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ABSTRACT 

In 2000 the UK Prime Minister pledged that employers should be encouraged to 
release staff for one day a year to undertake volunteering activity.  Many and 
varied programmes are being set up to assist employees to volunteer, whether 
during work hours or in their own time.  This is called employer supported 
volunteering (ESV).  This paper discusses the increasing use of ESV and aims to 
provide an understanding of the key concepts of this phenomenon.  An email 
survey was completed of all 122 universities in England, Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland.  University websites linked to volunteering for staff and 
students were also examined.  Responses were received from 65 institutions (a 
response rate of 53%).  This initial research reveals that university commitment 
to ESV varies across the sector.  Many universities support staff volunteering 
and informally encourage links with the local community through voluntary 
activity but only seven institutions had developed a formal policy allowing staff 
time off work to volunteer.  From this initial research, three best practice 
universities have emerged and their activities are discussed.  The next stage in 
this project is to research the areas identified and to explore the extent of 
volunteering by university staff and staff attitudes to volunteering with a view to 
providing a full picture of ESV in the UK university sector 
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corporate volunteering, community engagement 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
In 2003, 42% of the population (almost 18 million people) in England and Wales 
volunteered formally at least once, with 22% volunteering formally at least once a 
month 1.  However, a large proportion of voluntary organisations (41%) believe it 
will become harder to recruit volunteers.  In a survey of volunteering-involving 
organisations in the UK, among the reasons given for a decline in volunteering 
were lack of time amongst potential volunteers and declining unemployment in 
certain areas 2.  As voluntary organisations in the UK are becoming more 
engaged in a broader range of public service activities3 they are depending on 
fewer volunteers doing more work.  There is an increasing need to encourage 
and enable those previously not engaged in volunteering to donate their time.   
 
In order to increase the pool of volunteers some firms are allowing employees to 
have time off work (either paid or unpaid) to undertake voluntary work in the 
community.  In recent years the UK government has identified and has been 
active in encouraging business organisations to support the concept of 
volunteering.  In 2000 Tony Blair pledged that employers should be encouraged 
to release staff for one day a year to undertake volunteering activity.  This was 
reiterated by Gordon Brown in 2006 when he set a challenge to industrialists in 
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Britain to work towards a position where “every employer has a volunteering 
scheme for their employees” 4.  Many and varied programmes are already in 
place to assist employees to volunteer, whether during work hours or in their own 
time.  Such schemes are described in a number of ways; the most commonly 
used terms being employer supported volunteering, employee volunteer 
programmes, corporate volunteerism, corporate community involvement, 
community engagement.  This paper will use the term employer supported 
volunteering (ESV). 
 
Although much has been written on volunteering and the characteristics of 
volunteers5, there has been relatively little published on ESV.  This paper aims to 
provide an understanding of the key concepts of this phenomenon.  It also 
highlights some of the key factors arising from its operation through an 
examination of ESV in the UK university sector.  The paper contributes to the 
current dialogue about volunteering by drawing together the available literature 
to provide an overview of the main issues. 
 
Over the last ten years many Employee Supported Volunteering (ESV) schemes 
have been introduced in the UK.  They can be divided into two categories: 
„released‟ (where the business organisation specifically releases staff from their 
paid employment into the voluntary and community sector) and „own-time‟ 
(where staff are encouraged to become involved in volunteering outside of their 
paid work).  Meijs and Van der Voort 6 have presented a typology for ESV 
around these two dimensions.  However, there are variations within these two 
categories.  ESV may include giving staff time off to volunteer, acting as a broker 
to find volunteering opportunities for staff, organising team volunteering events or 
seconding a member of staff to a voluntary organisation.  Where time off work is 
given this may be a formal policy or may be operated informally.  Staff may be 
allowed to leave early to volunteer, use flexi-time or be granted a certain number 
of hours or days per year for volunteering.  ESV also varies in terms of level of 
involvement, ranging from prolonged (e.g. once a month over several years) to 
an annual activity.  The schemes may be open to current employees, retired staff 
and to others linked to the organisation. 
 
Employee Supported Volunteering (ESV) is becoming one of the fastest-growing 
areas of voluntary activity in the UK7, throughout Western Europe 8 and North 
America9.  The growth in ESV is part of a much larger movement to encourage 
the commercial and public sectors to become more socially aware and 
accountable.  Employers are increasingly realising that they have responsibilities 
to a number of stakeholders10.  Business organisations are expected to exhibit 
ethical behaviour and moral management and to focus on the social impact of 
their activities.   
 
Integrating these issues with business operations and strategy is known as 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR).  Hess et al11 identify three categories of 
drivers behind CSR.  The competitive advantage factor – As traditional sources 
of competitive advantage become more accessible and less significant, better 
corporate image gained through CSR strategies provides firms with harder to 
imitate and less tangible sources of competitive advantage.  The moral 
marketplace factor – Successful firms respond to changes in the attitudes of 

consumers and other stakeholders.  There is evidence of growing public support 
for CSR strategies which creates certain obligations for managers.  The 
comparative advantage factor – Some corporations have developed a unique 
combination of knowledge and resources that provide them with a comparative 
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advantage over other organisations and even governments in being able to 
respond to particular problems. 
 
As more organisations acknowledge philanthropic responsibility and integrate 
this approach into their business strategy, the business case for ESV is 
becoming more widely recognised and the trend is likely to continue12.  Cause 
related marketing is used by many companies, demonstrating the mutually 
beneficial nature of working alongside and being closely linked with not-for-profit 
/ voluntary organisations13.  Although it is often difficult to quantify its impact, 
there is evidence to suggest that ESV benefits the business organisation, 
employees, the voluntary organisation and society in general.  As a result ESV 
has been described by several commentators as a „win-win‟ situation14. 
 
