners, or 
brothers/sisters’. While we think this is a useful starting point, particularly its emphasis on different family groupings, we 
would encourage a broader definition reflective of the broader types of engagement we found through this research. 
Porritt, K. (1995) Family Volunteering: The Ties That Bind: An Introduction to Preparing Your Agency for Family Volunteers. 
Ottawa: Department of Canadian Heritage volunteeringculture.or.kr/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/Family-
Volunteering.pdf (accessed September 2020) 
24 Mohan, J. and Bulloch, S (2012) The Idea of a ‘Civic Core’: What are the overlaps between charitable giving, 
volunteering, and civic participation in England and Wales? Working Paper 73. Birmingham: Third Sector Research Centre.  
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file://///DATA-SERVER/NCVO/RESEARCH/Projects/Current%20projects/Family%20volunteering/Reporting/Report/Full%20report/volunteeringculture.or.kr/wp-content/uploads/2009/12/Family-Volunteering.pdf
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Figure 4: The spectrum of ways that family volunteering can develop in organisations 

By design: organisations specifically seek to engage family groups as volunteers, within 
discrete family volunteering programmes, projects and activities 
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By extension: family members are encouraged to volunteer as an extension of the 
activities and services that organisations provide for families, children or young people  
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By default: multiple members of the same family volunteer within an organisation not 
through any targeted approach but incrementally over time  

 

25 Reflective of what Hustinx and Lammertyn refer to as a wider move from ‘collective’ to ‘reflexive’ volunteering. Hustinx, 

L. and Lammertyn, F. (2003) ‘Collective and reflexive styles of volunteering: A sociological modernization perspective’, 
Voluntas, vol. 14, no. 2, pp. 167–187. 
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Going unnoticed: family volunteering is not explicitly acknowledged or encouraged by 
organisations 

A spectrum of approaches to family volunteering  


