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a VolUnteer engagement gUideThis publicaTion shares The findings 
of a VolunTeer engagemenT surVey in 2013 
by The naTional VolunTeer & philanThropy 
cenTre abouT The VolunTeering habiTs 
and preferences of VolunTeers and 
non-VolunTeers in singapore across 
Various ages. The Three age groups 
sTudied are The young, working adulTs 
and seniors. conceiVed as a VolunTeer 
engagemenT guide, This publicaTion 
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beTTer undersTand The moTiVaTions 
and challenges of Their currenT 
and poTenTial VolunTeers aT differenT 
life sTages.
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I  r emember  a  conversation that  took pla c e  mo re  t han 10  y ea rs  ag o  aft er  I  co mplet ed  my stu di e s . 
I  w anted to  give  s ix  months  of  my l i fe  t o  d o ing  s omet hing  mea ning ful  inst ead  o f  s t a rt i n g work 
immediately.  Those  s ix  months  total ly  changed  my  l i fe  bec ause  t hey  g av e  me a n ama zin g an d rare 
opp ortunity  to  work with child  s oldiers—1,300 of  t hem t o  be  exa c t .

Wh at  made my volunteering experience  g rea t  was  t hat  s ing le  c o nv ersat ion  I  ha d  wit h t he  de di c ate d 
volunteer  manager,  who started  me off  o n t he  r ig ht  fo o t ing .  T here  I  wa s ,  an ea ger  beave r,  wi th 
fr ee  t ime on my hands ,  keen to  start  volunt eering  s omewhere .  I  wa s  clueless  a nd  ha d  no work or 
volunteer  experience  to  boast  of ,  but  the  volunt eer  mana ger  wa s  ext remely  pat ient  with m e .  O u r 
f ir st  meeting,  and subsequent  ones ,  compelled  me t o  g iv e  my  a l l  t o  t he  c ause  in  a  m e an i n gfu l 
manner.  I  was  ignited  with zeal ,  and tha t  zea lousness  kept  me co mmit t ed .  Most  importan tl y,  the 
volunteer  manager  made me feel  good about  t he  st int  and  ind uct ed  me well  int o  t he  sc op e .  I  have 
never  looked back s ince .    

Looking at  volunteer  management  on a  g lobal  sc ale ,  volunt eering  t rend s  are  cha ngi n g at  an 
unp recedented pace .  Although technolo g y  ha s  mad e ma ny  t a sks  a  lot  easier,  i t  has  als o  m ade  u s 
b usier.  I  have  had many conversations  wit h peo ple  who  want  t o  vo lunt eer  but  d o  no t  have  the  t i m e 
to  commit  to  regular  volunteering.  

How c an we make volunteering easier  yet  st i l l  e f fec t iv e  and  meaning ful  fo r  bot h t he  vo lun te e r  an d 
the  organisation?  When it  comes  to  volu nt eering ,  g lo bally,  t he  wo rld  is  mo v ing  t o wa rds  e p i s odi c 
volunteering.  What  is  the  future  of  volunt eering ?  It  wil l  includ e skil ls -ba sed  vo lunt ee ri n g an d 
s omething even more  powerful :  micro-vo lunt eering .  T his  a l lows volunt eers  t o  co mplet e  vol u n te e r 
tasks  in  smaller  increments  of  t ime via  t he  int ernet  or  t heir  sma rt  d ev ic es .  

Er ik  Eriks on’s  famous 8  stages  of  human d ev elopment  hig hlig ht  a  pers on’s  d ev elopment  an d the 
needs  ass ociated with dif ferent  stages .  Wha t  is  appa rent  is  t hat  at  d i f ferent  st a ges  in  a  pers on’ s  l i fe , 
the  priorit ies  are  di f ferent ,  the  needs  are  d i f ferent ,  a nd  t he  need s  a re  met  d if ferent ly.  Si m i l arl y, 
w h en i t  comes  to  volunteering,  people  at  v a rious  st a ges  hav e  d if ferent  need s  a nd  expectati on s .  I n 
addit ion,  a  new volunteer  has  dif ferent  need s  a nd  expec t at ions  from an experienc ed  volu n te e r.

Volunteers  in  this  day and age  come wit h d if ferent  expect at ions  a nd  need s .  T herefo re ,  a  vol u n te e r 
pr ogramme that  depends  on only  one lens  t o  v iew al l  of  i t s  volunt eers  is  not  opt ima l . 

T he beauty  of  volunteers  is  that  they seek t o  help  s omeo ne,  d o  s omet hing ,  and  make a  di f fe re n ce 
in  the  world .  What  are  you doing as  a  volunt eer  ma nager—in y our  no n-pro fit  org anisa t ion ,  school 
or  company—to help  make that  di f ference?

Foreword
Hosea Lai ,  Director  of  Volunteerism Division,  Nat ional  Volunteer & Phi lanthropy Centre
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Introduction  

With out  the  service  rendered by individua ls  who  freely  g iv e  t heir  t ime,  energ y  o r  res ource s ,  n on -
pr ofit  organisations  might  never  be  able  to  a c co mplish t heir  s o cia l  mission.  T he Na t io na l  Vol u n te e r 
& Philanthropy Centre ’s  Individual  Giving Surv ey  2012 ( IGS 2012)  est ima t ed  t hat  t he  vol u n te e r 
par t icipation rate  in  Singapore  for  that  yea r  a lo ne wa s  at  a  rec o rd  hig h of  32 .3% ,  wit h almost  91 
mil l ion volunteer  hours  contributed. 

Volunteers  are  the  true  l i feblood of  c ivi l  s o ciet y  bec ause  t hey  g rea t ly  co nt ribut e  t o  t he  work of 
res our ce-constrained non-profit  organisations  in  a  plet hora  of  way s .  Not  only  d o  t hey  part i ci p ate 
in  constructing and running key s ocial  pro g rammes,  t hey  als o  c o nd uct  t ra ining  o r  strate gi c 
planning exercises  for  staff ,  assist  in  admi nist ra t iv e  t a sks ,  and  bring  muc h joy  and  fr iendshi p  to 
beneficiaries .  Often deeply  committed to  c auses ,  t hey  are  a ls o  v ery  oft en t he  non-pro fits ’  m ost 
convincing advoc ates  and passionate  donors .  Find ing s  from IGS 2012 sho wed  t ha t  d onor  inci de n ce 
was  the  highest  among current  volunteers  in  Sing apore ,  wit h 95%  st at ing  t hat  t hey  were  don ors 
compared to  only  86% among non-voluntee rs .  

G iven the  many important  benefits  that  volunt eers  bring  and  t he  t rend  o f  inc rea sing  vo lun te e ri sm 
in  Singapore ,  i t  has  become imperative  for  no n-pro fit s  t o  st art  reco g nising  t ha t  volunt eerin g i s  n ot 
just  desirable ,  but  necessary.  Effective  non- pro fit  o rg anisa t io ns  reco g nise  t hat  vo lunt eers  are  m ore 
th an free  labour.  They real ise  that  by  build ing  on t heir  volunt eers ’  a bi l i t ies  a nd  int erests ,  the se 
volunteers  c an offer  useful  and unlimited res ourc es  t o  t heir  g oal  o f  s o cia l  pro g ress . 

“One  kerne l  i s  f e l t  in  a  h o gs h ea d ;  o ne  d ro p  o f  wa ter  h e lp s  to 
swel l  the  ocean ;  a  spark  o f  f i re  h e lp s  to  g iv e  l igh t  to  th e  wo rld . 

None  are  too  smal l ,  to o  f eeb le ,  to o  p o o r  to  be  o f  s erv ic e . 
Think  o f  th is  a nd  a c t . ”   

Hannah Mo re  (1745–1833) ,  Writ er
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To achieve  long- last ing impact  in  their  wo rk wit h volunt eers ,  e f fect iv e  non-pro fit  o rgan i sati on s 
r eal ise  that  volunteering is  an exchange.  A s  much a s  volunt eers  ma y  be  wil l ing  t o  co nt ribu te  the i r 
t im e and skil ls ,  these  should als o  be  m at ched  wit h q ua lit y  suppo rt  and  c o mmit ment  from  the 
non-profit .  To  del iver  a  successful  volunt eer  prog ramme,  non-pro fit s  req uire  ba sic  c ap abi l i t i e s , 
sk i l ls  and knowledge.  Beyond these ,  they  als o  need  a  c urrent  und erst a nd ing  o f  t he  d if fere n t  n e e ds , 
interests  and motivations  of  volunteers  t o  wo rk more  ef fect iv ely  wit h t hem.

I n a  research study about  volunteerism and  t he  l i fe  course  perspect iv e ,  psy c holog ist s  Al l e n  M. 
Omoto,  Mark Snyder  and Steven C.  Mart ino  wrot e  in  2000 t hat  “ as  people  mo v e t hrough the  l i fe 
course ,  they attach dif ferent  meanings  t o  t he  volunt eer  role ,  a nd  t ha t  t hese  mea ning s  a re  di re ctl y 
r elated  to  the  agendas  they pursue throu g h volunt eerism…  At  d if ferent  a ges ,  people  hav e  di f fe re n t 
l i fe  tasks ,  and from these  l i fe  tasks ,  mo re  spec if ic  mo t iv at ions  f lo w…  ”  No n-pro fit s  shou l d  n ot 
per ceive  their  volunteers  as  a  homogene ous  g roup,  but  a  d iv erse  one.

Against  Singapore ’s  s ocio-demographic  shift s ,  t he  influx o f  new t echno log ies ,  a nd  a  ma t uri n g ci vi l 
s ociety,  volunte ers  today hardly  resemble  t ho se  o f  y est ery ears .  Wit hout  d ev eloping  a n aware n e ss 
of  what  compels  volunteers  at  di f ferent  st a ges  o f  t heir  l iv es  t o  c o nt inue co nt ribut ing  o f  the i r  own 
volit ion rather  than for  remuneration,  vo lunt eer  mana gers  wil l  end  up inc rea sing ly  hard-p re sse d 
to  attract  and retain  this  unique workforc e . 

Understanding the Changing World of Volunteers  
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Init iated  by  the  National  Volunteer  & Phila nt hropy  Cent re ,  t his  public at ion o ffers  no n -p rofi t 
leader s  and volunteer  managers  an unpreced ent ed  and  easy -t o - fo l lo w g uid e  t o  und erstan di n g 
today’s  volunteers .  By  focusing on the  need s  and  mot iv at ions  of  vo lunt eers  a t  d i f ferent  stage s  i n 
th eir  l ives ,  f rom a  young pers on to  a  working  ad ult  a nd  a  senio r,  t his  bo o k sho ws ho w chan ge s  i n 
p eople ’s  l ives  c an influence  their  volunteering  preferenc es  a nd  habit s  a nd  sug gest s  st rat egi e s  that 
volunteer  managers  c an employ to  promote  volunt eering . 

For  each age  group,  we set  out  to  answer  three  impo rt ant  q uest ions : 
1 .  Wh at  do volunteers  desire  in  their  volunt eer  experience? 
2 .  Wh at  are  s ome of  the  challenges  that  volunt eers  fa c e  when vo lunt eering ? 
3 .  Wh at  c an non-profits  do  to  promote  and  enhanc e volunt eers ’  experienc es? 

K nowing what  experiences  wil l  fulf i l  the  mot iv es  and  need s  of  volunt eers  fro m each a ge  g rou p  wi l l 
help  to  retain  them.  At  the  heart  of  this  g uid e  is  d at a  g leaned  fro m a  r ig o rous  process  of  on l i n e 
sur veys ,  intensive  focus  group discussions ,  in-d ept h c o nsult at ions  wit h pro fess ors  and  int e rvi e ws. 
Respondents  ranged from sceptics  who hav e nev er  volunt eered  befo re  t o  experienced  vol u n te e rs 
wh o wil l ingly  shared pers onal  experience s .  We a ls o  wo rked  c losely  wit h no n-pro fit  pa rtn e rs  to 
explor e  the  dif f icult ies  of  their  work with volunt eers ,  t est ed  t he  feasibi l i t y  of  id ea s  prop ose d 
by volunteers ,  and garnered the  most  i l luminat ing  success  st o ries .  T he wid e  spect rum of  top i cs 
cover ed in  the  process  includes  the  image of  vo lunt eers  in  s ociet y  and  t he  perc eiv ed  benefi ts  an d 
disadvantages  of  volunteering.  Across  the  bo o k,  we hav e  a d d ed  res ourc es  suc h as  checklists ,  qu i ck 
t ips  and real - l i fe  examples  that  c an help  non-pro fit s  t o  operat e  ef f icient ly. 

It  i s  our  hope that  this  public ation wil l  ad d  s ig nif ic ant ly  t o  t he  g ro wing  l i t era t ure  o f  vol u n te e r 
engagement  practices  in  Singapore  and prov id e  non-pro fit s  wit h insig ht s  t o  enrich t heir  volun te e rs ’ 
exper ience .  By  init iat ing a  discussion abou t  t he  t rend s ,  o ppo rt unit ies  a nd  c ha llenges  in  en gagi n g 
today’s  volunteers ,  we bel ieve  that  non-pro fit s  c an prepare  t o  d iv ersi fy  t heir  po o l  of  volun te e rs . 
In  w r it ing this  book,  our  team met  with m a ny  inspiring  vo lunt eers  a nd  vo lunt eer  ma nage rs  who 
touched us  with their  wonderful  stories  an d  ama zed  us  wit h t heir  co mmit ment  a nd  passion .  O u r  
team  of  volunteers  has  aided and improved  our  resea rc h,  whet her  t hey  were  busy  t a king n ote s , 
shift ing  chairs  and tables ,  or  s ounding out  id ea s . 

Finally,  we bel ieve  this  book wil l  serve  as  an inspira t io n t o  a l l  who  read  i t .  To  t he  vol u n te e r 
m anagers  for  whom we have written this  boo k:  t his  public at ion is  a  t est a ment  t o  t he  fact  that 
your  work is  meaningful ,  crucial  and challe ng ing .  L o o king  bey o nd  a  one-size- f i t s -a l l  appro ach wi l l 
invite  more  individuals  on board this  journ ey  and  help  t hem t o  be  t he  best  vo lunt eers  t hey c an  be .

A Guide to the Right “Fit”
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1. LIteRatuRe ReVIeW oF CuRReNt VoLuNteeR eNgagemeNt StuDIeS
References  were  made to  exist ing research and  work und ert a ken by  ot her  vo lunt eer  o rg an i sati on s . 
I n  part icular,  we referred to  the  study “Brid g ing  t he  Gap:  E nric hing  t he  Vo lunt eer  E xp e ri e n ce  to 
Build  a  Better  Future  for  Our  Communit ies”  c o nd uct ed  by  Volunt eer  Ca nad a,  t he  nat i on al  body 
r epresenting and advoc ating volunteerism in  Cana d a ,  as  a  mo d el  fo r  our  research.  More  in form ati on 
about  the  study may be  found online  at  ht t p : / / volunt eer.c a/ co nt ent / brid g ing -g ap.