Organisations involved in ESV profit in a number of ways.  ESV demonstrates a 
real commitment to the local community and has an impact on the perceptions of 
customers and other stakeholders, such as employees and suppliers.  
Establishing contacts with non-profit organisations not only creates a positive 
local profile 15but can have an affirmative effect on corporate image and 
reputation16.  Through increasing profitability and brand reputation a company‟s 
competitive edge increases17.  Consumers might be more eager to do business 
with those organisations they believe are ethical and have a social conscience18.  
ESV makes sound business sense in other ways.  It provides employees who 
volunteer with a perspective external to the organisation, exposing them to 
different environments and challenges19 and enables them to make useful 
contacts outside the organisation20.  This external influence enhances the ability 
of volunteers to identify more innovative approaches in responding to difficulties 
in the workplace21.   
 
Involvement in community schemes has a positive impact on employees‟ 
perception of the work organisation22.  Those involved in ESV are more 
committed to the organisation23.  Being part of an organisation involved in ESV 
has a positive impact even on those who do not participate24.  Being associated 
with a worthwhile cause builds greater loyalty amongst staff25.  This commitment 
to the organisation may be a factor in employee retention.  Several 
commentators report that ESV cuts employee turnover, allowing organisations to 
retain high quality employees26, fosters job satisfaction27 and raises staff 
morale28.  Employers benefit as not only does ESV boost morale but also 
productivity29.  
 
ESV is also an important human resource tool.  It aids in recruitment, enabling 
organisations to attract better employees30, and facilitates employee 
development in that it helps employees develop job related skills such as team 
working31, leadership, greater social awareness32 and interpersonal skills33.  
Acquiring relevant work related skills through volunteering can be a low cost 
answer to corporate training needs as organisations have less necessity to rely 
on expensive training programmes or professional staff development seminars34. 
 
Not only does the employer benefit from ESV but so do the employees involved.  
Employees themselves see the benefits of volunteering in enhancing skills 
related to work through taking on new roles as a volunteer and bringing newly 
acquired skills back into the workplace.  The most frequently cited are 
transferable skills such as communication35, time management36 and 
leadership37.  Developing new skills and building on existing ones increases self 
esteem and confidence38.  Taking time out from work to volunteer reduces the 
pressures of the workplace, energising them so that they can better take on the 
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challenges of the job when they return39.  For the career minded volunteering 
may enhance the CV and open up new career possibilities.  For those coming to 
the end of their careers it can help the transition from work to retirement. 
 
The receiving voluntary organisation also benefits from ESV through gaining 
extra volunteers but, in addition, often acquires a volunteer with a fresh 
perspective on activities and projects40 and differing skills from those who would 
normally come to that organisation as ESV attracts people different from the 
traditional volunteer41.  ESV encourages more general volunteering, adding to 
the pool of volunteers.  Those employees volunteering through ESV also tend to 
participate in volunteering outside work time42 and people who work with 
colleagues who volunteer are more likely to volunteer themselves43.  
 
Finally, there are benefits to the wider community.  Those who participate in ESV 
have an opportunity to mix with people they might not normally have contact 
with.  This external focus make them more aware of the problems facing people 
in the community and get to know their local district better44 as well as an 
increased understanding of social issues45.  ESV adds sustainable value to the 
local community.  The co-learning which arises between the local region and 
businesses involved in ESV can increase prosperity in a community46. 
  
This paper reports on the first stage of a research project funded by the Higher 
Education Active Community Fund (HEACF) to investigate ESV in UK 
universities.  HEACF is supported by the Higher Education Funding Council for 
England (HEFCE).  Its role is to enhance the key role played by higher education 
institutions in their local community and is part of the Government's wider Active 
Community initiative, one of a package of measures designed to encourage 
greater involvement of students and staff in voluntary and community activities.   
 
Volunteering schemes in UK universities may be available to employed staff, 
students and alumni.  As well as the benefits of ESV outlined above university 
staff involvement in volunteering is considered to be particularly important as 
their participation exemplifies the university's commitment to reaching out to all 
sections of the community.  Staff volunteers also act as ambassadors for 
university outreach programmes.  Some staff are proactive in developing and 
leading projects with student teams (often, but not always, subject-related).  
Additional benefits to the university include developing contacts outside work-
related networks, raising the profile of the department, boosting kudos through 
faculty-based programmes and building links with organisations that may help 
build the university as a business47.  
 
This research project aims to examine volunteering as an integral part of 
university culture by examining university policies, identifying the extent of 
volunteering by university staff and exploring staff attitudes to volunteering.  The 
first stage of the project investigates policies across the higher education sector 
regarding institutions‟ support for volunteering by staff to identify examples of 
best practice with a view to assisting those currently developing and managing 
such schemes.  This paper reports on the initial findings of this first phase of the 
study.  Later stages will examine, through a questionnaire and qualitative 
research, staff attitudes to volunteering. 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
This part of the study was an exploratory investigation as there has been little 
previous research into ESV and there appears to be an absence of work 
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examining ESV in the UK higher education sector.  One objective of the study 
was to “discover significant variables in the field situation, to discover relations 
among variables and to lay a groundwork for later, more systematic and rigorous 
testing of hypotheses”48.   

 
In order to obtain an overview of ESV in UK Higher Education Institutions an 
email survey was completed of all 122 universities in England, Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland.  Given the exploratory nature of the study the survey 
adopted an open approach.  An email survey was used as ESV schemes may be 
managed by a variety of departments49 and as the role of the contact person for 
the survey was likely to differ between organisations distribution by email allowed 
the survey to be forwarded within the university to the most appropriate person.  
Consequently, the survey was completed by whoever had responsibility for ESV 
in the university.  This became a variable to be identified. 
 
Each respondent was asked to provide details of the university‟s policy regarding 
ESV, its development and operation.  This included questions about the stage 
the university was at in developing its ESV policy (for example, its intention to 
introduce a policy or if it was working towards one, the adoption of an informal 
policy or a detailed and written formal policy, policy content).  University websites 
linked to volunteering for staff and students were also examined for their content 
and degree of emphasis on staff involvement.  Telephone / email follow-up was 
undertaken for further information and/or clarification as required.  There was 
also an attempt to increase the response rate through follow-up emails.  During 
this stage of the research several universities contacted the researchers to 
collect information about ESV for information to enable them to progress with 
developing their ESV policy.   
 
