
Is Volunteering Voluntary?

Exploring the Dark Side of 

Volunteering
Heather Hunter & Marion Findlay

WFOT 2018 

ELIZABETH CASSON TRUST



Plan:

1. Why Volunteering Matters

2. PAR Project & Participants

3. Key Findings: 

–“Selfish Altruism”

–“The darker side of volunteering”

4. Key Message & Questions



What is volunteering?

The giving of time and energy through a third 

party, which can bring measurable benefits to 

the volunteer, individual beneficiaries, groups, 

communities, the environment and society at 

large.  It is a choice undertaken of one’s own 

free will, and is not motivated primarily for 

financial gain. 
Volunteering Strategy, Scottish Executive, 2004







Participatory Action Research (PAR):    

People with lived experience of mental illness: 

engaged in unpaid voluntary work in the 

community through personal choice as part of 

their journey of recovery.

1. What are the benefits & challenges of 

volunteering?

2. How might we work together to achieve 

something of benefit for group/ community? 



Findings 1:

• Self-management & 
recovery

• Volunteering identity, 
belonging & influence

“Selfish 
Altruism”

Journeys of 
Recovery 
Through 

Volunteering:



“People frequently say things like “that’s really good 

that you do that & people must really be thankful that 

you do that”; and I always say well that’s an element 

of it but it’s really selfish altruism, I do it for me 

more than anything else. I do it for what I get out of it. 

The fact that I’ve perhaps helped someone else is 

good as well but it’s really for my own benefit”. (Pete)



Findings 2:

• Challenges, 
Contradictions & 
Kafkaesque Experiences 

The Darker 
Side of 

Volunteering









Key Message:

Volunteering matters for individuals 

& communities

1. Volunteering is multi-faceted

2. Occupation is political

3. PAR gives voice & contributes to 

positive socio-political change
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