2. oNLINe SuRVey oN VoLuNteeRISm 
A n online  survey on volunteerism comprising  38  q uest ions  was  d esig ned  t o  c apt ure  t he  vi e ws of 
volunteers  and their  individual  experie nces .  A ll  q uest io ns  were  d esig ned  by  our  c entre ’ s  s taf f , 
w h o c arefully  studied s imilar  surveys  and  research st ud ies .  Using  t he  SG Ca res  net work (www.
sgc ares .org) ,  the  online  survey was  widel y  c irc ulat ed  t o  bo t h vo lunt eers  and  members  o f  n on -p rofi t 
or ganisations  based in  Singapore  betwe en July  a nd  Sept ember  2013.  To  c apt ure  a  more  di ve rse 
audience ,  ef forts  were  taken to  promote  t he  surv ey  t o  no n-vo lunt eers  a s  well .  One l imi tati on  of 
the  survey is  that  the  results  may not  be  represent at iv e  of  t he  v iews of  ind iv id uals  who  do n ot  u se 
the  internet .  To  address  this ,  focus  group  d isc ussio ns  were  a ls o  implement ed  t o  co v er  more  grou n d.

I n  total ,  the  survey yielded 770 useable  respo nses .  577 were  from current  volunt eers ,  105 we re  from 
non-volunteers ,  and 88  were  from former  vo lunt eers .  Fo rmer  volunt eers  were  d efined  a s  indi vi du al s 
w h o had not  volunteered in  the  last  12  mont hs .  Current  vo lunt eers ,  a s  t he  na me sug ge sts ,  we re 
those  presently  engaged in  a  volunteer  a ssig nment  wit h a  non-pro fit  o rg anisa t io n.  In  l i n e  wi th 
the  definit ion of  “volunteerism” stated  in  IGS 2012,  prev ious  c o mpuls ory  co mmuni ty  se rvi ce 
exp erience  was  not  considered as  a  volu nt eer  a ssig nment . 

3. FoCuS gRouP DISCuSSIoNS 
To supplement  the  online  survey with more  in-d ept h and  pers ona l  respo nses ,  a  t ot al  o f  15  focu s  grou p 
discussions  were  conducted to  gather  the  perspec t iv es  of  vo lunt eers  a nd  no n-vo lunt eers .  The  focu s 
gr oup discussions  saw 126 unique part icipant s ,  who  c o nt ribut ed  ov er  38  hours  of  c o nv ersati on s  on 
volunteering.  These  discussions  were  he ld  at  t he  Na t io na l  Vo lunt eer  & P hilant hro py  Ce n tre  from 
October  to  December  2013. 

E ach focus  group contained between 6  to  10  peo ple  a nd  c apt ured  a  mix o f  pa rt icipant  backgrou n ds 
in  terms of  age ,  gender,  occupational  st at us  a nd  t y pe of  vo lunt eer  experienc e .  While  a  m aj ori ty 
of  the  respondents  were  Singaporeans ,  peo ple  wit h d if ferent  et hnic it ies  a nd  nat iona li t i e s  we re 
r epresented too. 

I n  each focus  group session,  part icipan t s  were  a sked  what  t hey  enjo y ed  about  vo lunt ee ri n g an d 
about  the  specif ic  challenges  that  they experienced  d uring  t heir  volunt eer  st int s .  Part i ci p an ts 
w er e  further  prompted to  brainstorm id ea s  a nd  sha re  pers o na l  experiences  on how n on -p rofi t 
or ganisations  could  better  engage  them or  a t t ra c t  new vo lunt eers . 

4. INteRVIeWS aND CoNSuLtatIoNS WItH NoN-PRoFIt PaRtNeRS 
Finally,  to  bridge  the  gap between what  vo lunt eers  expec t  of  t heir  vo lunt eering  experien ce  an d the 
needs  of  our  non-profits ,  intensive  discussio ns  were  held  wit h 16  no n-pro fit  org anisa t ion  p artn e rs 
to  discuss  the  feasibi l i ty  of  proposed s olut ions .  Part ners  no t  o nly  respo nd ed  t o  t he  chal l e n ge s 
mentioned,  but  als o  exchanged stories  and  t ips  o n t heir  g o o d  pract ic es .

Identifying Our Volunteers’ Needs
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Some Interesting Figures
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8
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78

Some Interesting Figures

oCt to DeC 2013

PaRtICIPaNtS
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SWISS
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DIFFeReNt

NatIoNaLItIeS  
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oRgaNISatIoNS
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ICe LemoN 
tea PaCKetS 

buCKet 
oF
PeNCILS
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One size dOes nOt fit all

10 Ways to Spot Young Volunteers
1 

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

tHey aRe aLWayS IN a HuRRy. 

tHey PoSSeSS VoLuNteeRINg exPeRIeNCe.

tHey aRe KeeN to LeaRN.

 tHey aRe teCHNoLogICaLLy aDePt.

tHey PReFeR VoLuNteeRINg WItH FRIeNDS oR IN a team. 

tHey eNJoy HaNDS-oN aCtIVItIeS tHat  
aLLoW tIme FoR PLay aND INteRaCtIoN.

tHey aReN’t aFRaID to aSK (DIFFICuLt) queStIoNS.

tHey WaNt to KNoW HoW tHey CaN maKe a DIFFeReNCe.

tHey beLIeVe IN SoCIaL JuStICe. 

moSt ImPoRtaNtLy:
tHey HaVe INVaLuabLe aSSetS you CaN taP oN!

10

CHaPteR 1
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One size dOes nOt fit all

Bold,  impatient  and reckless .  These  are  s ome c o mmo n percept ions  of  y oung  people  today.  It  i s 
no secret  in  the  non-profit  sector  that  eng a g ing  y oung  volunt eers  is  a  cha lleng ing  a nd at  t i m e s 
unr ewarding exercise .  Some non-profit s  hav e  remarked  t ha t  “st ud ent s  s o met imes  co m e  i n  an d 
mess  up our  work”  or  “ they are  too m uch wo rk for  t o o  l i t t le  a  ret urn” .  D espit e  s om e  of  the se 
negative  perceptions ,  young people  c an  be  a mazing  volunt eers .  While  avoid ing  general i sat i on s , 
understanding the  characterist ics  ass oci a t ed  wit h y oung  peo ple  wil l  a ssist  vo lunt eer  man age rs  to 
attr act  and retain  young volunteers .

DeFININg youNg PeoPLe
I n  this  report ,  we refer  to  young peopl e  a s  ind iv id ua ls  aged  fro m 15 t o  24  y ears  o ld ,  p opu l arl y 
k nown as  Generation Z .  As  our  research i s  c o nc erned  wit h t he  v iews a nd  c ha llenges  faced by you n g 
per s ons  who are  currently  studying in  sec o nd a ry,  junio r  co l lege  and  t ert ia ry  sc hoo ls ,  we  have 
avoided using the  term “youth”  to  preven t  c o nfusio n wit h t he  na t io na l  d ef init ion t hat  more  broadl y 
defines  youth as  between 15  and 35  years  o f  a ge .

tHe geNeRatIoN oF 24/7 muLtItaSKeRS
Having grown up with the  sudden boom o f  t he  int ernet ,  t his  generat ion t og g les  ef fo rt lessl y  be twe e n 
dif ferent  s ocial  media  tools  and platforms.  Caug ht  bet ween t he  need  t o  meet  hig h expectati on s  at 
sch ool  and their  desire  to  belong to  a  s oc ia l  g roup,  y oung  people  face  pressure  t o  d o  equ al l y  we l l 
in  b oth.  At  this  t ime in  their  l ives ,  young  people  a re  o ft en experiment ing  wit h t heir  id en ti t i e s  an d 
developing a  newfound awareness  of  their  s t reng t hs  a nd  wea knesses . 

E asi ly  invigorated by  the  promise  of  endless  v a riet y  and  wid ely  d ismissiv e  of  aut ho rit y,  y ou n g p e opl e 
today actively  seek meaning in  their  l ive s  t hroug h t he  act iv it ies  t hat  t hey  c hoo se  t o  part i ci p ate  i n . 
Volunteering and civic  part icipation are  no t able  med iums where  y oung  people  t o d ay  s om e ti m e s 
f ind their  worth.

Starting Young
(15 - 24 years old)
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Looking	 for	 a	 fresh	 perspective?	 Young	
volunteers	 with	 their	 propensity	 for	
imagination	 may	 just	 provide	 the	 spark	 of	
inspiration	 to	 take	 your	 work	
one	 step	 higher.	 With	 their	
enthusiasm,	young	people	can	
also	 bring	 great	 fun	 and	 joy	
to	 your	 beneficiaries.	 Elderly	
clients	often	enjoy	 interacting	
with	young	volunteers	as	 they	
remind	 them	 of	 their	 own	
children	or	grandchildren.	 	

Perhaps	 the	 fastest	 way	 to	 build	 the	
strength	 of	 a	 family	 or	 community	 is	
bonding	 the	 different	 generations.	 By	
incorporating	young	volunteers	into	your	
programmes,	 you	 create	 opportunities	

for	 different	 generations	 of	
people	 to	 work,	 play	 and	
interact.	 	

Stereotypes	 of	 young	 people	 being	 too	
immature	 or	 ill-equipped	 to	 contribute	
to	 society	 are	 often	 unfounded.	 Your	
organisation’s	 commitment	 to	 recruit	
young	 volunteers	 can	 challenge	 such	
views	and	encourage	the	local	community	
to	 embrace	 the	 positive	 contributions	
of	 young	 people.	 In	 doing	 so,	 you	 can	
help	 more	 young	 people	 to	 cultivate	
responsibility	 and	 respect	 for	 their	
community.	 		

Experts	in	technology	and	social	media,	young	
people	 today	 can	 offer	 a	 barrage	 of	 web-
based	skills	to	help	you	and	your	beneficiaries	
excel	 in	 the	 digital	 age.	 In	
addition,	 young	 people	 are	
the	 best	 trendspotters	 and	
can	 help	 champion	 your	
work	 among	 their	 peers,	
teachers	and	families.

In	the	blink	of	an	eye,	 the	young	volunteers	that	you	
are	 currently	 in	 charge	 of	 may	 become	 your	 future	
politicians,	 policymakers	 or	 non-profit	 leaders.	 By	
giving	 them	 ample	 opportunities	 to	 experience	 the	
merits	of	volunteering,	young	volunteers	may	become	

your	 future	advocates	who	will	help	
to	propel	your	cause.	

HaRNeSS tHeIR eNeRgIeS FoR 
FuN aND CReatIVe IDeaS 

eNCouRage INteRgeNeRatIoNaL 
boNDINg aND buILD CoHeSIVe 
CommuNItIeS 

CHaLLeNge NegatIVe SoCIetaL 
PeRCePtIoNS oF tHe RoLe oF 
youNg PeoPLe 

LeVeRage tHeIR SKILLS aND 
gaIN KNoWLeDge oF SoCIaL tReNDS

gRoom FutuRe LeaDeRS aND 
ambaSSaDoRS FoR youR CauSe 

5 Reasons Why You Should  
Engage the Young in Your Cause

1

2

4

3

5
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One size dOes nOt fit all

Many	 young	 people	 recounted	 their	
experience	 as	 a	 Flag	 Day	 helper.	 In	 this	
role,	 they	 approach	 passers-by	 for	 small	
donations,	 often	a	 few	coins,	which	 they	
collect	in	tin	boxes.	This	is	an	assignment	
that	most	young	people	do	not	mind	doing	
and	probably	have	done	before,	although	
they	may	prefer	to	do	other	tasks.	

Since	 young	 people	 tend	 to	 be	 more	 energetic	 and	
enthusiastic,	 it	 is	 no	 surprise	 that	 volunteer	 managers	
often	pick	them	to	organise	or	facilitate	birthday	parties	
and	 other	 social	 programmes.	 They	 also	 probably	
know	 the	 best	 games!	 These	 assignments	 are	 usually	
embarked	on	an	ad	hoc	or	a	case-by-case	basis.	 	

Armed	 with	 pails,	 brooms,	 mops	 and	
cloths,	 young	 volunteers	 are	 frequently	
tasked	by	volunteer	managers	to	tidy	and	
scrub	 houses	 belonging	 to	 beneficiaries.	
For	those	who	never	do	household	chores,	
this	 can	 be	 a	 slightly	 discomforting	 yet	
memorable	experience.	

Non-profits	 tend	 to	 recruit	 young	 people	 as	 escorts	
or	 befrienders	 for	 their	 aged	 clients	 because	 they	
recognise	 the	 value	 of	 intergenerational	 bonding	 and	
know	 that	 elderly	 clients	 generally	 welcome	 younger	
company.	While	some	young	people	may	feel	passionate	
about	elderly-related	causes,	others	may	be	hampered	
by	their	inability	to	speak	in	dialect	or	proper	Mandarin.	
For	 the	 first-time	 young	 befriender,	 summoning	 the	
courage	 to	engage	 in	small	 talk	with	an	elderly	person	
may	be	a	tall	task.	

tHe oNe-tIme FLag Day HeLPeR 

tHe bIRtHDay PaRty PLaNNeR 
aND KaRaoKe SINgeR 

tHe INexPeRIeNCeD SPRINg CLeaNeR

tHe ReaLLy SHy but FRIeNDLy beFRIeNDeR 

How Do the Young Currently Volunteer? 

With	 the	 increasing	 number	 of	 community	 gardens	
and	 non-profits	 starting	 garden	 backyards,	 gardening	
is	 an	 increasingly	 common	 method	 in	 which	 volunteer	
managers	try	to	engage	young	people.	For	a	generation	
that	might	be	unfamiliar	with	 the	smell	of	wet	 soil	 and	
the	 crunch	 of	 hard	 rock,	 gardening	 can	 be	 a	 novel,	
interactive	 and	 hands-on	 activity	 for	 many	 young	
volunteers.

tHe amateuR gaRDeNeR 
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Connecting with the Young: 
Why They Volunteer

The	 majority	 of	 young	 people	 stated	 that	 they	 would	 like	 to	 serve,	 help	 others,	
and	make	a	difference.	Over	62%	of	young	volunteers	in	the	online	survey	agreed	
that	 “making	 a	 contribution	 or	 a	 difference”	 was	 very	 important	 to	 them	 when	
they	 volunteer.	 Across	 the	 board,	 young	 volunteers	 said	 they	 were	 driven	 to	
volunteer	 because	 they	 “believed	 in	 doing	 something	 good	 for	 people”	 or	 they	
simply	“wanted	to	help	someone	who	was	less	fortunate”.	Some	were	“passionate	
about	 the	 cause	 of	 special	 needs”	 or	 “believed	 in	 the	 importance	 of	 animal	
rights”.	Others	said	they	wanted	to	act	on	their	personal	and	religious	values	of	
“giving	back	to	society”.	

Our	conversations	revealed	that	young	people	today	care	deeply	about	larger	social	
issues	and	are	stepping	up	as	more	active	proponents	of	social	causes.	Motivated	
by	 altruistic	 and	 humanitarian	 concerns,	 young	 people	 are	 playing	 vital	 roles	 as	
volunteers,	 social	 entrepreneurs	 and	 leaders	 in	 addressing	 social	 challenges.	 For	
instance,	during	our	focus	group	discussions,	we	met	a	student	volunteer	who	tutors	
disadvantaged	children	at	a	 family	service	centre	regularly	every	week.	Due	to	her	
good	performance,	she	has	even	been	offered	a	substitute	teaching	position.	

WHy tHIS matteRS
To	 appeal	 to	 the	 strong	 humanistic	 motives	 of	 young	 people,	 non-profits	 can	
promote	volunteer	work	as	an	avenue	for	young	people	to	make	a	difference	in	the	
lives	of	others.	When	tasking	young	people	to	design	programmes	for	beneficiaries	
or	 interact	 with	 them,	 volunteer	 managers	 can	 guide	 young	 people	 to	 recognise	
the	positive	difference	 they	are	making.	Through	debriefs	 and	 informational	 talks,	
volunteer	managers	can	outline	the	key	objectives	of	their	volunteering	programmes	
and	show	how	young	volunteers	play	important	roles	in	realising	them.