From the survey and analysis of the websites three universities emerged as 
examples of best practice (these institutions had also been frequently cited by 
other universities as leaders in this field).  These three organisations were 
selected for a collective case study.  Cases were chosen “to provide insight into 
an issue …because it is believed that understanding them will lead to better 
understanding, perhaps better theorising, about a still larger selection of 
cases”50.  They were chosen as examples of best practice by the researchers 

using judgemental sampling.  The criteria for their selection included the degree 
of commitment by the university to ESV, the policies adopted, the number of staff 
involved in volunteering and the variety of voluntary projects undertaken. 
 
In addition to data collected in the survey, further data were collected from each 
of the three cases through documents and material provided by the university.  
Key informant in-depth interviews were held with the contact responsible for 
employee volunteering.  Each interview followed an interview schedule to gather 
data on the organisation‟s ESV policy, its development, management, operation 
and future plans.  Benefits of the scheme to the institution, staff, voluntary 
organisations and other stakeholders were included as well as problems and 
disadvantages.  After transcription, the interview data was analysed using data 
reduction techniques51.  Using data collected on each case within case analysis 
was undertaken.  To enable comparisons to be made while preserving the 
uniqueness of each case a cross-case analysis was then carried out52.  
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FINDINGS 
 
Within universities there is evidence of a great deal of voluntary activity being 
undertaken.  Most of the work supported through HEACF concentrates on 
encouraging the involvement of students in voluntary work.  This support has 
been extended by a number of universities to staff employed by the Student 
Union.  This can be classed as ESV but, as the benefits to the employing 
organisation as outlined above would differ, this research concentrates on all 
staff directly employed by the university and not just the Student Union. 
 
Responses were received from 52 universities.  Follow-up telephone calls and 
emails increased this to 65 (a response rate of 53%).  The follow-up process 
indicated that non-respondents tended to be those which did not have a policy 
and had no plans to introduce one in the near future.  It could be inferred that 
those universities which were committed to ESV were more likely to have 
responded. 
 
The key findings can be seen in Tables 1 and 2.  This initial research reveals that 
university commitment to ESV varies across the sector.  Of those who 
responded, 36 stated that they did not have an ESV policy.  However, many 
universities do support staff volunteering and informally encourage links with the 
local community through voluntary activity.  Only 10 institutions had developed a 
formal policy allowing staff time off work to volunteer but 33 universities did have 
a policy on Public Service volunteering (allowing time off work for activities such 
as jury service, magistrates‟ or school governor duties, reserve forces 
commitments) and 16 establishments were working on an ESV policy.  It should 
be noted that this data underestimates the full extent of voluntary activity being 
supported by universities as many more universities are releasing staff from their 
paid employment into the voluntary and community sector.  However, this is 
difficult to measure as it may not be arranged centrally but is agreed locally with 
the employee‟s line manager.  In addition, through HEACF funded activities, staff 
are encouraged by the university to become involved in volunteering in their own 
time.   
 
Of the 122 universities contacted, 59 are „Old‟ universities.  Within the UK 
University sector „Old‟ universities are those regarded as having the status of a 
university before the provisions of the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 
came into force.  They are, therefore, the longer established universities.  In 
1994 19 of these formed the Russell Group.  These universities are considered 
the major research-intensive universities of the United Kingdom.  Of those 
working on ESV policies, there is no significant difference between university 
status.  However, universities with a formal policy are more likely to be „Old‟ 
rather than „New‟ universities. 
 
Across the sector the organisation of ESV programmes within universities varies 
greatly.  In some institutions responsibility lies with senior management, in others 
with a more junior employee.  For those universities actively working on an ESV 
policy or with a policy in place the majority locate the responsibility for ESV within 
Human Resources (see Tables 1 and 2).  However, some universities prefer 
their volunteering activities to be housed closer to the community and so position 
the responsibility for ESV in those centres dealing with community engagement 
or specifically volunteering.  There are instances of ESV being part of Corporate 
Social Responsibility with the ESV policy role being at the centre of the university 
in Marketing or the University Executive. 
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Table 1. Universities with ESV policies 
 

University Respondent Public 
Service 
Policy 

Staff policy University 
Type 

University Of 
The Arts 
London 

Voluntary 
projects 
manager 

 Arrangement
s with line 
manager 

New 

University of 
Cambridge 

Community 
Relations 
Coordinator 

 Arrangement
s with line 
manager 

Old 
Russell 
Group 

East Anglia Volunteer 
Coordinator 
(Careers Dept) 

 
 

 Old 

Imperial 
College 
London 

Volunteer Centre 
manager 

  Old 
Russell 
Group 

Kent Personnel   Old 

Leeds  External 
Partnerships 
manager 

  Old 
Russell 
Group 

Leeds 
Metropolitan  

Training Officer   New 

London 
School of 
Economics 
and Political 
Science 

Volunteer Centre 
manager 

  Old 
Russell 
Group 

London 
South Bank 
 

Human 
Resource Officer 
 

  
New 

Nottingham 
Trent 

Events manager 
& Administrator/ 
Volunteer 
Projects 
Coordinator 

 
 

New 
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Table 2. Universities working on ESV policies 
 

University Respondent Working on 
Policy 

Public 
Service 
Policy 

University Type 

Queens Belfast Equal Opportunities 
Officer 

  Old 

Birmingham Community Liaison 
manager 

Piloting 
activities 

 Old 
Russell Group 

Bristol Community  
Engagement 
manager 

  Old 
Russell Group 

East London OD manager in HR   New 

Gloucester-
shire 

Community 
Development 
Officer 

  New 

Huddersfield Community Projects 
Coordinator 

  
Reserve 
forces 

New 

Hull Active Community 
Co-ordinator 

  Old 

Lancaster Management 
Development 
Adviser 
(Staff Development) 

  Old 

Liverpool Careers   Old 
Russell Group 

Northampton UCN Project 
Coordinator, 
(Community 
Volunteers Dept.) 