Although	 our	 research	 showed	 that	 humanitarian	 and	 altruistic	 motivations	 were	
the	 fundamental	 driving	 forces	 that	 led	 young	 people	 to	 start	 volunteering,	 more	
notably,	their	decision	to	continue	volunteering	depended	on	whether	they	felt	there	
was	 potential	 for	 personal	 development.	 Rather	 than	 dismissing	 young	 volunteers	
as	self-seeking,	it	is	important	to	acknowledge	that	young	people	are	excited	by	the	
possibilities	 of	 gaining	 specific	 new	 skills,	 subject	 matter	 knowledge,	 life	 lessons,	
and	 a	 range	 of	 experiences.	 It	 is	 also	 important	 to	 support	 them	 in	 these	 goals.	
Students	of	junior	colleges	and	universities	particularly	recognised	that	volunteering	
helps	 them	to	build	 their	personal	portfolio	and	 increase	 their	 future	employability	
significantly.	

We aSKeD youNg PeoPLe WHat motIVateD tHem to VoLuNteeR aND  
FouND eNCouRagINg ReSPoNSeS. HeRe aRe tHeIR toP tHRee aNSWeRS.

“I volunteer because I believe in a cause.”

“I learn new skills and gain experiences in the process.”

1

2

When choosing to 
volunteer,  young 
people  tend to  pick 
c auses  that  they 
l ike  or  connect 
with,  fol lowed by 
an organisation that 
they c an partner 
with.

DIDyouKNoW?
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One size dOes nOt fit all

A	 strong	 penchant	 for	 learning	 may	 explain	 why	 young	 volunteers	 sometimes	
feel	 disappointed	 when	 they	 are	 frequently	 called	 upon	 by	 non-profits	 to	 perform	
repetitive	 chores.	 Such	 assignments	 include	 stuffing	 envelopes,	 running	 errands	
and	sweeping	the	floor.	When	interviewed,	many	young	volunteers	felt	that	such	work	
added	 no	 real	 value	 to	 their	 volunteer	 experience	 and	 are	 even	 lost	 opportunities	
for	actual	learning.	Yet,	volunteer	managers	may	believe	that	young	volunteers,	with	
limited	time	commitment	and	skills,	may	not	be	able	or	interested	to	perform	more	
long-term	or	meaningful	assignments.	

WHy tHIS matteRS
To	 sustain	 young	 people’s	 involvement	 in	 volunteering,	 non-profits	 can	 actively	
promote	 the	 importance	 of	 a	 particular	 service	 or	 role.	 Since	 it	 is	 not	 realistic	 to	
always	 assign	 fun	 and	 interesting	 tasks,	 it	 is	 critical	 that	 those	 involved	 in	 more	
humble	tasks	are	able	 to	see	the	reason	for	 the	work	and	how	they	ultimately	 lead	
to	 the	 social	 goals	 of	 the	 organisation.	 To	 give	 an	 example,	 when	 asking	 a	 young	
volunteer	to	sweep	the	floor,	instead	of	just	saying	“Please	collect	these	brooms	and	
sweep	the	floor”,	try	this	for	a	change:

Last	but	not	least,	since	young	people	wish	to	build	their	resumes	when	volunteering,	
volunteer	 managers	 can	 give	 them	 opportunities	 to	 do	 so.	 For	 example,	 if	 a	 new	
poster	 is	 needed,	 talk	 to	 a	 graphic	 design	 student	 first.	 Many	 students	 would	 be	
willing	to	do	projects	pro	bono	for	a	chance	to	improve	their	portfolios.

More	than	a	handful	of	young	volunteers	said	that:	

“Learning	something	
that	is	useful	to	me	as	a	
volunteer	is	important	so	

that	I	can	help	myself	and	
others	at	the	same	time.”

“Volunteering	allows	me	
to	acquire	communication	

and	interpersonal	skills	
that	are	useful	for	my	

future.”

“Volunteering	taught	
me	how	to	interact	with	

elderly	persons.”	

“After	I	started	
volunteering,	I	began	
to	understand	myself	
and	the	world	better.	I	

also	learnt	the	needs	of	
neglected	people.”	

“Working	with	different	
clients,	I	have	learnt	

not	to	judge	people	too	
easily	as	everyone	has	

their	own	story.”	

“I	learnt	a	lot	about	how	
an	organisation	works	and	

how	to	see	things	from	
different	perspectives.”

“Please	collect	these	brooms	and	sweep	the	floor.”	

“By	doing	so,	you	are	helping	to	make	our	place	clean	and	hygienic.”	

InstructIon

Insert the reason for the work

so what? “It	will	make	a	real	difference	to	the	health	of	our	residents.”
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“My friend asked me to join.”
When	 we	 surveyed	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 young	 people	 started	 volunteering,	 the	
results	showed	that	most	were	 influenced	by	their	schools.	This	 is	unsurprising,	
given	 the	strong	mandate	of	character	development	programmes	(or	“Values-in-
Action”)	and	service	learning	in	schools.	What	is	interesting	is	that	the	third	most	
common	reason	why	young	people	volunteer	is	that	“they	joined	a	friend”.	More	
than	half	of	the	young	non-volunteers	we	spoke	to	also	indicated	that	they	would	
be	more	willing	and	likely	 to	volunteer	 if	 they	were	 invited	by	their	 friends.	Non-
profits	 recruiting	 young	 volunteers	 must	 realise	 that	 young	 people	 are	 actively	
seeking	friendships	and	a	sense	of	camaraderie	in	a	social	group.	

Young	 people	 also	 reported	 that	 they	 would	 most	 likely	 continue	 to	 volunteer	 if	
they	have	friends	who	do	so	with	them	in	a	group	because:

WHy tHIS matteRS
When	 non-profits	 craft	 their	 volunteer	 recruitment	 messages,	 they	 must	
communicate	 how	 their	 volunteer	 opportunities	 will	 help	 the	 young	 person	 to	
build	positive	relationships	with	his	or	her	peers.	Volunteer	managers	can	provide	
social	 interaction	 opportunities	 for	 young	 people	 to	 encourage	 them	 to	 start	
volunteering	and	become	more	consistent	 at	 it.	By	allocating	 some	 time	during	
volunteer	 assignments	 to	promote	bonding	and	 teamwork	among	 those	working	
on	similar	projects,	volunteer	managers	are	more	likely	to	keep	them	connected	
and	engaged.	Volunteer	managers	may	also	introduce	a	“Bring	a	Friend”	scheme	
that	encourages	current	volunteers	to	invite	their	friends	along	on	assignments.	

toP ReaSoN FoR 
VoLuNteeRINg 

amoNg SeCoNDaRy 
SCHooL StuDeNtS

make new fr iends or 
be part  of  a cl ique

“If	my	friend	comes	
and	volunteers	with	
me,	I	will	feel	less	

intimidated	and	shy.”
“When	I	volunteer,	

I	like	to	be	with	other	
like-minded	friends.”	

“It	is	more	fun	to	
volunteer	as	a	team	

and	to	do	things	
together.”	

More  tha n  ha lf  of  the  youn g pe ople  w e  in te rvie wed 
sa id  tha t  the y stoppe d volun te e rin g be c ause  the y felt 
tha t  the re  wa s  n othin g more  the y c ould  le a rn  from 
the ir  volun te e r  a ssign me n ts .

DIDyouKNoW?

toP ReaSoN FoR 
VoLuNteeRINg amoNg 
JuNIoR CoLLege aND 

teRtIaRy INStItutIoN 
StuDeNtS

gain new ski l ls 
and exposure

tIPoFtHeDay

HoW DID ouR 
CuRReNt youNg 
VoLuNteeRS 
StaRt 
VoLuNteeRINg?

Take a  photo of  al l 
f i rst - t ime young 
volunteers  and 

consider  them as  the 
“Class  of  2014”  to 

inst i l  a  sense  of 
belonging to 

a  cohort .

“Through my

“Came across  
opportunit ies 
on websites”

“I  joined 
a  fr iend”

“I  was  driven by 
my own passion”

3

 school”
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Lack	of	time	is	undoubtedly	the	most	common	and	predictable	answer	when	people	
are	 asked	 why	 they	 do	 not	 volunteer.	 Among	 young	 people,	 responses	 such	 as	 “I	
find	it	difficult	to	commit	regularly	for	the	long	term	with	school	work	and	CCA	(co-
curricular	 activities)	 commitments”	 or	 “I	 cannot	 even	 finish	 my	 school	 work,	 how	
can	I	 take	time	out	to	volunteer?”	were	so	frequently	heard	 in	our	discussions	that	
we	have	termed	this	phenomenon	“time	poverty”.	At	the	same	time,	we	also	heard	
complaints	 by	 volunteer	 managers	 that	 young	 volunteers	 lack	 commitment	 and	 it	
is	difficult	 to	sustain	their	 interest.	This	 is	not	a	new	issue	or	passing	trend	for	the	
non-profit	 sector.	 With	 increasing	 demands	 imposed	 on	 young	 people,	 time	 is	 a	
precious	 commodity,	 and	 volunteering	 commitments	 rank	 rather	 lowly	 on	 many	 of	
their	personal	calendars.	

Lack	of	 time	aside,	we	also	noted	a	 lingering	perception	among	young	people	 that	
volunteer	work	 requires	a	 long-term	commitment.	Some	of	 the	comments	we	have	
heard	include:	 	

“If	you	(the	non-profit)	set	
long-term	expectations,	for	
example,	to	volunteer	for	at	

least	six	months	to	a	year,	then	
we	(the	volunteers)	get	scared.”

“I have no time and I don’t want to overcommit!” 

Challenges the Young Face in Volunteering
aLtHougH We FouND tHat maNy youNg PeoPLe VaLue VoLuNteeRINg, 
SIgNIFICaNt PReSSuReS aND obStaCLeS StILL DeteR tHem FRom moRe 
aCtIVe aND ReguLaR PaRtICIPatIoN. HeRe aRe tHe maJoR CHaLLeNgeS 
FaCeD by youNg CuRReNt VoLuNteeRS aND NoN-VoLuNteeRS. 

“Some	non-profits	expect	
me	to	volunteer	more	

than	what	I	can	offer.	I	
can’t	do	that,	so	I	stop	

volunteering	with	them.”		

“During	volunteer	orientation	sessions,	
when	the	volunteer	manager	introduces	

the	expected	length	of	commitment,	
I	automatically	reject	the	idea	of	

volunteering	with	them	because	I	do	not	
want	to	commit	to	something	for	so	long.”	

1
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While	 the	 shift	 towards	 short-term	 and	 ad	 hoc	 volunteering	 may	 not	 necessarily	
meet	 the	 longer-term	 needs	 of	 the	 non-profit,	 to	 remain	 attractive	 to	 young	 or	
busy	 volunteers,	 it	 is	 important	 for	 non-profits	 to	 re-examine	 the	 way	 they	 have	
traditionally	 designed	 volunteer	 roles.	 Ultimately,	 how	 volunteer	 managers	 choose	
to	 communicate	 the	 level	 of	 commitment	 required	 to	 young	 people	 will	 make	 a	
significant	difference	to	whether	young	people	choose	to	volunteer.	This	could	mean	
embarking	on	shorter,	more	task-oriented	assignments.	Contrary	to	popular	opinion,	
we	 found	 that	 young	 people	 are	 not	 entirely	 averse	 to	 administrative	 support	
roles,	if	such	opportunities	are	presented	on	a	short-term	basis.	

Create shorter 
assignments
Whenever	possible,	
break	up	volunteer	
assignments	into	smaller	
duties	to	shorten	the	
duration	of	commitment	
required.	Scout	the	
interest	of	young	
volunteers	beforehand	
and	keep	to	the	agreed	
duration.

allow trial stints
Offer	new	volunteers	the	
possibility	of	“trying	out”	
different	volunteer	tasks	
before	matching	them	to	
roles	that	require	their	
long-term	commitment.	
Explore	“casual”	or	“drop-
in”	options	for	flexible	
volunteering.

allow volunteering  
from home
Create	projects	for	
young	people	to	
volunteer	online	from		
their	schools	and	
homes.	For	instance,	 	
they	can	help	with	
developing	an	app	for	 	
your	beneficiaries	or	
managing	content	on	
Google	Docs.

SamPLe aCCeSS PaSS to eNCouRage 
youNg VoLuNteeRS to RetuRN ReguLaRLy

tIPoFtHeDay

I f  you have  to  offer  an 
a dmin istra tive  task 

to  youn g volunteers , 
pre se n t  i t  a s  a n  ad  hoc 
opportun ity  in stead of 

a  lon g-te rm one.

LImIteD eDItIoN PaSS

thank you for  complet ing our volunteer 

assignment with f ly ing colours!

We hope you had an enjoyable 

experience with us.  See you  

soon af ter  your recess. 

this pass ent i t les you to mult iple 

re-entr ies at  any t ime. 

expiry Date:  1 Jan 2100

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
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“Dip your Toes”
A	one-off	trial	to	participate	in	different	volunteer	activities	
(e.g.,	befriending	or	manning	a	helpline)

“Mass VolunTeering”
Recruiting	a	large	group	(such	as	a	class	or	cohort	of	students)	to	work	
on	a	big	task	
(e.g.,	clearing	beach	debris	at	East	Coast	Park)

“shorT gig”
A	group	of	6	to	10	young	people	working	together	over	a	day	or	weekend	
(e.g.,	to	paint	a	wall	mural)

“shaDowing”
A	chance	to	observe	other	volunteers	at	their	work	and	assess	their	own	
interest	in	the	work	
(e.g.,	tutoring	or	conducting	home	visits)

DIFFeReNt tyPeS oF SHoRt-teRm VoLuNteeRINg:

aCtIVItIeS tHat youNg PeoPLe aRe 
WILLINg to CommIt to oN a ReguLaR 
baSIS ( I .e. ,  moRe tHaN 6 moNtHS oR 
oN a WeeKLy oR moNtHLy baSIS)

•	 Working	 direct ly 	 wi th	 people	 who 
 benef i t  f rom their  volunteering,  such 
 as conduct ing home visi ts ,  befr iending 
 people in need,  tutor ing,  etc.

•	 Helping	the	non-prof i t 	to	raise	money 
 through fundraising act iv i t ies and 
 campaigns

•	 Organising	 or 	 helping	 to	 run	 events 
 or  act iv i t ies

aCtIVItIeS tHat youNg PeoPLe aRe oNLy 
WILLINg to CommIt to oN a SHoRt-teRm 
baSIS ( I .e. ,  LeSS tHaN 6 moNtHS oR aS 
aND WHeN RequIReD)

•	 Undertaking	 manual	 labour	 or 	 chores	 
 such as cleaning or  bui lding

•	 Providing	 administrat ive	 and	 cler ical	 
 support

•	 Leading	or 	 joining	project 	commit tees
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“I am young but I am serious about volunteering. 
Do you trust me?”
Quite	surprisingly,	one	of	the	most	recurrent	concerns	raised	by	young	people	is	that	
non-profits	 do	not	 always	make	 them	 feel	welcome	and	appreciated.	 The	majority	
of	 young	 volunteers	 interviewed	 placed	 great	 importance	 on	 a	 relaxed	 and	 casual	
setting	where	they	feel	well	supported.	However,	young	people	sometimes	feel	that	
there	is	resistance	from	non-profits	when	they	volunteer.	Some	experiences	shared	
include:	

2

“When	I	tell	them	
(the	volunteer	manager)	

that	I	would	like	to	
volunteer,	they	sometimes	

think	that	I	am	not	
serious	or	sincere.”

“There	are	a	lot	of	standard	
operating	procedures	

to	follow,	so	I	don’t	feel	
empowered	to	do	more	than	
what	is	necessary.	I	was	just	
told	what	to	do	all	the	time,	

so	I	never	went	back.”

“Some	appreciation	for	
me	would	be	nice	even	
if	I	only	volunteered	for	

a	short	time.”	

Some	young	people	also	conveyed	that	they	do	not	like	it	when	volunteer	managers	
breathe	down	their	necks	and	give	them	unsolicited	supervision.	Some	shared:	

“I	do	not	like	to	feel	patronised.	
I	hope	volunteer	managers	

can	sometimes	give	me	leeway	
to	experiment	and	take	up	

leadership	roles.”	

“I	don’t	want	to	
be	managed,	I	

want	to	be	led.”
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However,	 they	 also	 said	 that	 they	 understood	 why	 volunteer	 managers	 may	
sometimes	 feel	 a	 need	 to	 be	 more	 hands-on.	 They	 agreed	 that	 in	 new	 or	 difficult	
volunteer	 placements,	 support	 should	 be	 given	 in	 more	 intensive	 doses.	 However,	
with	experienced	volunteers,	support	should	only	be	offered	when	requested.	When	
asked	to	describe	the	kind	of	support	they	wished	to	receive,	young	volunteers	used	
phrases	such	as	“subtle	but	evident”	and	“present	but	not	interfering”.	

Young	 people	 said	 that	 they	 greatly	 appreciated	 it	 when	 non-profits	 give	 them	
due	recognition	 for	 their	contributions.	Giving	young	volunteers	more	autonomy	
will	encourage	them	to	take	ownership	of	their	work.	Providing	young	volunteers	
with	opportunities	for	advancement	will	also	prevent	them	from	becoming	bored	
with	their	work.

be fair
Keep	prejudices	and	
practices	in	check	 	
when	recruiting	and	
engaging	young	people.

be open-minded
Be	open	to	feedback		
and	welcome	suggestions	
from	young	volunteers.	 	
Understand	their	limit-
ations	and	provide	a	
friendly	and	informal	 	
work	environment	by	
keeping	processes	 	
simple	and	activities	
fun.

empower your volunteers
Empower	volunteers	who	
demonstrate	readiness	to	
take	up	leadership	roles	
and	constantly	challenge	
them	to	take	on	more	
responsibilities.	Give	
them	sufficient	support	
and	space	to	design	and	
even	conduct	their	own	
activities.

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
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Recognise	young	volunteers	in	newsletters	that	are	
sent	to	their	families	and	schools	or	tag	them	on	
Facebook	to	showcase	their	individual	deeds.

aCtIoNS youNg PeoPLe SaID WouLD maKe tHem FeeL tRuLy 
aPPReCIateD ( IN oRDeR oF ImPoRtaNCe):

  

This  is  a  letter  of 

recommendation 

Type	any	name

Offer	to	write	a	recommendation	letter	to	
enhance	their	future	prospects.

Give	personal	notes	of	encouragement	written	
by	the	staff	of	the	organisation.	Appoint	them	as	
project	leaders	or	youth	mentors	for	new	volunteers	
(“Hi	Abigail,	now	that	you	understand	what	
befriending	is	like,	why	don’t	you	try	briefing	a	
new	volunteer	on	what	it	means?”	or	“Hey	Xavier,	
since	you	know	the	programme	well	by	now,	would	
you	like	to	lead	the	next	programme?”).

Quantify	their	success	in	their	assignments	
(“Samuel	has	raised	40%	more	money	for	our	
cause	than	anyone	his	age	has	done	before!”).

1

2

3

4

Dear  Valerie , 
thank you for  being  an awes ome volunteer. You bring joy. . .
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“I do not see the value and meaning of what I am doing.” 3

brief clearly
During	volunteer	
briefings	and	
orientations,	clearly	
state	the	key	objectives	
of	the	programme	
and	how	these	will	
be	achieved	through	
volunteer	contributions.

quantify your results
As	young	people	are	the	
most	enthusiastic	when	
they	know	that	they	have	
accomplished	specific	
goals,	assess	the	impact	
of	volunteer	contributions	
and	communicate	the	
results	to	motivate	young	
volunteers.

take stock
Follow	up	with	volunteers	
after	a	volunteer	assign-
ment	to	reiterate	key	
objectives	and	discuss	
crucial	learning	points.

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS

“There	is	a	lack	of	
understanding	of	the	key	

objectives	and	impact	of	the	
volunteer	assignment.	Before	
we	start	volunteering,	I	think	

it	is	important	that	we	
know	what	these	are.”

“One	aspect	that	kept	me	from	
volunteering	is	the	feeling	

that	the	activity	in	question	is	
unsustainable.	Perhaps	the	non-
profit	should	check	if	this	is	true	
and	tell	me	if	I	am	contributing	

anything	at	all.”

“At	the	end	of	the	day,	
sometimes	I	return	home	after	
volunteering	not	knowing	what	
value	I	alone	have	provided	to	

the	beneficiaries.	It’s	not	 	
a	good	feeling.”	

“Even	if	I	have	to	perform	
routine	tasks,	I	want	to	know	

	at	least	what	they	are	for.	It	will	
keep	me	going	if	I	know.”

Young	people	today	want	to	know	how	their	contributions	have	directly	or	indirectly	
benefitted	the	work	of	the	non-profit	or	enhanced	the	lives	of	the	beneficiaries.	They	
repeatedly	indicated	that	they	would	like	to	understand	their	impact	and	have	ample	
opportunities	 to	 evaluate	 their	 experiences.	 For	 tasks	 that	 seem	 trivial	 and	almost	
insignificant	to	them,	young	people	said	that	they	needed	to	know	how	these	tasks	
have	made	a	difference:

To	address	the	questions	or	insecurities	of	young	volunteers,	it	is	important	for	non-
profits	 to	 first	map	and	align	 the	desired	outcomes	 that	 they	would	 like	 to	achieve	
according	 to	 the	 type	 of	 activities	 or	 programmes.	 This	 will	 clearly	 answer	 why	
volunteers	are	important	when	the	question	is	raised.	Knowing	that	young	volunteers	
seek	a	sense	of	purpose	in	their	tasks,	volunteer	managers	can	better	communicate	
the	value	that	their	volunteers	make.
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First-hand Account

Chloe Lee Ziqi
Former Case Manager, Bishan Home for the Intellectually Disabled
I	 worked	 as	 a	 Case	 Manager	 at	 the	 Bishan	 Home	 for	 the	 Intellectually	 Disabled	
(BHID)	 for	 almost	 six	 years.	 Part	 of	 my	 job	 entailed	 looking	 after	 my	 clients	 and	
ensuring	that	their	emotional	and	physical	needs	were	well	met	and	supported.	As	
we	had	over	a	hundred	 residents	staying	with	us	at	any	one	 time,	 this	was	not	an	
easy	 task.	 From	 organising	 activities	 to	 planning	 outings	 and	 facilitating	 in-house	
programmes,	my	team	and	I	relied	heavily	on	the	contributions	of	our	volunteers.

It	 is	 not	 difficult	 to	 understand	 why	 some	 non-profits	 shun	 the	 idea	 of	 recruiting	
and	 engaging	 young	 volunteers.	 Working	 with	 young	 people	 at	 Bishan	 Home	 was	
not	 always	 a	 fun-filled	 experience.	 They	 were	 sometimes	 lazy,	 and	 a	 few	 only	
volunteered	because	 they	were	mandated	 to	do	 so	by	 the	 school,	 their	 parents	 or	
even	 a	 Community	 Service	 Order.	 When	 young	 volunteers	 came	 to	 Bishan	 Home	
for	 the	 first	 time,	most	 didn’t	 even	 know	what	 being	 intellectually	 disabled	meant.	
They	didn’t	know	what	to	do	and	were	sometimes	scared	of	being	involved,	but	this	
was	 where	 we	 could	 help.	 We	 helped	 these	 kids	 feel	 a	 sense	 of	 empathy	 and	 be	
empowered	to	make	a	difference.

Engaging	young	volunteers	has	a	special	significance	to	me.	My	former	boss,	Dennis,	
always	reminded	me	that	young	people	are	the	future	ambassadors	of	our	cause.	I’ve	
personally	seen	how	this	can	happen.	One	year	at	 the	Purple	Parade,	a	movement	
aimed	at	supporting	the	inclusion	of	persons	with	special	needs,	I	was	surprised	to	
meet	a	young	student	whom	I	used	to	work	with.	I	was	struck	by	his	words	when	he	
said	that	by	taking	time	to	participate	in	the	parade,	he	felt	he	was	doing	his	best	to	
show	support	for	the	cause.	Since	then,	I	always	tried	to	ensure	that	all	of	my	young	
volunteers	at	Bishan	Home	would	have	an	educational	and	memorable	experience.	

To	 do	 so,	 I	 adhered	 strictly	 to	 a	 few	 things.	 At	 Bishan	 Home,	 I	 made	 certain	 that	
thorough	volunteer	orientation	sessions	were	conducted	for	the	new	young	volunteers.	
During	these	sessions,	I	equipped	my	volunteers	with	a	comprehensive	understanding	
of	 the	 work	 that	 Bishan	 Home	 did	 and	 the	 issues	 that	 my	 clients	 faced.	 Through	
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such	sessions,	 I	was	better	able	 to	guide	my	young	volunteers	 towards	developing	
empathy	and	kindness.	When	we	made	the	effort	to	orientate	them	well	to	their	job	
assignments,	they	stopped	feeling	awkward	and	started	caring.	

My	work	did	not	end	after	a	volunteer	signed	up.	After	each	assignment,	 I	did	my	
best	to	conduct	a	debrief	session	for	my	volunteers	in	a	quiet	area	so	that	we	could	
reflect	together	as	a	team.	I	gave	them	the	space	they	needed	to	ask	questions	and	
clarify	 their	 doubts.	 It	was	 also	my	personal	 objective	 not	 to	 let	 any	 question	 that	
a	 young	 person	 asked	 go	 unanswered.	 Young	 people	 needed	 to	 know	 the	 reason	
why	 the	home	did	 certain	 things	 and	 that	 their	work	was	 valued.	 I	was	 constantly	
humbled	by	what	they	learnt	and	I	feel	proud	to	have	been	part	of	their	growth.
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offer brief, short-term and 
ad hoc assignments.

tell them why their work matters. 

give them room to grow  
(or make “good mistakes”). 	

engage them through social media. 

Recognise their worth.

5 Ways to Work with
Young Volunteers 

Successfully   

1 

2

3

4

5
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Summing It Up!

Recognise that young people have positive roles to play in volunteering. 

Recognise the challenges that deter young people from volunteering and 
focus instead on what motivates them to volunteer.  

Find out how young volunteers would like to be communicated to so as to 
understand their needs. 

be creative with communication styles and techniques.	

Work closely with schools and community clubs.	

Schedule team-building and bonding activities for young volunteers.

Promote	and	feature	your	young	volunteers	in	newsletters	and	annual	reports.
Consult	with	young	people	to	design	more	effective	recruitment	strategies.	
Target	areas	where	young	people	congregate	to	advertise	volunteering	roles.	

•
•
•

•

•

•
•

•
•

•

•

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Set	clear	roles	and	expectations	with	concrete	service	and	learning	objectives		
so	they	understand	their	impact	on	the	community.	
Make	 volunteer	 roles	 simple	 and	 achievable	 to	 help	 them	 balance	 their	
commitments.	
Provide	training	and	mentorship	opportunities	to	help	them	develop	skills.	 	
Expand	their	current	responsibilities	to	take	up	leadership	roles	when	they	
are	ready	to	give	them	confidence	and	encouragement.	

Foster	a	casual	work	atmosphere	to	encourage	open	communication.	
Designate	one	key	staff	member	to	work	with	the	young	volunteers	as	a	mentor	
or	buddy	so	he	or	she	can	build	a	closer	relationship	with	them.	
Hold	 debriefs	 for	 young	 volunteers	 to	 sound	 out	 their	 doubts,	 ask	 questions		
and	process	key	lessons.	 	

Rather	than	relying	primarily	on	email,	use	social	media	tools	such	as	Facebook,	
Twitter	and	Instagram	to	reach	out	to	a	younger	audience.	
Better	still,	use	youth	lingo.	(For	instance,	any	idea	what	YOLO	stands	for?)	

Tap	on	their	networks	to	recruit	young	volunteers.	
Collaborate	 with	 them	 on	 longer-term	 service	 projects	 that	 would	 give	 young		
people	the	time	and	permission	that	they	need	to	volunteer.

Give	them	permission	to	invite	their	friends	and	classmates	to	activities.	
Craft	volunteer	roles	that	can	be	undertaken	together	as	a	team.
Organise	informal	gatherings	and	meals.	
Use	icebreakers	and	energisers	to	make	volunteering	more	fun	and	exciting.

NoNPRoFItSSay
top suggest ions 
f rom volunteers that 
non-prof i ts  agree 
would add most 
value to their  work 
of  engaging young 
volunteers:
1.  Actively  al low and 
encourage  young 
volunteers  to  “brin g 
a  fr iend”  when they 
attend volunteerin g 
assignments .

2 .  Provide  leadership and 
volunteer  developm ent 
( including mentoring ) 
opportunit ies  s o  that 
they do not  t ire  of 
routine  volunteer  tas ks .

3 .  Ensure  that  ever y 
volunteer  assignme nt 
is  fol lowed by a  debr ief 
session to  al low you ng 
volunteers  to  proces s 
what  they have  lear nt .

oh!
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3 Facts of Working Adults  
and Volunteering

1 

2

3

WoRKINg aDuLtS PReFeR ReCeIVINg 
INVItatIoNS to VoLuNteeR VIa 

text, PHoNe CaLL oR FaCe-to-FaCe 
CoNVeRSatIoNS. 

WoRKINg aDuLtS, eSPeCIaLLy  
FIRSt-tIme VoLuNteeRS, 

may WISH to ReCeIVe DIReCtIoN
FRom VoLuNteeR maNageRS.

WoRKINg aDuLtS Do Not VoLuNteeR 
beCauSe tHey aRe uNSuRe oF HoW, 

WHat aND WHeRe to VoLuNteeR. 

CHaPteR 2
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Non-profits  recruit ing adult  volunteers  wil l  f ind  t ha t  t hey  are  a  mo st  d iv erse  g roup,  a nd  the  re as on s 
w h y working adults  start  and continue t o  volunt eer  may  d if fer  d ra st ic al ly.  T hese  ind ivi du al s  c an 
b e  s ingle ,  married  or  young parents .  They  c an a ls o  be  ful l - t ime sala ried  wo rkers ,  in-bet we e n  j obs  or 
even nearing ret irement .  While  s ome take  t he  init ia t iv e  t o  s ourc e  t heir  o wn volunt eer  pl ace m e n ts 
online ,  others  volunteer  for  the  f irst  t ime when t hey  c haperone t heir  c hild ren t o  com m u n i ty 
ser vice  projects .  Many als o  volunteer  more  reg ularly  t hroug h emplo y er-suppo rt ed  vo lun te e ri sm  at 
the  workplace . 