  New 

Nottingham Head of HR Policy 
& Projects 

  Old 
Russell Group 

Portsmouth Marketing 
Campaigns Officer 

  New 

University of 
Salford 

Personnel   Old 

Surrey Equal Opportunities 
& Diversity Adviser 

  Old 

Warwick Project Manager, 
Warwick Volunteers 

  Old 
Russell Group 

Royal Welsh 
College of 
Music & Drama 

University Executive   Old 

 
It is not surprising that ESV policy development is being addressed by Human 
Resources Departments in consultation with other units as this central 
department often has overall responsibility for those policies dealing with staff.  
Community engagement units are the ones who have direct access to the 
receiving voluntary organisations and so will be required to implement the 
policies.  How the policies are implemented are outlined in the three case studies 
below. 
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CASE STUDIES 
 
The three institutions selected, the London School of Economics (LSE), Imperial 
College London (ICL) and the University of Cambridge , are all „Old‟ universities 
and members of the prestigious Russell group.  Two are colleges of London 
University.  The London School of Economics and Political Sciences was 
founded in 1895 and employs over 1600 full time equivalent staff.  Imperial 
College was established in 1907 and is an independent constituent part of 
London University.  It is a member of Employees in The Community Network and 
employs 5764 academic and support staff.  The University of Cambridge‟s 
earliest record is 1209 with Peterhouse College.  Founded in 1284, it is a 
confederation of Colleges, Faculties and other institutions.   
 
The adoption of ESV by these universities was driven by many factors.  For LSE 
a champion emerged to support the initiative and was supported by a growing 
demand from staff and observed benefits accruing to other institutions. For the 
LSE and Imperial College the development of ESV can also be linked to the 
Higher Education Active Community Fund (HEACF) initiatives.  LSE has adopted 
a formal written policy through its Employer Supported Volunteer Scheme, 
Volunteering for All (V4All), launched in May 2005.  In 2002 ICL stated its remit is 
to “map, co-ordinate, and develop opportunities for both staff and students to 
interact with the wider community through volunteering”53.  Although staff 
volunteering was encouraged from this time with the launch of the Imperial 
Volunteering Centre in 2003, a formal staff volunteering policy was not 
introduced until 2005.  Unlike LSE and ICL who have formal written ESV 
volunteering policies, although fully committed to ESV, the structure of the 
University of Cambridge (147 independent autonomous units) led to a decision 
by the University not to introduce one overarching university-wide ESV policy. 
 
The coordination and operation of ESV within these three universities differs 
although it appears to be a partnership within existing departments.  LSE 
employs a consultant based in Staff Development within its Personnel 
Department.  At ICL it is a jointly managed venture between its Staff 
Development unit and the volunteer centre.  In the University of Cambridge it 
was initially part of the Corporate Liaison Department but was moved to External 
Affairs.  
 
In all three cases, for employees to have access to volunteering opportunities 
(with or without a formal policy) formal processes have been developed to 
manage the activities.  At LSE an application form is to be signed and supported 
by a line manager.  This application form includes details such as how the time 
will be spent and learning objectives to be achieved.  During the volunteer 
activity a record / diary of the volunteering hours is kept.  All applications are 
considered by the V4All committee “to protect its brand and reputation”.  

 
At ICL any proposed voluntary activity has to reflect development and learning 
outcomes identified in the university‟s staff appraisal process.  A detailed form 
outlines the specific aims and objectives.  Consideration is also given to the 
impact on the volunteer‟s workload and role at the university and thus 
applications must be supported by the line manager.  Selection of an activity 
should be mutually agreed between the volunteer and the voluntary organisation 
to ensure compatibility.  Progress is evaluated after 8 weeks.  The volunteer 
activity has a maximum time allowed of 6 months during which time a diary is 
kept.  On completion of the volunteer activity an exit interview takes place. 
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Allowances available to carry out the voluntary activity vary.  At LSE up to five 
paid working days per year can be approved for employees to take part in 
agreed activities.  ICL staff members who have been employed for a minimum of 
one year are given up to four hours a fortnight of paid time conditional on this 
being matched by an equal number of voluntary hours (pro-rata for part time 
staff).  Voluntary hours are taken in the employee‟s own time (on an evening, at 
weekends or out of regular leave entitlement).  In 2004, 750 individuals at ICL 
volunteered with 10% of these being staff members54.  The University of 
Cambridge encourages volunteering by both academic and support staff, with 
most volunteering taking place in the Science areas.  In 2004 at the University of 
Cambridge 1,252 staff were involved in voluntary work organised through the 
university with an additional 1,135 staff working on community activities as part 
of their paid employment55.  In 2003/4 one in four members of staff volunteered 
for one of the university‟s projects56.   
 
The role of the University of Cambridge‟s External Office is to act as a sign 
posting service only.  It has over 200 organisations listed offering possible 
volunteering opportunities.  The LSE Volunteer Centre and ICL IVC provide 
informal primary information and advice to staff interested in undertaking 
volunteering.  This can include help in locating specific volunteering 
opportunities.   
 
Volunteer activities can be related to the academic or professional experience of 
the volunteer.  Drawing on the core competencies of the institutions, as expected 
education is identified by all three universities.  Areas of activity include school 
governorships, teaching basic skills and, for ICL and the University of 
Cambridge, significant outreach work in the sciences (an example is the 
University of Cambridge‟s initiative „Physics At Work‟).  However, extensive 
databases are available to help the choice process beyond core competencies.  
For example, LSE have identified 28 categories and ICL 40 categories of 
projects which cover a wide range of activities such as the environment, 
including conservation work, supporting local charities, inputting data and 
working on a helpline for 4 hours per week.  ICL cite working with local 
community arts groups on carnivals as an example57.  Volunteering is not always 
a regular commitment.  One off events are on offer.  For example, in 2005 over 
1000 of the University of Cambridge employees took part in the annual Science 
festival. 
 
Benefits of ESV are clear to all the Universities involved. ESV is seen as a vital 
part of community engagement.   At a strategic level, encouraging community 
engagement helps maintain a competitive advantage over other universities and 
leads to new opportunities for learning and research and demonstrates 
commitment to building healthy communities and underlines the university 
commitment to community links. 
 