DeFININg WoRKINg aDuLtS 
To better  understand what  motivates  working  ad ult s  t o  vo lunt eer,  we hav e  c at eg orised  al l  worki n g 
adults  into  two main groups :  young worki ng adu l ts  (aged  25  t o  34  y ears  o ld ,  born in  t he  1980s ,  wi th 
1  to  5  years  of  working experience) ;  and  e x p e r i e nc e d w or ki ng p r ofe ssi onal s  (a ged  35  ye ars  ol d 
and above,  the  c hildren of  the  Baby Boomer  genera t io n,  wit h ov er  10  y ears  of  working  exp e ri e n ce ) .

Get Busy with 
Working Adults
(25 - 54 years old)

“What  we  are  do ing  i s  j us t  a  d ro p  in  th e  o c ea n .  
But  i f  that  drop  wa s  no t  in  th e  o c ea n ,  I  th ink  th e  

ocean  would  be  l es s  bec a us e  o f  th e  mis s ing  d ro p .”
Mother Teresa (1910–1997),

 Roman Catholic Nun and Nobel Peace Prize Winner
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eNteRINg tHe WoRKFoRCe IN tHeIR 20S
Although s ome young working adults  enjo y ed  volunt eering  d uring  t heir  schoo l  d a y s  or  were  e ve n 
a ctive  volunteers  previously,  many stop vo lunt eering  c o mplet ely  onc e  t hey  ent er  t he  wo rkforce . 
Up on crossing into  this  age  group,  volun t eer  part ic ipat ion d ips  s ig nif ic ant ly.  In  t heir  atte m p t 
to  cl imb ranks  at  the  off ice  and s imultaneously  co pe wit h t he  d ema nd s  of  f ind ing  a  pa rtn e r  an d 
star t ing a  family,  most  show l i t t le  incl ination t o  volunt eer.  At  t his  a ge ,  y oung  working  a d ul ts  se e k 
to  understand their  identit ies  and embrace  t heir  newfound  ind epend ence.  So me st a rt  t he i r  own 
e nter p rises  or  dedic ate  their  t ime to  fulf i l  t heir  hopes  and  aspira t io ns . 

beComINg PaReNtS aND eNteRINg tHeIR 30S
Among individuals  in  their  30s ,  volunteer  pa rt icipat ion is  g ra d ually  increa sing .  T hese  a re  gen e rati ve 
year s  when individuals  start  rais ing child ren or  serv ing  t heir  c o mmunit ies .  Wit h t heir  hom e s 
mor e  l ikely  to  be  in  order  and c areers  more  l ikely  t o  be  st abil ised ,  ind iv id ua ls  ma y  eit her  re su m e 
volunteering or  become more  active  volunt eers .  To  s ome,  vo lunt eering  present s  a  mean i n gfu l 
occ asion for  a  family  excursion or  an opport unit y  t o  co nnec t  (o r  rec o nnec t )  wit h pers o na l  c au se s . 
As  individuals  straddle  work,  pers onal  and  family  c o mmit ment s ,  people  in  t his  g roup t en d to  be 
mor e  selective  about  volunteer  assignmen t s .  T hey  choo se  part ic ular  roles  t ha t  are  benef i ci al  to 
th eir  families  or  c auses  that  they are  able  to  c o nt ribut e  t heir  ski l ls  and  experienc e  t o .   

tIDINg mIDLIFe aND tHeIR 40S
After  accumulating over  10  years  of  working  experience ,  many  ma t ure  working  ad ults  vi e w 
volunteering as  a  le isure  activity  that  they would  l ike  t o  emba rk on.  Yet  many  ma y  be  inc re asi n gl y 
a f f l icted  with sudden health issues  and st rug g le  t o  a d just  t o  d eplet ing  lev els  of  phy sic al  e n e rgy 
a nd other  physiologic al  changes  ass ociated  wit h a ge .  At  mid li fe ,  ind iv id uals  st art  s lowin g down 
th eir  pace  of  l i fe ,  and this  is  when they ma y  place  a n emphasis  on helping  ot hers  in  need.  The y 
ref lect  on the  priorit ies  that  truly  matter  t o  t hem a nd  wo rk ha rd  at  real ig ning  t heir  l i fe ’ s  goal s 
a ccor dingly.  With their  children now more  g ro wn-up,  ma t ure  mid d le-aged  ad ult s  ma y  have  m ore 
t ime to  volunteer  and seek to  do s o  either  a lo ne or  wit h t heir  spouses  a nd  fa mily  fr iend s . 

LooKINg FoR NeW CHaLLeNgeS
Exp er ienced working professionals  seemed t o  g rav it a t e  t o wa rd  mo re  c ha lleng ing  vo lunt ee r  rol e s 
a nd sectors .  During our  focus  group discu ssio ns ,  we found  t ha t  t hey  reg ula rly  c hose  t o  work as 
befr ienders  at  an old-age  nursing faci l i ty  or  co nd uct  weekly  home v isit s  t o  o ne-ro o m flats .  The y 
wer e  als o  regular  mentors  of  youths  in  probat ion serv ice  o r  g rief  counsello rs  fo r  mig ra nt  worke rs . 
D ue to  their  extensive  work experience  and  q uali f ic at ions ,  mo re  of  t hem prefer  t o  volunt ee r  the i r 
pr ofessional  ski l ls  and knowledge for  non-pro fit s ,  for  inst a nce  a s  account ant s ,  lawy ers  a nd  wri te rs . 

Volunteer Life
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Connecting with Working Adults:
Why They Volunteer
tHeRe IS No SINgLe PReDomINaNt ReaSoN WHy WoRKINg aDuLtS aRe  
attRaCteD to VoLuNteeRISm. amoNg tHe aNSWeRS We HeaRD, HeRe aRe  
tHRee maJoR FaCtoRS WItH tHe moSt uSeFuL ImPLICatIoNS. 

Most	working	adults	we	 spoke	 to	 said	 that	 they	wanted	 to	 volunteer	because	 they	
saw	 value	 in	 the	 opportunity	 to	 apply	 their	 skills	 to	 benefit	 others.	 When	 doing	
so,	 they	 felt	 more	 inspired	 and	 confident.	 Most	 respondents	 also	 said	 they	 were	
more	compelled	 to	volunteer	 regularly	 if	 they	knew	that	 their	skills	and	knowledge	
generated	direct	benefits	for	non-profits.	One	person	shared	that:	

The	perspectives	of	younger	working	adults	in	their	20s	or	fresh	out	of	school	usually	
mirrored	 those	 of	 students	 who	 viewed	 skills-based	 volunteering	 as	 opportunities	
for	 personal	 and	 professional	 development.	 This	 was	 particularly	 so	 if	 the	 skills	
volunteered	 were	 deemed	 valuable	 to	 their	 work	 and	 company.	 Mid-level	 working	
professionals	 that	 have	 already	 worked	 for	 a	 couple	 of	 years	 and	 mastered	 basic	
work	 skills	 were	 the	 most	 keen	 to	 volunteer	 their	 skills	 for	 a	 non-profit.	 Unlike	
students	 or	 fresh	 graduates,	 they	 have	 highly	 specialised	 skills	 to	 offer	 that	 non-
profits	may	leverage.	By	volunteering	both	their	skills	and	time,	this	group	felt	that	
they	 were	 “making	 more	 of	 a	 difference	 to	 the	 non-profit	 sector	 since	 non-profits	
would	need	the	skills	we	were	contributing	to	do	their	work”.	

A	young	working	adult	volunteering	with	an	animal	rights	group	observed:

“I want to use and share the skills that I have to benefit others 
who need help.” 

“It	feels	good	and	
even	productive	when	

I	use	what	I	know	
(e.g.,	first-aid	skills)

to	help	others.”

“I	do	a	lot	of	presentations	and	writing	for	the	
organisation	that	I	volunteer	for.	I	also	help	with	 	

the	copywriting	of	brochures.	Although	this	is	rather	
similar	to	what	I	do	on	a	daily	basis,	I	don’t	mind	such	
work	as	it	gives	me	further	opportunities	to	hone	my	
skills.	In	addition,	since	this	is	not	new	work	for	me,	
I	work	much	faster	and	more	efficiently.	I	feel	a	great	

sense	of	achievement	in	the	process.”	

1
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	A	middle-aged	adult	volunteer	working	with	mentally	ill	patients	also	suggested:	

WHy tHIS matteRS
Knowing	 that	 working	 adults	 who	 have	 established	 careers	 want	 to	 give	 back	 to	
society	by	volunteering	their	know-how,	volunteer	managers	can	consider	matching	
relevant	 skills	 to	 suitable	 assignments.	 For	 instance,	 if	 a	new	 treasurer	 is	 needed,	
volunteer	managers	can	try	approaching	people	who	are	financially	savvy.	To	recruit	
well-trained	 and	 professional	 volunteers,	 volunteer	 managers	 can	 connect	 with	
alumni	associations	or	chambers	of	commerce.	 						

One	of	the	major	reasons	why	working	adults	make	time	to	volunteer	is	to	spend	time	
with	their	children.	Whether	delivering	meals	to	patients	or	spending	time	with	the	
elderly,	working	adults	said	that	volunteering	is	a	perfect	family	activity.	In	between	
their	packed	schedules,	volunteering	provides	both	parents	and	children	a	shared	
meaningful	experience	and	quality	time	together.	Parents	can	also	be	more	involved	
in	their	children’s	activities	while	contributing	to	the	community	in	the	process.	One	
volunteer	stated	simply	that	this	was	a	“win-win	situation	for	everyone”.	

WHy tHIS matteRS
When	appropriate,	volunteer	managers	can	give	adult	volunteers	the	opportunity	to	
bring	their	children	along	when	they	volunteer.	Show	interest	in	accommodating	the	
young	volunteers	as	 the	 trend	of	 family	volunteering	can	potentially	develop	 into	a	
new	and	growing	pool	of	potential	helpers	for	you	and	your	organisation.

“I want to spend time with my children and set an example 
for them.”

“I	think	non-profits	should	
place	volunteers	in	roles	that	
would	‘amplify	talent’	since	
this	is	where	we	can	best	
contribute.	This	is	a	good	
allocation	of	resources.”

More  tha n  51% of  work in g a dult  re spon de n ts  from 
the  Volun te e r  Surve y sta te d  tha t  usin g the ir  sk i l ls 
a n d/or  e x pe rie n c e  is  most  importa n t  to  the m when 
the y volun te e r.

2
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One size dOes nOt fit all

Across	their	varied	backgrounds,	one	recurring	reason	why	working	adults	volunteer	
is	because	it	affords	them	an	avenue	outside	of	work	and	family	to	learn	more	about	
themselves	and	the	world.	Often,	working	adult	volunteers	get	the	chance	to	interact	
with	people	or	places	that	 they	would	ordinarily	not	have	encountered.	They	might	
learn,	 for	 instance,	how	to	speak	 in	dialect	 to	elderly	residents	at	a	rental	block	or	
sleep	 in	a	 tent	when	camping	with	youths	on	a	school	 trip.	To	many	busy	working	
adults,	volunteering	is	a	humbling	step	out	of	their	comfort	zone	that	helps	them	to	
be	more	appreciative	of	their	own	lives	and	a	refreshing	respite	from	the	daily	grind.	
Some	of	the	comments	we	have	heard	from	working	adult	volunteers	include:	 	

WHy tHIS matteRS
Working	adults	who	volunteer	because	they	identify	with	a	cause	also	seek	inspiration	
and	a	sense	of	purpose	in	their	volunteer	assignments.	To	help	them	stay	connected	
to	their	work,	volunteer	managers	can	communicate	a	clear	vision	for	the	volunteer	
role.	 For	 example,	 if	 the	 volunteer’s	 role	 is	 to	 teach	 English	 to	 primary	 school	
students,	 let	 volunteers	 know	 how	 they	 are	 significantly	 impacting	 children’s	 lives	
by	giving	 them	 the	 first	 step	 to	a	proper	education.	For	volunteers	who	offer	more	
general	 skills,	 volunteer	 managers	 can	 inspire	 them	 with	 opportunities	 to	 interact	
with	the	beneficiaries	and	know	their	stories.	

“I volunteer to feel grounded so that I can better appreciate and 
gain perspective of my own life.”

“When	I	see	others	who	are	
more	disadvantaged	than	
I	am,	I	start	to	appreciate	

my	life	more.”	

“Spending	time	with	the	
beneficiaries	reminds	me	to	
be	grateful	for	what	I	have	in	
life.	Volunteering	reminds	me	

to	be	less	selfish.”

“I	want	to	help	because	
when	I	help,	I	feel	that	my	

life	has	more	meaning.	
I	don’t	just	work	or	take	
care	of	the	family.	I	am	
more	than	that.	I	also	

volunteer.”

3

volunteers
needed
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Challenges Working Adults Face
in Volunteering
IN CoNtRaSt to tHeIR myRIaD ReaSoNS FoR VoLuNteeRINg, WoRKINg 
aDuLtS DeSCRIbeD VeRy SImILaR HuRDLeS FaCeD WHeN VoLuNteeRINg. 
tHeSe aRe tHe moSt CommoN CHaLLeNgeS tHey SHaReD.  

Most	working	adults	do	not	have	an	inkling	of	where	they	can	go	to	volunteer,	what	
they	can	do	to	help,	or	what	needs	there	are	in	Singapore.	While	most	working	adults	
said	they	could	use	the	internet	as	a	first	stop	to	source	volunteer	opportunities,	they	
felt	that	the	information	provided	online	was	limited	or	dubious.	Details	that	mattered	
to	 them,	 such	 as	 the	 job	 description,	 reasons	 for	 the	 assignment	 and	 expected	
length	of	commitment,	were	either	piecemeal	or	missing,	making	it	difficult	for	them	
to	take	the	plunge	to	volunteer.	Others	felt	bombarded	by	the	multitude	of	volunteer	
assignments	that	 looked	“all	 too	similar”,	while	some	griped	that	 they	were	unable	
to	 find	work	 that	personally	 resonated	with	 them.	Although	some	said	 they	had	an	
inkling	of	the	social	issues	in	Singapore,	they	felt	that	they	did	not	know	enough	to	
choose	a	preferred	cause	or	organisation.	One	lady	described	her	situation	as:

Her	view	is	not	an	exception	but	rather	the	norm.	Even	after	sieving	through	a	long	
list	of	available	volunteer	opportunities,	many	said	they	still	do	not	have	the	faintest	
idea	of	what	sector	or	cause	they	would	like	to	serve.	This	was	acknowledged	as	the	
result	of	a	general	indifference	to	social	issues	in	Singapore.	The	idea	that	there	were	
urgent	social	needs	 in	Singapore	was	held	by	some	 in	serious	doubt.	They	 further	
questioned	what	volunteers	can	do	in	the	face	of	complex	social	challenges.	A	few	
went	so	far	as	to	suggest	 that	“the	government	should	be	the	one	to	address	such	
social	 problems	 in	 society.	 Volunteers	 cannot	 help	 very	 much	 as	 we	 only	 perform	
basic	tasks	such	as	feeding	the	elderly	patients”.

“I want to help but I don’t know where to volunteer or what the 
needs are in Singapore.”