All three cases saw ESV as having an important role in marketing the 
universities.  At an operational level it is used for branding and general 
promotional activities.  Participation in the wider community is seen strategically 
as a means of raising the profile of the institution and as a highly visible sign that 
demonstrates corporate social responsibility.  The „Old‟, Russell group of 
universities tend to recruit students throughout the UK (not just from the local 
area) and from overseas and, therefore, may be considered to be detached from 
the local community.  This may be why such universities are more active in ESV 
than the „New‟ institutions.   
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ESV had a role for all the case study institutions in communicating their work to a 
wider audience.  The external activity of the participants promote both to the 
local community and the wider environs the purpose and benefit of the work 
these Universities undertake and helps to develop an understanding and 
appreciation.  It challenges negative perceptions about such institutions being 
elite.  At the University of Cambridge individual departments, colleges, 
museums, etc. see community engagement as encouraging access, particularly 
from those poorly represented student groups. 
 
To the university community ESV is considered a human resources tool, part of 
the rewards and benefits package, and a motivational tool which also aids in 
team development and to gain job-related experience and development.  IVC 
Links 2004 states “Employers are increasingly finding employee volunteering is 
delivering real human resource benefits.  It can reduce employee turnover; 
recruitment & training costs and increase motivation and productivity.”58 
 
At an individual level all three institutions agree that participation in volunteering 
can have a significant contribution to the development and enhancement of 
personal and professional skills.  At the same time as developing work related 
skills, the University of Cambridge focuses on the enhancement of 
communication skills, dealing with the media, language skills, financial planning, 
teamwork and management skills.  LSE points out that volunteering is fun.  ICL 
stresses the role of volunteering in making friends and in offering a welcome 
break from the daily work routine59.  Being a volunteer is seen as enhancing self 
esteem, giving access to new cultures and ideas and offering the satisfaction of 
'giving back' to society or making a difference.  Steve Rathburn, Imperial College 
Staff Development Advisor, sums up the benefits that staff experience from 
participating in volunteering as “a superb environment within which to stretch 
ones capabilities, find new dimensions to one’s talents and develop ones 
confidence.” 
 

The community activities outlined above have focused on benefits to the 
university and staff.  For the local community, participation by the university in 
ESV increases the supply of volunteers offering valuable new skills and 
energies, offering University facilities, supporting under resourced schools and 
extending cultural outreach.  Meeting university staff can raise aspirations within 
the local community.  ESV can build important partnerships between business 
and the public sector and ESV can help to break down the barriers between 
different sections of society.  
 
MANAGEMENT AND ENGAGEMENT  
 

Figure 1 below identifies the main elements to be considered by an organisation 
supporting employee volunteering and the key stakeholders affected.  For such 
schemes to succeed Hess60 believes that ESV should be initiated and guided by 
top management and incorporated into strategic planning.  It is vital that there is 
commitment to the process throughout the organisation.  The support of the 
Government through its Higher Education Active Community Fund (HEACF) has 
been an important driver in the cases selected.  However, this fund is accessible 
by all HEIs.  The difference in the three selected cases is that there is 
commitment to the concept of ESV at the highest level and dedication by staff to 
make the scheme work.  Not only has there been direction from the top of the 
organisation (in two cases through a formal policy document) but also a desire 
from the bottom up to become involved. 
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Figure 1: Management and Engagement 

 

 
 
 
Although two of the universities studied have a written policy on ESV, it does not 
appear to be an essential element to a successful programme.  For example, the 
lack of such a policy at the University of Cambridge does not deter a high 
proportion of their staff from volunteering.  However, the collegiate nature of that 
university and the autonomy of the colleges may be the reason that a formal 
policy has not been introduced.  The existence of a formal policy can have an 
impact on the effectiveness of the programme.  Rostami and Hall61 found that 
companies with a formal ESV policy had better managed programmes, were 
more likely to be proactive in supporting ESV, to increase their level of support 
for employee volunteering and to enhance their support for ESV through other 
community investment activities.  It is, therefore, advisable for other 
organisations wishing to establish ESV within their institution to follow LSE and 
ICL in developing a formal policy. 
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Even though only two out of the three cases have a written policy on ESV all 
have established formal processes to manage its ESV activities.  There has 
been recognition that the systems require central control.  In all three cases this 
is done through partnership arrangements between units but the department with 
overall responsibility again differs between the University of Cambridge (based in 
External Affairs) and the LSE and ICL (where it is housed  in Staff Development 
and subsequently volunteering has become part of the staff development 
process).  All three operate through volunteer centres which deal with staff and 
students.  A wide variety of volunteering opportunities are made available to staff 
over different time scales and at a range of times to accommodate commitments 
university employees may have in their lives.  This enables increased 
participation and engagement by staff. 
 
The benefits of ESV have been outlined above and all three universities studied 
acknowledge that ESV is „a good thing‟.  However, less effort is put into 
promoting and operating the volunteering programmes than into evaluating their 
impact on employees, the voluntary organisations or the local communities.  This 
is not unusual in this area.  In a study of ESV schemes in Chicago, Benjamin62 
found companies allocated larger funds to internal marketing of their ESV 
programmes than to external publicity about the schemes (73% versus 45%).  
The University of Cambridge has produced a report for its stakeholders on all its 
community engagement activities, including employee volunteering63.  LSE and 
ICL provide feedback through newsletters and their websites but, as also 
demonstrated in Benjamin‟s study64, feedback tends to be from employees with 
little input from the voluntary organisation.  Skok65 stresses the importance of 
community feedback as well as from employees.  Only in this way can 
organisations learn what is important to voluntary organisations and how they 
feel the organisation can best assist them. 
 
Benefits to the various stakeholders have been described above as well as the 
benefits to the organisation.  In addition to highlighting the prerequisites for an 
organisation embarking on ESV, Figure 1 shows the relationships developed as 
a result of ESV.  ESV enables the case study universities to engage more 
closely with their local communities.  This is an important function of ESV.  All 
three institutions tend to draw their staff and students from communities distant 
from the local environs.  However, the relationship is two way as both parties 
gain.  Not only does a closer link result between the university and its local 
community but also between employees of the institution and local people. The 
breaking down of barriers also assists these universities in working towards the 
Government‟s Widening Participation agenda.   
 
The relationship between the organisation and its employees is also very much a 
two-way affair with both parties benefiting.  A relationship also inevitably arises 
between university employees and the organisations in which they are 
volunteering.  The voluntary organisations obtain a great deal from these links 
with the universities and their employees in terms of extra personnel and variety 
of new skills acquired.  New skills and competences also flow back into the 
universities from contact with these organisations.  This is very much what 
Austin66 sees as a transactional relationship.  Both parties pursue their own 
goals and objectives.  Such a relationship is built upon exchange rather than 
collaboration. 
 
The benefits of employer supported volunteering apply to all organisations and 
have been recognised by many.  As a result of this the two case study 
universities based in the centre of London faced competition from other large 
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organisations operating in the City for employer supported volunteering 
opportunities.  Some voluntary organisations were in the enviable position of 
having a number of employers seeking volunteering opportunities for their staff 
within their organisation or being willing to manage a specific project on behalf of 
the voluntary organisation.  The universities were often at a disadvantage when 
competing with high profile, affluent multi-national corporations. 
 
Links with external organisations through engagement and involvement in the 
local community and with voluntary organisations has an impact on other 
stakeholders of the universities (such as customers, current and potential 
students, parents, organisations and firms doing business with the universities).  
Such links are used in promoting the universities and raising awareness of their 
involvement community engagement activities.  Through such measures the 
reputation of the universities is certainly enhanced.  In addition, service quality 
may be improved as a result of a more motivated and satisfied workforce. 
 
CONCLUSION 

  
This paper provides an outline of the current situation regarding the adoption and 
development of ESV in the UK university sector.  Three cases have been 
presented as examples of best practice.  The findings of this exploratory 
research have implications for universities and those bodies which fund voluntary 
activity in Higher Education. 
 
While it is generally agreed that ESV is a „good thing‟ for all involved there are 
generally few examples of systematic evaluation.  Less than one-third of 
companies involved in ESV keep records on employee volunteering 
programmes67.  Figures in Benjamin‟s study68 were a little higher with 53% of 
respondents making a formal report.  This was the situation in the best practice 
cases of this study.  As most evidence is based on surveys done by those 
involved in ESV, more objective evidence is required on the relationship between 
volunteering and the development of job-related skills.  This may be quite difficult 
to gauge as not all community involvement activities are easily quantifiable69.  
For example, it is easier to quantify the number of volunteers and the total of 
volunteer hours than the impact of ESV. 
 
With little formal feedback gathered from the voluntary organisations there has 
been no major assessment of the impact of ESV on the voluntary organisation.  
Tschirhart and St Clair70 suggest that such schemes may have a negative impact 
on the organisation.  Reich71 argues that such schemes take on responsibilities 
which were previously undertaken by government.  For example, LSE staff 
volunteering to read with children in local schools could be viewed as performing 
the role of teaching assistants who would normally be employed by that school. 
 
There is also the ethical issue of the benefits gained by the employing 
organisation.  Would these organisations be as active in ESV if they were not 
gaining from the transaction?  The choice of volunteering activity tends to be 
driven by the needs of the employing organisation rather than the receiving 
organisation.  It could be said that the employing organisation gains more than 
the voluntary organisation through staff development and its improved status in 
the community.  With increasing costs of advertising and greater competitiveness 
in the market place, such activities are a relatively cheap method of gaining 
positive promotion of an organisation.  However, although altruism exists it is 
perhaps unreasonable to suggest that organisations should not obtain any 
benefits from the relationship.  Individuals rarely volunteer due to purely selfless 
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motives72 so can we expect business oriented organisations to be totally 
philanthropic? 
 
A further issue to be debated is whether, in fact, ESV is volunteering.  Smith 
states that volunteering usually “involves contributions of time without coercion or 
remuneration” 73.  However, if a line manager asks an employee to join an ESV 
scheme the employee may feel obligated to volunteer.  It could be seen as 
implicit coercion.  Also if the employee is being paid by the work organisation 
whilst volunteering, can this strictly be considered to be unpaid work?  The 
volunteer is not accepting payment from the receiving organisation but is 
receiving some remuneration. 
 
The research found that although a number of institutions are working towards a 
policy, not all universities have a formal policy regarding ESV.  The link between 
a formal policy and the effectiveness of the programme has been highlighted 
above.  A formal policy also evidences the organisation‟s commitment to ESV to 
all its stakeholders as part of its corporate social responsibility through 
engagement with the local community.  This is particularly important where 
universities are acting as agents of HEACF in providing an example to students 
in encouraging them to volunteer.   
 
The cyclical nature of HEACF funding has implications for policy development 
and adoption.  Universities may be reluctant to introduce a permanent policy and 
commit resources to ESV if funding is available for only two or three years.  
Much current activity regarding support for volunteering has been driven by 
HEACF Round 2 which ended 2006, although there is provision for a further 
round of funding through to 2009.  This short-termism is symptomatic of the 
operation of the UK voluntary sector and should be addressed in future 
government initiatives. 
 
Research into the management of ESV schemes indicates that the extent and 
breadth of employee involvement differs significantly according to the adopted 
management structure74.  This research shows that the location of responsibility 
for ESV policy within the organisation varies across the university sector.  While 
there is some discussion in this paper of the relationship between employee 
engagement and management structure this area requires further investigation. 
 
For the receiving organisation to obtain maximum benefit from ESV a link with 
the core competences of the institution is important.  The expertise of the 
university should be used within the scheme.  Employees may obtain new work 
related skills through volunteering.  In return they can use their existing work 
skills in the voluntary organisation.  An extra pair of hands within a voluntary 
organisation is always useful but it makes more sense to share professional 
skills.  Matching of skills should be a factor in selecting schemes and in recruiting 
and placing volunteers.  Unlike some examples of ESV75, our best practice 
organisations were frequently involved in volunteering activities linked to 
education.  
 