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
be loud and proud
When	recruiting	and	orientating	
volunteers,	do	not	merely	share	the	
programme	details.	Tell	them	why	the	
work	of	your	organisation	matters	and	
how	their	volunteering	will	make	a	
difference.	Inspire	them	to	act	for	
change!

“Honestly,	I	just	don’t	know	what	cause	
moves	me	enough	to	volunteer.	
I	do	want	to	help	but	sometimes	

I	really	can’t	seem	to	find	anything	
that	appeals	to	me	directly.”

1

tIPoFtHeDay

According to  the 
Volunteer  Survey 
2013,  the  top three 
ways  to  recruit 
working adults  who 
are  not  currently 
volunteering are :

1 .  c ampaigns  or  
  roadshows  
2 .  media  advertise - 
  ments  on the  
  internet  
3 .  better  designed 
  websites  where  
  they c an register 
  for  events  directly.

Keep your volunteers updated
Invite	your	volunteers	to	relevant	
talks,	discussions	and	meetings.	
This	will	help	most	adult	volunteers	
to	feel	more	invested	in	their	
volunteer	work	as	they	draw	
connections	between	what	they	are	
doing	and	larger	social	issues.
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One	 of	 the	 common	 peeves	 of	 working	 adult	 volunteers	 is	 that	 non-profits	 do	 not	
always	 display	 good	 organisational	 standards	 or	 Human	 Resources	 support.	 The	
absence	 of	 such	 corporate	 practices	 puts	 off	 most	 working	 adult	 volunteers,	 who	
may	 approach	 a	 non-profit	 with	 basic	 assumptions	 of	 how	 an	 organisation	 should	
be	 run.	 While	 a	 compelling	 cause	 or	 a	 good	 relationship	 with	 the	 beneficiary	 will	
help	 to	 engage	 them	 in	 the	 short	 term,	 a	 continued	 show	 of	 mismanagement	 or	
unprofessionalism	will	not	convince	them	to	remain	in	the	organisation	for	long.	

Most	respondents	said	that	although	they	accepted	that	non-profits	in	general	have	
limited	 resources	 and	 lean	 staff	 capacity,	 they	will	 not	 necessarily	 accept	working	
in	 a	 place	with	 irresponsible	 financial	 practices	 or	 an	unkempt	work	 environment.	
They	also	dislike	 turning	up	 for	an	assignment	only	 to	 find	 that	 the	office	 is	barely	
prepared	 to	 receive	 volunteers.	 While	 a	 temporary	 worker	 may	 put	 up	 with	 this,	
working	professionals	 are	particularly	 less	 likely	 to	 tolerate	 such	disorganised	and	
inconsiderate	volunteer	practices.	They	also	quickly	lose	the	patience	to	contribute	
their	services	if	the	work	becomes	overly	tedious	and	bureaucratic.	Some	respondents	
shared	their	previous	experiences:	

“I prefer not to volunteer for non-profits that appear 
unprepared, inefficient or unprofessional.”2

“When	I	came	to	volunteer	for	a	classroom	
activity	with	organisation	Y,	I	was	not	properly	

informed	of	the	event	venue,	nor	was	there	
a	briefing	to	let	us	know	what	we	needed	to	

do.	During	the	event,	I	saw	that	there	was	no	
equipment	set	up,	logistic	items	were	missing	

and	instructions	given	were	last	minute.	 	
It	was	a	mad	rush.	In	the	end,	I	decided	not	 	

to	continue	volunteering	with	them	since	they	 	
did	not	show	they	could	do	their	job	well	or	
convince	me	that	they	will	provide	me	with	 	

the	resources	that	I	need.”

“I	applied	to	organisation	X	
but	there	was	no	follow-up.	
They	eventually	got	back	to	
me	but	only	after	six	months	
or	so.	By	then,	I	had	already	

given	up	looking.”

“Once,	I	received	the	same	
email	55	times	from	a	non-

profit	even	after	unsubscribing	
from	their	newsfeed.	This	really	

cheesed	me	off.	I	stopped	
volunteering	because	I	felt	that	
if	they	were	not	functioning	well	

as	an	organisation,	they	were	
probably	not	a	good	place	to	

volunteer	with	anyway.”
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maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
be prepared to 
accomodate volunteers
Before	inviting	a	
volunteer,	check	that	
you	have	prepared	a	
detailed	job	description,	
a	well-equipped	
workstation	and	other	
necessary	details.

Identify areas  
for improvement
Examine	your	current	
organisational	practices	
through	the	eyes	of	a	
volunteer.	Would	your	
volunteers	view	them	
as	a	waste	of	time	or	
money?	Are	any	systems	
inadvertently	hindering	
their	success?

Review your procedures 
periodically	
Ensure	that	they	are	
up-to-date	with	current	
technologies.	For	example,	
instead	of	using	long	
written	registration	forms,	
get	volunteers	to	sign	up	
on	Google	Docs.	Limit	
the	paperwork	for	adult	
volunteers	as	they
do	not	appreciate	it.

examPLe oF a VoLuNteeR ReCRuItmeNt aDVeRtISemeNt tHat WoRKINg aDuLt VoLuNteeRS 
WouLD LIKe to See

We NeeD HeLP WRItINg StoRIeS FoR ouR aNNuaL RePoRt

Storytelling for Good

What we do:
Founded	in	1988,	we	are	a	non-
profit	organisation	that	works	
with	disadvantaged	youths	to	
help	them	succeed	in	their	
hopes	and	dreams.	Through	
events,	service	programmes,	
research	initiatives	and	
community	projects,	we	aspire	
to	inspire	youth	to	become	the	
happy	leaders	that	they	are.

expected time to 
complete task:
30	to	35	hours	over	3	weeks

What we need:
Short	and	concise	stories	
(about	three)	of	less	than	500	
words	describing	the	work	of	
our	youths	for	feature	in	our	
annual	report	to	showcase	our	
organisation’s	successes	and	
future	plans.

How this will help:
We	are	a	small	charity	with	
only	10	staff	members.	In	our	
26	years	of	existence,	we	have	
managed	to	establish	ourselves	
as	the	one-stop	centre	for	
disadvantaged	youth	in	the	
Bay	Sands	area.	We	hope	to	
use	our	annual	report	to	inspire	
more	volunteers	and	donors	to	
join	us	in	our	work.	With	your	
help,	we	will	be	able	to	create	a	
storytelling	masterpiece	that	can	
extend	our	message	to	a	larger	
audience.	Your	contribution	
will	allow	us	to	do	more	with	
the	budget	beyond	anything	we	
could	otherwise	have	afforded.

What we have to get you 
started:
To	aid	your	work,	we	have	
prepared	the	key	messages	
and	a	list	of	people
that	we	would	like	you	
to	meet	and	interview.	
There	will	also	be	a	
designated	staff	member	
who	is	currently	fully	
committed	to	the	project.	
She	will	assist	you	if	you
need	additional	resources	
and	provide	you	with	any	
other	information	that	you	
may	need.
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“So, what exactly do you want me to do today?” 

The	 above	 statements	 may	 have	 been	 exaggerated	 but	 they	 capture	 what	 most	
working	 adults	 feel	 after	 having	 volunteered	 for	 a	 certain	 period	 of	 time.	 Once	
a	 “must-do”	 activity,	 volunteering	 may	 slowly	 degenerate	 into	 a	 “good-to-do”	
and	 finally	grind	 to	a	complete	halt.	While	such	a	 loss	 in	 interest	may	be	partly	
the	 result	 of	 life	 transitions	 (for	 example,	 having	 children	 or	 leaving	 school	 to	
start	work),	respondents	regarded	their	lack	of	motivation	to	volunteer	to	be	less	
influenced	by	such	life	events	than	by	new	feelings	of	boredom,	listlessness	and	
indifference.	 Most	 respondents	 said	 it	 usually	 took	 about	 six	 months	 to	 a	 year	
before	they	are	beset	with	weariness	to	volunteer.	When	questioned	further,	some	
made	the	following	remarks:	

3 “I	love	coming	here.”ONE	YEAR	AGO

NOW

“After	a	while,	I	did	not	
feel	that	I	was	growing	

in	my	role.	I	felt	like
	I	was	wasting	my	time	

volunteering.”

“I	guess	I	got	bored.	
I	know	I	am	helping	others	

but	after	doing	the	same	thing	
for	a	while,	even	helping	

another	person	no	longer	seems	
important	or	novel.	It	has	
become	routine	for	me.”

Even	 the	most	meaningful	and	 fun	assignments	can	become	a	drag	over	 time.	As	
much	as	working	adults	may	enjoy	their	volunteer	work	at	the	present	moment,	they	
may	gradually	lose	interest	when	the	tasks	they	do	become	more	of	a	work	routine	
and	less	of	an	opportunity	to	learn,	reflect	and	recharge	from	their	daily	work.

“I	may	be	a	veteran	volunteer	but	
sometimes	I	wish	I	were	a	new	

volunteer	all	over	again.	My	volunteer	
managers	sometimes	forget	that	I	am	
not	their	staff	and	that	I	do	not	wish	

to	be	treated	as	such.	They	seem	
more	invested	in	training	their	new	
volunteers	and	we,	the	old	guards,	

are	overlooked.”	

Provide regular feedback
Find	out	how	your	
volunteers	are	doing.	
A	monthly	or	bi-monthly	
review	may	be	helpful	
for	gathering	their	
feedback	and	gauging	
their	interest	in	new	
or	expanded	volunteer	
roles.

Connect with former 
volunteers
Write	greeting	cards	to	
them	or	invite	them	to	
events.	Working	adult	
volunteers	said	they	
appreciate	such	gestures	
as	they	show	that	the	
volunteer	manager	is	
sincere.

give working adult 
volunteers autonomy
Allow	adult	volunteers	
to	manage	their	own	
programmes	or	even	
come	up	with	new	ones.	
By	empowering	them	
this	way,	volunteers	will	
have	greater	incentive	
to	remain	with	the	
organisation.

“So,	what	exactly	do	you	want	me	to	do	today?”

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
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First-hand Account

Woon Ling Ling, 
Former Volunteer Manager, Gardens by the Bay
Time	creeps	up	on	you	when	you	are	having	fun	or	busy	learning	new	things.	In	
my	two	years	at	Gardens	by	the	Bay,	I	took	care	of	the	volunteers	that	supported	
its	work	and	programmes.	I	interacted	with	many	people	in	my	l ine	of	work,	but	
worked	most	closely	with	working	adults.

To	be	honest,	most	volunteer	managers	would	agree	with	me	that	 it	 is	not	easy	
to	 engage	 adult	 volunteers.	 It	 was	 even	 more	 diff icult	 to	 f ind	 working	 adults	
who	 could	 help	 us	 for	 the	 long	 haul.	 Working	 adults	 are	 often	 distracted	 or	
preoccupied.	I	should	know;	I	am	a	working	adult	myself!	To	many,	volunteering	
is	 probably	 the	 last	 or	 second	 last	 item	on	 the	 l ist	 of	 things	 to	 do	 (and	 this	 is	
already	an	optimistic	view).

Working	adults	need	short,	targeted	and	quick-impact	volunteer	work	programmes.	
We	recognised	very	early	on	 in	our	work	 that	 it	was	deeply	unrealistic	 to	 regard	
their	 commitment	 as	 a	 long-term	 stint.	 Instead	 of	 setting	 ourselves	 up	 for	
disappointment,	 we	 set	 our	 volunteers	 up	 for	 immediate	 success	 by	 matching	
them	to	short-term	programmes	that	catered	to	their	immediate	needs.

During	recruitment,	my	former	colleagues	and	I	sat	down	with	them	to	discuss	
the	programmes	and	 required	commitment.	We	 then	matched	 them	according	
to	 their	 choices,	 skil ls,	 availabil i ty	 and	 finally	 interest.	 This	 is	 very	 important.	
I	 remember	one	volunteer	 that	we	had,	Mr	X.	When	he	first	came	to	volunteer,	
Mr	 X	 couldn’t	 decide	 on	 what	 he	 wanted	 to	 do.	 It	 was	 only	 when	 we	 talked	
further	 that	 I	discovered	 that	he	was	 then	working	 in	sales.	He	also	struck	me	
as	an	extroverted	individual	who	particularly	enjoyed	talking	with	people.	After	
understanding	his	strengths	and	interests,	I	arranged	for	him	to	meet	and	greet	
f irst-t ime	 visitors	 to	 the	 Gardens.	 It	 was	 a	 tremendous	 success	 because	 he	
was	so	wonderful	at	his	work.	Perhaps	he	would	have	equally	l iked	a	back-end	
posit ion,	but	I	derived	great	pleasure	from	knowing	that	I	had	made	a	volunteer	
happy	with	his	job.

Another	 thing	that	we	did	zealously	 for	working	adults	was	categorise	different	
job	 assignments	 into	 clusters.	 For	 example,	 a	 volunteer	 could	 volunteer	 with	
the	 cluster	 “Creative	 and	 Art”,	 “Horticulture”	 or	 “Events”.	 You	 could	 choose	
to	 be	 either	 a	 “Flora	 Seeker”,	 one	 who	 helps	 catalogue	 or	 discover	 plants	 at	
the	 Gardens,	 or	 a	 “Memories	 Tracker”,	 one	 who	 helps	 to	 take	 photographs	
for	 documentation.	 We	 tried	 to	 come	 up	 with	 interesting	 tit les	 and	 clear	 job	
descriptions.	 With	 minimal	 fuss	 and	 adequate	 information,	 we	 made	 it	 simple	
and	convenient	for	busy	working	adults	to	volunteer.
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The	key	word	to	engaging	adult	volunteers	is	“flexibil i ty”.	We	allowed	volunteers	
to	 leave	 and	 return	 of	 their	 own	 accord	 to	 build	 trust	 and	 not	 blame.	 This	
is	 especially	 important	 for	 working	 adults,	 who	 have	 l imited	 time	 to	 spare.	
We	 did	 not	 want	 to	 waste	 their	 t ime.	 In	 this	 regard,	 the	 one-on-one	 interview	
that	 we	 had	 was	 invaluable.	 Through	 these	 sessions,	 we	 treated	 them	 not	 as	
mere	 statistics,	 but	 as	 real	 human	 beings	 with	 skil ls,	 talents	 and	 feelings	 to	
contribute.	Volunteers	also	wanted	to	know	that	the	Gardens	was	not	a	faceless	
or	unfeeling	organisation	and	that	it	could	adapt	and	be	flexible.

One	of	my	favourite	sayings	is	“Do	not	do	to	others	what	you	don’t	want	others	
to	 do	 to	 you”.	 When	 I	 interacted	 with	 volunteers,	 I	 put	 myself	 in	 their	 shoes:	
How	wil l	this	look	to	me	as	a	volunteer?	Will	I	appreciate	being	spoken	to	in	this	
manner?	As	a	working	adult	myself,	do	I	really	want	to	do	this	task?	This	was	my	
most	effective	practice	to	understand	my	volunteers	better.
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Increase volunteer assignments 
in complexity over time to sustain 

momentum and interest. 

Develop long-term partnerships with the 
corporates that actively support your 

cause. 

Start an interest group for working 
professional volunteers to network  

and collaborate.

Craft different volunteer roles to 
encourage family volunteering.

Partner with corporations to offer 
skills-based volunteer assignments  

to attract new volunteers.

5 Tips to Motivate
Working Adults to 

Become Regular Volunteers  

1 

2

3

4

5
Working adults  make a 
dist inction between a 
good non-profit  and a 
great  one.  They prefer 
to  work with a  great 
non-profit  that 
has  an open and 
stated  commitment 
to  volunteers  in 
i ts  organisational 
philos ophy. 

DIDyouKNoW?
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Summing It Up!

Recognise that more working adults today are willing to volunteer their 
professional skills.

Profile	 volunteers	 by	 their	 skills	 (through	 a	 toolkit,	 personality	 test	 or	
conversation)	before	they	start	volunteering	so	that	they	have	the	opportunity	
to	contribute	them.	
Create	 a	 Q&A	 page	 on	 your	 website	 or	 Facebook	 page	 to	 share	 skills-based	
volunteer	 opportunities	 with	 potential	 volunteers.	 Volunteers	 said	 they	 look	
out	 for	deliverables,	 expected	hours	needed	 to	complete	 the	project,	project	
milestones,	and	prerequisites	needed	of	the	volunteer.	

Provide	a	 formal	 acknowledgement	 letter	 for	working	adult	 volunteers	 to	use	
as	reference	letters.	
Rethink	 the	 ways	 that	 your	 organisation	 measures	 the	 impact	 of	 volunteer	
contributions.	 Instead	 of	 using	 volunteer	 hours,	 assign	 an	 economic	 value	
or	 use	 specific	 milestones	 to	 chart	 their	 progress.	 For	 instance,	 rather	 than	
saying	“You	have	contributed	10	hours	of	service”,	say	“By	contributing	your	
skills,	you	have	given	us	the	equivalent	of	$3,000	in	donation,	which	will	go	a	
long	way	in	helping	our	beneficiaries”.	 	

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

thank and recognise working adult volunteers for their effort. 

When	 working	 adults	 first	 come	 in	 to	 volunteer,	 be	 sure	 to	 provide	 a	 broad	
view	 of	 your	 organisation’s	 work	 and	 why	 it	 matters	 so	 as	 to	 help	 them	 feel	
more	driven.	 	
Even	if	volunteers	are	recruited	for	short-term	and	back-end	service	positions,	
bring	them	around	so	that	they	can	meet	and	greet	your	beneficiaries.	

Cultivate a good understanding of the social issues that are related to the 
cause.  

Schedule	 time	 regularly	 after	 each	 volunteer	 programme	 to	 personally	 ask	
individuals	for	feedback.
Once	in	a	while,	organise	gatherings	for	volunteers	who	are	working	on	similar	
programmes	 to	 meet	 and	 interact	 as	 well	 as	 share	 suggestions	 and	 best	
practices	with	one	another.	
Give	 volunteers	 opportunities	 to	 contribute	 editorials	 to	 your	 organisation’s	
publications,	such	as	newsletters	and	annual	reports.

actively seek and value feedback and ideas from working adult volunteers.	

NoNPRoFItSSay

top 3 suggest ions 
f rom volunteers that 
non-prof i ts  agree 
would add most 
value to their  work 
of  engaging working 
adul ts : 

1.   Provide  inform ation 
( through brochure s , 
websites  and email) 
s o  that  working ad u lts 
wil l  identify  more 
with their  volunte er 
assignment  and 
beneficiary  group.

2 .   Conduct  a  detai led 
profi l ing  of  volunteer s 
to  assist  working ad u lts 
in  contributing their 
ski l ls .

3 .  Invite  their  family 
members  (especial ly 
their  children and 
spouses)  to  your 
organisation’s  events 
and activit ies  to 
encourage  family 
volunteering.
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4 Truths Senior Volunteers 
Want You to Know  

I HaVe eateN moRe SaLt tHaN you HaVe eateN RICe.
We have seen and experienced so many things in our 
lifetime. We hope you know it’s okay if you don’t know 

everything.

I am Not LImIteD by my age.
We may be old but we still have hopes, ideals and 
enthusiasm! We will learn as long as we are living. 

I VaLue ouR tIme togetHeR.
thank you for spending time with us. We are happy 

when we volunteer because we enjoy your friendship. 

I am HeRe to maKe my RemaININg yeaRS CouNt.
We will not be living forever. Help us to help others, 

while we still can.

1 

2

3

4

CHaPteR 3



48



49

One size dOes nOt fit all

2012 marked the  year  that  our  post -war  Sing aporea n Baby  Boo mers  st a rt ed  t o  t urn 65  ye ars  ol d . 
By  2030,  the  Singapore  government  est ima t es  t ha t  t he  number  of  pers o ns  65  y ea rs  and  ol de r  wi l l 
r each an astounding 900,000.  More  than a  q ua rt er  of  t he  current  ci t izen po pula t io n wil l  be  re t i re d 
or  c lose  to  ret irement ,  with the  median age  of  Sing apore  c it izens  expec t ed  t o  r ise  from 39 i n  2011 
to  47  by  then.  To date ,  the  discussion o n our  ageing  popula t io n ha s  been d omina t ed  by con ce rn s 
r egarding r is ing health  costs ,  s train  on s o cia l  serv ic es ,  and  t ax  burd ens  on t he  y oung.  De sp i te 
these  unprecedented s ocial  challenges ,  our  ageing  popula t io n als o  present s  a  wea lt h of  gol de n 
opp ortunit ies . 

DeFININg SeNIoRS 
Non-profits  wil l  s oon have less  choice  a bout  whet her  t hey  int end  t o  recruit  old er  p e opl e  as 
volunteers  as  there  wil l  be  more  seniors  t han y ounger  peo ple  in  Sing apo re .  D efining  “ma tu re ”  adu l t 
volunteers  c an be  a  tr icky affair  as  most  peo ple  who are  hea lt hy,  phy sic al ly  mo bile  a nd u n de r  the 
age  of  65  may not  even consider  themselv es  a s  seniors .  We hav e avo id ed  using  t he  t erm “ e l de rl y”  as 
i t  often connotes  frai l ty  and dependency.  In  our  fo cus  g roup d isc ussio ns  a nd  t his  report ,  we  have 
defined seniors  as  those  aged 55  years  old  a nd  abo v e,  born in  t he  perio d  fro m 1945 t o  1965.  The y 
ar e  mostly  st i l l  act ive ,  competent  and c apable  of  helping  in  vo lunt eer  ro les . 

“The  great  us e  o f  l i f e  i s  to  s p end  i t  f o r  
somethin g  th a t  wi l l  o ut la s t  us .” 

Willia m Ja mes  (1842–1910) , 

Philos opher  and  Psy c holog ist
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oLD but goLD 
Accor ding to  the  National  Survey of  Social  Cit izens  co mmissio ned  by  t he  M inist ry  of  So ci al  an d 
Family  Development  in  2011,  6% of  seniors  in  Sing apo re  aged  55  t o  74  y ears  o ld  volunt eered at  l e ast 
once  in  a  year.  Corresponding data  from the  Ind iv id ual  Giv ing  Surv ey  2012 a ls o  found  t hat  the re 
w as  an increase  by  5% in volunteers  aged 5 5  a nd  abo v e fro m 2010 t o  2012.  T hese  f ig ures  for  se n i or 
volunteers  may not  seem impressive  when  c o mpared  t o  t he  hig her  volunt eerism rat es  o f  se n i ors 
in  oth er  developed countries .  However,  sen io rs  in  Sing apo re  t od ay  d o co nt ribut e  subst a nti al l y  to 
non-p rofits ,  as  c aregivers  to  the  frai l  e lderly,  ment o rs  fo r  lat ch-key  c hild ren,  pro g ramme di re ctors 
at  museums,  and c ommunity  gardeners ,  among  o t her  roles .  T hese  f ig ures  a ls o  d o no t  inc l u de  the 
many addit ional  hours  that  seniors  may spend  info rma lly  helping  t heir  fr iend s  a nd  neig hbou rs !

Some seniors  als o  turn to  volunteering to  f i l l  cert a in  void s  in  t heir  l iv es .  T he d ea t h of  a  sp ou se 
and r et irement  are  typic al  reas ons  why senio rs  d ec id e  t o  st art  vo lunt eering .  Ot hers  who have 
volunteered as  a  l i fe - long habit  may have be en influenc ed  by  st rong  c o mmunit y  v a lues  or  nostal gi a 
for  th e  “kampong spiri t” . 

Often the  oldest  in  the  organisation,  seniors  c an be  s i lent  y et  d evot ed  and  prod uc t iv e  workers .  The y 
may als o  be  sensit ive  to  confl ict  and stop volunt eering  c o mplet ely  a ft er  a  skirmish wit h othe rs . 
In  comparis on to  other  groups ,  they are  als o  mult i -serv ing  vo lunt eers ,  spl i t t ing  t heir  t ime across 
di f fer ent  assignments  and organisations .  T hey  could  be  serv ing  v eget aria n d ishes  a t  a  Bu ddhi st 
tem ple  on even days  of  the  week and helping  at  a  nursing  home on t he  rest . 

I derive satisfaction 
from helping my 

peers

It is important to 
spend my time 
meaningfully

It’s time for me to 
give back to the 

community

I am happy when 
others value my 

contribution 
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The Best Gifts Senior Volunteers
Have to Offer 

tHeIR tIme
the Individual giving Survey 2012 found that the young 

clocked in 36 volunteer hours compared to 104 hours by 
seniors in a year. Seniors are indispensable as regular 
volunteers who can help during working hours! In the 
words of a volunteer manager, “seniors will always 

be the first ones to volunteer”. 

tHeIR SKILLS
Having worked for so many years, senior volunteers have  

acquired various helpful skills that may also be specialised, 
such as making coffee or teaching carpentry. 

tHeIR WISDom
Senior volunteers have wonderful stories to tell and share. 
Having lived through many years, they are the best people  

to offer a tip or two and wise perspective to others. 

tHeIR LoyaLty
Senior volunteers tend to stay longer with an organisation.  

they are steadfast supporters and devoted helpers. 

tHeIR NumbeRS
Singapore’s elderly population (aged 65 and above)  

is projected to grow by 372% between 2000 and 2030, 
according to a 2013 study by Wong Kai Wen, 
“Futures of ageing in Singapore”, published in 

Journal of Futures Studies. this means that the number of 
potential senior volunteers will exponentially increase!

1 

2

3

4

5
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Connecting with the Seniors:
Why They Volunteer
WHeN We aSKeD SeNIoRS WHy tHey VoLuNteeReD, Some PoNDeReD 
tHe queStIoN FoR tHe FIRSt tIme aND WeRe Not SuRe oF tHe aNSWeR. 
It WaS oNLy aFteR aN IN-DePtH SHaRINg tHat We WeRe betteR abLe to 
uNDeRStaND WHat LeD SeNIoRS to VoLuNteeR. HeRe aRe tHeIR StRoNgeSt 
motIVatIoNS.

This	was	undoubtedly	 the	most	common	expression	 from	seniors.	Their	primary	
motivation	to	volunteer	came	from	altruistic	intentions	to	help	others	in	need	and	
serve	 their	community.	They	saw	volunteering	as	an	opportunity	or	even	a	“last	
chance”	to	give	back	to	society,	in	case	they	do	not	get	a	chance	to	do	so	in	the	
future.	Some	of	the	comments	that	they	gave	include:	

Single-minded	in	their	purpose	to	help,	most	seniors	said	they	did	not	mind	the	
type	or	nature	of	volunteer	work	and	for	whom	the	work	was	for,	so	long	as	their	
actions	 directly	 translated	 into	 positive	 outcomes	 for	 others.	 From	 cleaning	 the	
dishes	to	packing	the	storeroom	and	conducting	home	visits,	seniors	were	quick	
to	 agree	 to	 take	 on	 a	 number	 of	 tasks	 as	 they	 found	 it	 easy	 to	 see	 meaning	 in	
those	endeavours.	

WHy tHIS matteRS
As	their	greatest	source	of	motivation	comes	from	contributing	to	others,	volunteer	
managers	who	help	their	senior	volunteers	recognise	their	impact	will	boost	their	
morale	and	spur	them	to	continue	volunteering.	Seniors	also	want	to	feel	useful,	
needed	and	valued.	By	showing	appreciation	through	small	and	simple	gestures,	
providing	 activities	 that	 will	 reinforce	 seniors’	 commitment,	 and	 giving	 them	
opportunities	to	share	their	experience	with	others,	volunteer	managers	will	make	
volunteering	rewarding	for	seniors.	

“I want to help others during whatever time I have left.”

“Volunteering	
does	not	need	to	
be	complicated.	
You	just	need	to	
start	helping.”

“I	am	no	longer	chasing	
dreams	at	this	age.	At	this	

age,	I	just	want	to	help	other	
people	who	require	my	help.”

“I	enjoy	helping	others.	
Volunteering	has	become	part	

of	my	daily	life.	I	feel	that	if	you	
have	the	heart	to	help,	you	will	
do	it.	You	can’t	force	someone	

to	volunteer.”	

1
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It	is	clear	that	seniors	who	volunteer	see	deep	personal	rewards	in	helping	others.	
Through	 volunteering,	 seniors	 said	 that	 they	 felt	 “less	 tired”,	 “happier”,	 “more	
contented”,	“rejuvenated”	and	“younger”.	Their	experiences	corroborated	many	
research	 studies,	 which	 found	 that	 volunteering,	 as	 part	 of	 productive	 ageing,	
provided	 positive	 benefits	 for	 older	 people.	 Several	 respondents	 noted	 how	
volunteering	brought	positive	changes	to	their	physical	well-being:	

In	addition	to	physical	well-being,	seniors	also	reported	higher	self-esteem,	greater	
confidence	 and	 improved	 relations	 with	 others	 when	 they	 volunteer.	 By	 taking	
the	time	to	help	others,	they	were	more	engaged	in	the	community,	experienced	
more	positive	feelings	daily,	and	felt	a	sense	of	personal	accomplishment.	Some	
also	 said	 they	 felt	 less	 lonely	 than	 before.	 Senior	 volunteers	 said	 they	 relished	
the	opportunity	to	discover	places	of	interest	that	they	would	otherwise	not	visit.	
These	experiences	made	them	feel	young	again.	They	also	appreciated	the	simple	
pleasures	of	caring	 for	others	and	being	cared	 for	 in	 return.	Knowing	 that	 there	
are	 tasks	 to	complete	and	people	 to	help	gave	seniors	a	good	reason	to	“get	up	
every	morning	and	get	on”	with	their	lives.	Senior	volunteers	shared:

WHy tHIS matteRS
When	 persuading	 seniors	 to	 volunteer,	 volunteer	 managers	 can	 highlight	 the	
positive	effects	of	volunteering	on	the	physical	and	mental	health	of	seniors.	This	
will	also	encourage	their	family	members	to	be	supportive	and	younger	adults	to	
encourage	their	parents	or	grandparents	to	volunteer.	

“I volunteer because I feel happier and healthier when I do.”

“When	I	volunteer,	
I	feel	more	

energetic!	I	feel	
stronger	and	more	

alert.”

“Volunteering	keeps	me	active	
because	I	get	to	exercise	

when	I	help	out.	I	don’t	stay	
at	home	as	much.”

“When	I	see	others	
feeling	happy	because	

of	what	I	do,	I	feel	
happy	too.”

“After	volunteering,	
I	learnt	to	be	confident	and	
courageous.	Before,	I	was	
quite	shy	and	introverted.	
Now	I	am	better	able	to	

talk	to	other	people	without	
worrying.”