Some employees may find it easier to volunteer than others76.  For example, 
managers often control their own diaries and so they may be able to balance 
work and volunteering commitments more readily than those lower down the 
organisation involved in more routine work.  Part-time staff may have fewer 
occasions to volunteer.  Students, with pre-determined timetables and free time 
for personal development activities, can arrange to have time to volunteer.  
Academic staff have some flexibility in the working year which enables them to 



 16 

volunteer on a regular basis, for one-off activities and during vacation periods.  
This flexibility may not be available to support staff. 
 
The next stage in this project is to research the areas identified above and to 
explore the extent of volunteering by university staff and staff attitudes to 
volunteering with a view to providing a full picture of ESV in the UK university 
sector.  In the longer term a study of the costs and benefits to the receiving 
organisations will be undertaken. 
 
REFERENCES 

 

                                                
1 Home Office (2003) "2001 Home Office Citizenship Survey: People, Families 
and Communities", London; Home Office Research, Development and Statistics 
Directorate 
2 Institute for Volunteering Research (1998), “Issues in Volunteer management: A 
report of a survey”, Research Bulletin, London: Institute for Volunteering 

Research 
3
 Wilding, K (2003) “Blue skies ahead?” VS Magazine, London: NCVO   

4 Brown, G. (2006), www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/newsroom_and_speeches 
/press/2006/press_79_06.cfm  
5 Bussell, H and Forbes, D. (2002), “Understanding the volunteer market: The 
what, where, who and why of volunteering”, International Journal of Nonprofit 
and Voluntary Sector Marketing, Vol. 7, Issue 1, pp 244-257 
6 Meijs, L and Van der Voort J.N. (2004), “Corporate volunteering: From charity 
to profit-nonprofit partnerships”, Australian Journal on Volunteering, Vol. 9, Issue 

1, pp 21-32 
7Volunteering England (2005), www.volunteerengland.org.uk (Current Jan. 29, 
2006) 
8 de Gilder, D., Schuyt, T.N.M. and M. Breedijk (2005) “Effects of an Employee 
Volunteering Program on the Work Force: The ABN-AMRO Case”, Journal of 
Business Ethics, Vol 61, No 2, pp 143-152 
9 Miller, W. (1997) “Volunteerism: A New Strategic Tool; Companies See Bottom-
Line Results in Programs Encouraging Employees to Volunteer for Community 
Service”, Industry Week, Vol. 246, No 16, pp. 13-16; Lantos, G.P. (2001) “The 
Boundaries of Strategic Corporate Social Responsibility”, Journal of Consumer 
Marketing, Vol. 18, No 7, pp. 595-630; Hess, D., Rogovasky, N. and T. W. 

Dunfee (2002) “The Next Wave of Corporate Community Involvement: Corporate 
Social Initiatives”, California Management Review, Vol. 44, No 2, pp.110-125 
10Bloom, P.N. and G.T. Gundlach (2001) Handbook of Marketing and Society, 

Thousand Oaks, Ca: Sage 
11 Hess et al (2002), op cit. 
12 Phillips, R. (2000) “The Corporate Community Builders: Using Corporate 
Strategic Philanthropy For Economic Development”, Economic Development 
Review, Vol. 17, No 1, pp. 7-12 
13 File, K.M. and Prince, R.A. (1998), „Cause related marketing and corporate 
philanthropy in the privately held business‟ Journal of Business Ethics, Vol 17, 
No 14, pp 1529-1539; Dupree, J. (2000), „Review of brand spirit: how cause 
related marketing builds brands‟, Journal of Consumer Marketing, Vol. 17, No. 5, 

pp 461-464 
14 Steckel, R., Simons, R., Simons, J. and N. Tanen (1999) Making Money While 
Making a Difference: How to Profit With a Non-Profit Partner; Homewood, IL: 

High Tide Press; Phillips (2000), op cit.; Brewis, G. (2004) “Beyond Banking: 
Lessons from an Impact Evaluation of Employee Volunteering at Barclays Bank”, 

http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/newsroom_and_speeches%20/press/2006/press
http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/newsroom_and_speeches%20/press/2006/press
http://www.volunteerengland.org.uk/


 17 

                                                                                                                                
Voluntary Action, Vol 6, No 3, pp. 13-25; Lovell, K. (April 25, 2005) „How Charity 
Can Be A Ball‟, The Guardian http://jobsadvice.guardian.co.uk/ 

officehours/story/0,,1469259,00.html  
15

 Rose, S. (2002) “Building a Recognition Program for Corporate Voluntary 
Work” Strategic HR Review, Vol 1, No 6, pp. 10-11 
16 Geroy, G. D., Wright, P. C. and L. Jacoby (2000) “Toward a Conceptual 
Framework of Employee Volunteerism: an Aid for the Human Resource 
Manager”, Management Decision, Vol 38, Issue 4, pp. 280-286; Porter, M.E. and 

M. R. Kramer (2002) “The Competitive Advantage of Corporate Philanthropy”, 
Harvard Business Review, December, pp. 57-68 
17 Lovell (2005) op cit. 
18 Lantos (2001) op cit 
19 Rose (2002) op cit 
20 Geroy et al. (2000) op cit 
21 Finney, M. (1997) “Operations That Build Smiles, Confidence, Skills and 
Community Goodwill”, HRM Magazine, Vol 42, No 4, pp. 110-116 
22  MORI, (2003) http://www.volunteering.org.uk/missions.php?id=1143 (Current 
Jan. 30, 2006); Brewis (2004) op cit. 
23 de Gilder (2005) op cit. 
24 Rose (2002) op cit.; Tuffrey, M (2003) Good companies, better employees, 

London: The Corporate Citizenship Co. 
25 Carroll, P.B. (1990) “Chivas Regal Report on Working Americans: Emerging 
Values for the 1990s”, Wall Street Journal, August 10, pp. B6 
26 Caudron, S. (1994) “Volunteer Efforts Offer Low-Cost Training Options”, 
Personnel Journal, Vol 73, Issue 6, pp. 38-43; Miller (1997) op cit.; Phillips 

(2000) op cit.; Backhaus, K.B., B.A. Stone, and K. Heiner (2002) “Exploring the 
Relationship Between Corporate Social Performance and Employer 
Attractiveness”, Business and Society, Vol 41, No 3, pp. 292-318; Hilpern, K. 
(November 24, 2004) “Everyone Benefits”, The Guardian, 

http://society.guardian.co.uk/publicservicesawards/ 
story/0,,1357599,00.html 
27 Phillips (2000) op cit 
28 Romano, C. (1994) “Pressed to Service: Corporate Volunteer Programmes are 
a Way to Serve a Business‟ Community as Well as Boost the Morale of 
Employee Volunteers”, Management Review, (83)6, pp. 37-40; Miller (1997) op 

cit   
29 Finney (1997) op cit; Miller (1997) op cit 
30 Caudron (1994) op cit; Phillips (2000) op cit; Backhaus et al. (2002) op cit   
31

 Wild, C. (1993) Corporate Volunteer Programs, Report no 1029, New York: 

The Conference Board; Miller (1997) op cit 
32 Lovell (2005) op cit 
33 Finney (1997) op cit 
34 Geroy et al. (2000) op cit; Peterson, D.K. (2003) “Benefits of Participation in 
Corporate Volunteer Programmes: Employees‟ Perceptions”, Personnel Review, 
Vol 33, Issue 6, pp. 615-627 
35 Geroy et al. (2000) op cit; Rose (2002) op cit; Brewis (2004) op cit 
36 Rose (2002) op cit 
37 Brewis (2004) op cit 
38 Brewis (2004) op cit; Murray, J. (Sept. 5, 2005) “Charity Begins at Work”, The 
Guardian, http://jobsadvice.guardian.co.uk/officehours/story/0,,1562564,00.html; 
Geroy et al. (2000) op cit 
39 Geroy et al. (2000) op cit; Rose (2002) op cit 

http://jobsadvice.guardian.co.uk/
http://www.volunteering.org.uk/missions.php?id=1143
http://society.guardian.co.uk/publicservicesawards/


 18 

                                                                                                                                
40 Benjamin, E.J. (2001) “A Look Inside Corporate Employee Volunteer 
Programs”, The Journal of Volunteer Administration, Spring, pp. 16-32 
41 Murray (2005) op cit 
42

 Brewis (2004) op cit 
43

 de Gilder et al. (2005) op cit 
44 Hilpern (2004) op cit 
45 Brewis (2004) op cit 
46 Lovell (2005) op cit 
47

 Hefce. (2006) www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_18/staff.asp (Current Jan. 

27, 2006) 
48Kerlinger, F.N. (1964) Foundations of Behavioural Research, London: Holt, 

Reinhart & Winston  
49 Benjamin (2001) op cit 
50 Stake, R.E. (1998) "Case Studies" in: Denzin, N.K. and Y. S. Lincoln, 
(eds.)(1995) Strategies of Qualitative Enquiry, California: Sage, pp. 86-109 
51 Strauss, Anselm L. (1987), Qualitative Analysis for Social Scientists, New 

York, Cambridge University Press 
52 Miles, Mathew B. and Huberman, A. Michael (1994), Qualitative Data Analysis, 

California, Sage 
53 Imperial College. (2006), 
www.imperial.ac.uk/volunteering/forms/StaffVolunteering.htm  
(Current 26. Jan. 2006) 
54 Imperial College, (2006), www.imperial.ac.uk/volunteering/forms/links/ 
Spring04.pdf, 26 (Current Jan. 26 2006) 
55

 University of Cambridge (2004), Community Engagement Report 2003-4, 

University of Cambridge  
56 University of Cambridge (2006), www.admin.cam.ac.uk/news (Current Jan.25, 
2006) 
57 Imperial College. (2006), www.imperial.ac.uk/volunteering/updates/Current.htm 
(Current Jan. 26 2006) 
58Imperial College, (2006), op cit 
59London School of Economics (2006)  www.lse.ac.uk/collections/volunteerCentre 
/staffVolunteering 
60 Hess (2002) op cit 
61 Rostami, J. and M. Hall (1996), Employee volunteers: Business Support in the 
Community, Calgary, Canada; Canadian Centre for Philanthropy in Benjamin, 
E.J. (2001) „A look inside corporate employee volunteer programs‟, The Journal 
of Volunteer Administration, Spring, pp 16-32 
62

 Benjamin (2001) op cit 
63 University of Cambridge (2004) op cit 
64 Benjamin (2001) op cit 
65 Skok, J. T. (2004), Measuring corporate volunteerism, New York: LBG 
Associates 
66 Austin J.E. (2000) The collaboration challenge: How nonprofits and businesses 
succeed through strategic alliances, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Austin (2000) 
67 Wild (1993) op cit 
68 Benjamin‟s (2001) op cit 
69 Brammer, S. and A. Millington (2003) “The Effect of Stakeholder Preferences, 
Organisational Structure and Industry Type on Corporate Community 
Involvement”, Journal of Business Ethics, Vol 45, No 3, pp. 213-226 
70 Tschirhart, M and St Clair, L.S (2005) “Corporate community service 
programmes: Enhancing community capacity?” in.Brooks, A, ed Gifts of Time 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2005/05_18/staff.asp
http://www.imperial.ac.uk/volunteering/forms/links/
http://www.admin.cam.ac.uk/news
http://www.imperial.ac.uk/volunteering/updates/Current.htm


 19 

                                                                                                                                
and Money: The Role of Charity in America's Communities, Lanham MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield 
71 Reich R.B. (1998) “The new meaning of corporate social responsibility”, 
California Management Review Vol 40, Issue 2, pp 8-17 
72 Bussell and Forbes (2002) op cit 
73 Smith, D. H. (1994), „Determinants of voluntary association participation and 
volunteering: A literature review‟, Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, Vol. 
23, No. 3, pp. 243-263 
74 Benjamin (2001) op cit; Brammer and Millington (2003) op cit 
75 Brewis(2004) op cit 
76 Brewis (2004) op cit 