2
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Similar	 to	 how	 working	 adults	 and	 young	 people	 enjoy	 volunteering	 because	 of	
the	 social	 opportunities,	 so	do	 seniors.	 Some	 seniors	whose	 friends	 or	 spouses	
may	be	ill	or	have	passed	away	said	they	volunteer	to	avoid	feelings	of	loneliness,	
isolation	 and	 depression,	 and	 they	 were	 interested	 to	 meet	 new	 friends.	 They	
particularly	 enjoy	meeting	 volunteers	 or	beneficiaries	 of	 similar	 age	as	 they	are	
better	 able	 to	 understand	 each	 other’s	 fears,	 frustrations	 and	 concerns.	 They	
shared	with	us:

WHy tHIS matteRS
When	 we	 asked	 seniors	 for	 suggestions	 on	 how	 to	 improve	 their	 volunteering	
experiences,	many	said	they	would	 like	to	see	a	community	of	senior	volunteers	
in	 their	 organisation.	More	 than	 any	 other	 age	 group,	 seniors	 love	meeting	 and	
working	 with	 people.	 We	 noticed	 that	 seniors	 who	 said	 they	 were	 motivated	 to	
volunteer	 to	 meet	 new	 people	 and	 make	 friends	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 be	 regular	
volunteers.

“I get to meet new friends, and they are seniors too!” 

“The	beneficiaries	that	I	have	
met	have	become	my	friends.	
I	feel	that	it	is	fate	that	has	
brought	us	together.	I	enjoy	

getting	together	with	them	to	
have	fun.”

“I	have	friends	at	the	centre	
that	I	volunteer	with.	It	is	
good	because	we	can	play	
mahjong	together	and	talk	

about	our	problems.”	

3
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Issues	 of	 fairness	 came	 up	 quite	 frequently	 when	 discussing	 difficulties	 faced	
during	 volunteering.	 Common	 grouses	 by	 seniors	 were:	 different	 sponsored	
goodies	 received	 by	 different	 groups	 of	 volunteers,	 angpows	 (“red	 packets”)	
given	to	some	during	Chinese	New	Year	but	not	to	others,	and	unclear	policies	on	
transport	 reimbursements.	Seniors	 took	great	offense	at	 such	double	 standards	
that	made	them	feel	less	valued	than	others	or	not	taken	seriously.	

Out-of-pocket	 expenses	 are	 a	 common	 problem	 that	 affects	 the	 volunteer	
satisfaction	of	seniors.	Seniors	revealed	that	ambiguity	regarding	the	volunteers’	
eligibility	 for	 reimbursement	 were	 frequent	 causes	 of	 complaints	 of	 unfair	 and	
inconsistent	 treatment.	 Another	 common	 source	 of	 disagreement	 is	 family	
volunteering.	While	some	seniors	enjoy	bringing	their	grandchildren	to	volunteer	
with	 them,	 others	 found	 the	 children	 “distracting”	 and	 “noisy”.	 Volunteer	
managers	who	do	not	set	clear	guidelines	on	these	may	impose	arbitrary	solutions	
that	cause	tension	among	senior	volunteers.	Some	said:

“Sometimes I don’t feel that I am being treated fairly.”1

Challenges the Seniors Face
in Volunteering
aLtHougH SeNIoRS Seem to HaVe tHe moSt tIme oN tHeIR HaNDS, 
tHe INDIVIDuaL gIVINg SuRVey 2012 SHoWeD tHat oNLy 32% oF SeNIoRS 
ageD 55 aND aboVe WeRe VoLuNteeRINg. tHeSe aRe tHe maIN CHaLLeNgeS 
IN VoLuNteeR WoRK tHat SeNIoR VoLuNteeRS SHaReD.  

ensure policies are fair and rational
Volunteer	policies	not	only	ensure	
consistent	practices	across	the	
organisation,	but	also	demonstrate	
values	that	it	wants	to	impart	to	its	
volunteers.	They	are	a	guide	for	
volunteer	managers	to	refer	to	when	
in	doubt	of	what	steps	to	take.

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
be on the same page
When	working	with	senior	volunteers	
who	cannot	read	or	may	not	refer	to	
written	policies,	volunteer	managers	
must	clearly	communicate	the	“rules”	
of	the	organisation	and	the	reasons	
behind	them.	This	must	be	applied	
consistently	to	all	volunteers.

“It	is	not	good	when	the	 	
staff	says	one	thing,	but	 	

does	another.	There	is	no	
integrity	in	the	organisation	

if	this	is	so.”	

“I	do	not	understand	the	rationale	
behind	the	way	they	do	things.	

Why	is	it	that	I	cannot	accept	the	
angpows	(“red	packets”)	when	they	

are	given	to	me	personally	 	
by	the	sponsor?” “Volunteering	should	be	simple	and	

happy	for	everyone.	There	should	
be	no	difference	in	value	between	
what	I	do	and	what	another	person	

does.	Everyone	is	important.	
	No	need	for	special	treatment.”
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When	 asked	 what	 would	 make	 them	 stop	 volunteering,	 senior	 volunteers	
unanimously	 agreed	 that	 the	 deterioration	 of	 their	 health	 would	 be	 a	 major	
factor.	 Although	 most	 of	 them	 were	 still	 physically	 healthy	 during	 their	 time	 as	
volunteers,	many	 respondents	said	 they	sometimes	 found	 it	difficult	 to	keep	up	
with	 younger	 volunteers.	 Some	 also	 wondered	 if	 they	 would	 still	 be	 allowed	 to	
continue	volunteering	when	they	grow	older,	especially	when	they	observed	that	
most	volunteer	roles	cater	to	more	active	senior	volunteers.	Some	mentioned:

“I tire out easily nowadays and sometimes the activities can be 
quite taxing.”  2

allow regular breaks
Encourage	senior	
volunteers	to	take	
sufficient	and	frequent	
rests	during	volunteer	
assignments.	Volunteer	
managers	can	designate	
areas	for	rest	or	place	
additional	seating	
near	seniors’	work	
environment.

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
allow flexible hours
Avoid	giving	seniors	
roles	that	are	physically	
demanding	and	time-
consuming.	Allow	flexible	
or	shorter	working	hours.	
For	instance,	arrange	for	
senior	volunteers	to	help	
with	serving	breakfast	for	
one	to	two	hours	in	the	
morning.

Review assignments
periodically
When	a	senior	volunteer	
can	no	longer	cope	with	
the	assignment,	volunteer	
managers	can	seek	their	
consent	to	assign	them	
to	a	similar	but	less	
physically	demanding	
task.	To	prevent	seniors	
from	feeling	offended	or	
discouraged,	volunteer	
managers	can	suggest	
working	less	hours	or	
pairing	them	with	
younger	volunteers.

“I	would	
volunteer	til l
I	am	too	old	

to	move.”	

“I	will	stop	volunteering	
once	I	cannot	walk	or	if	the	

organisation	doesn’t	want	me!”



57

One size dOes nOt fit all

Seniors	value	good	relationships	with	staff	members.	When	a	volunteer	manager	
with	whom	they	have	built	a	relationship	decides	to	leave	the	organisation,	senior	
volunteers	are	often	the	ones	who	are	most	affected.	Since	they	often	stay	 for	a	
long	time	with	an	organisation,	they	tend	to	outstay	volunteer	managers,	who	may	
depart	after	two	to	five	years.	Many	respondents	agreed	that	this	was	a	common	
experience.	High	staff	attrition	was	cited	as	a	deterrent	to	continue	volunteering	
as	 seniors	 found	 it	 difficult	 to	 adjust	 to	 working	 with	 new	 volunteer	 managers.	
One	senior	volunteer	said:	

“I feel sad when volunteer managers leave after we have 
become friends. They come and then go and we are the only 
ones left behind.”  3

assign more managers
Instead	of	assigning	
only	a	single	person	
to	manage	a	group	of	
volunteers,	encourage	
more	people	in	your	
organisation	to	work	 	
with	volunteers	too.

maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
Help senior volunteers 
warm up to new managers
Volunteer	managers	
who	are	intending	to	
leave	their	organisation	
can	help	to	foster	
relationships	between	
their	volunteers	and	
successor	before	they	
leave.

be friendly and genuine
Volunteer	managers	who	
are	engaging	a	group	
of	senior	volunteers	for	
the	first	time	may	initate	
conversations	with	them	
to	show	that	they	are	“on	
the	ground”	with	them.

tIPoFtHeDay

Create  rotation d u ties 
for  everyone s o  that 
seniors  do  not  gr ow 

overly  attache d  to 
one assignment  and 
become reluctant  to 
change their  r oles .

“It	is	difficult	to	have	to	adapt	
to	new	people	all	the	time.
I	am	tired	of	repeating	the	

cycle	of	getting	to	know	
someone	and	then	watching	

him	or	her	leave.”	
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Lack	of	 family	support	 for	volunteering	 is	a	 real	concern	among	seniors.	During	
our	 focus	 group	 discussions,	 respondents	 shared	 stories	 of	 how	 their	 family	
members	 either	 prevented	 or	 dissuaded	 them	 from	 volunteering	 because	 of	
worries	 that	 volunteering	 would	 be	 too	 back-breaking	 for	 them.	 Their	 children	
often	held	 the	belief	 that	since	 their	parents	have	worked	hard	 for	most	of	 their	
lives,	they	should	therefore	“stay	at	home	and	rest”	in	their	retirement.	

Other	 seniors	 said	 they	 found	 it	 difficult	 to	 balance	 volunteer	 work	 with	 family	
commitments	 when	 their	 family	 members	 naturally	 expected	 them	 to	 help	 out	
with	 grandparent	 duties.	 Such	 comments	 were	 especially	 rife	 among	 female	
senior	 volunteers,	 who	 remarked	 that	 regardless	 of	 how	 much	 they	 enjoyed	
volunteering,	they	would	give	it	up	in	an	instant	if	their	children	required	help	to	
babysit	their	grandchildren.	One	lady	said:

In	 addition,	 female	 senior	 respondents	 also	 commented	 that	 they	 faced	 the	
greatest	 resistance	 from	 their	 husbands	 to	 volunteer.	 When	 asked	 why	 their	
partners	do	not	volunteer,	they	said	that	their	husbands	would	rather	spend	their	
time	reading	the	newspapers	or	going	to	 the	market.	One	 lady	even	commented	
that	she	would	“volunteer	only	when	her	husband	 is	busy	as	he	did	not	 like	her	
to	be	away	when	he	was	around”.

Despite	 their	 reluctance	 to	 give	 up	 volunteering,	 some	 seniors	 said	 that	 they	
would	 still	 adhere	 to	 their	 family’s	 requests,	 because	 “family	 is	 most	 important	
in	 our	 golden	 years”.	 Yet	 other	 seniors	 said	 that	 they	 still	 wish	 to	 do	 whatever	
pleases	them.	One	senior	volunteer	summarises	his	views	as	such:	

“My family members do not understand why I insist on 
volunteering. They would rather I stay at home.” 4

“If	my	grandchildren	need	to	be	
taken	care	of,	I	would	apply	for	

leave	from	volunteering	activities.	
What	to	do?	Their	parents	cannot	
easily	apply	for	leave	from	work.”

“I	am	already	so	old.	Right	now,	I	would	
like	to	lead	my	own	life	and	do	the	things	
I	like	to	do.	Volunteering	makes	me	feel	

happy.	As	much	as	I	want	to	help	babysit,	
my	family	has	to	understand	that	I	need	

my	own	time	now.”
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maDe-to-meaSuRe tIPS
be considerate to  
seniors’ personal needs
Do	not	assume	that	
senior	volunteers	have	
“nothing	better	to	do”.	
Be	understanding	
towards	their	requests	
to	stay	home	to	watch	
their	grandchildren,	
attend	family	events	
and	participate	in	other	
recreational	activities.	
Offer	your	support	to	
encourage	them	to	
continue	to	volunteer.	

ensure senior volunteers 
have the support of  
their family
When	recruiting	senior	
volunteers,	ask	if	they	
have	first	informed	
their	family	members	
of	their	intention	to	
volunteer.	Ensure	that	
you	have	the	correct	
contact	numbers	of	
their	family	members.

encourage seniors 
to invite their family 
members
When	designing	volunteer	
programmes	for	seniors,	
introduce	opportunities	
for	married	couples	to	
work	together.	Encourage	
senior	non-volunteers	to	
participate	by	inviting	
them	to	mahjong,	karaoke	
or	other	recreational	
activities	with	
beneficiaries.
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First-hand Account 

In	my	10	 years	with	Lions	Befrienders	Service	Association,	 in	 various	branches	
as	a	Befriender	Executive,	Centre	Staff,	and	now	Centre	Manager,	my	volunteers	
have	been	my	one	greatest	constant.	One	of	my	senior	volunteers,	Mr	Chua	Kim	
Kee,	 is	perhaps	 the	best	example.	Regardless	of	how	far	his	home	may	be	 from	
the	centres,	Mr	Chua	never	fails	to	turn	up	when	he	knows	that	I	need	help.	When	
I	 first	 came	 to	 Mei	 Ling	 Centre,	 there	 was	 an	 entire	 room	 of	 food	 rations	 that	
needed	 to	be	packed	urgently.	When	Mr	Chua	saw	 the	 room’s	state,	he	and	 the	
other	senior	volunteers	immediately	took	the	initiative	to	help	clean	up	the	mess.	
I	recall	with	fondness	their	teamwork,	dedication	and	passion.	

When	I	first	took	over	as	Centre	Manager	at	Mei	Ling	Centre,	there	were	only	two	
full-time	 staff	 members	 and	 eight	 senior	 volunteers.	 It	 was	 volunteers	 like	 Mr	
Chua	who	practically	helped	us	to	run	the	centre.	Even	today,	when	my	colleagues	
and	 I	 take	 leave	 from	work,	we	 feel	grateful	because	our	volunteers	will	help	 to	
hold	 the	 fort.	They	keep	 the	centre	bustling	and	 full	of	 life.	 I’ve	seen	enough	 to	
know	that	senior	volunteers	are	our	organisation’s	most	important	assets.	Without	
volunteers	 like	 Mr	 Chua,	 who	 goes	 the	 extra	 mile	 to	 volunteer	 his	 services,	 I	
would	not	enjoy	my	work	as	much	as	I	do.	

When	engaging	 senior	 volunteers,	 the	 one	 thing	 that	 I	 keep	 in	mind	 is	 to	make	
the	effort	to	be	real,	sincere	and	respectful.	Seniors	can	sniff	out	a	bad	attitude	
from	miles	away.	Seniors	care	greatly	 if	 they	are	being	treated	like	friends,	even	
if	they	refuse	to	acknowledge	so.	I	have	also	learnt	that	the	best	thing	that	I	can	
do	for	my	senior	volunteers	is	to	show	them	appreciation	and	concern.	A	simple	
question	of	“Have	you	eaten?”	makes	a	world	of	difference	to	a	senior	volunteer.	
Small	gestures,	including	buying	drinks	to	treat	seniors,	leave	a	deep	impression	
on	 them.	On	 their	birthdays,	my	staff	and	 I	hold	a	mini	gathering.	 It	 is	amazing	
what	a	few	takeaway	lunches	mixed	with	friendship	can	do!	

I	admit	that	engaging	senior	volunteers	is	not	always	a	bed	of	roses.	I	often	worry	
for	their	health.	In	my	line	of	work,	I	see	them	fall	sick	and	sometimes	pass	away.	
It	is	not	easy	at	all.	In	addition,	seniors	tend	to	be	more	sensitive	and	may	quarrel	
with	one	another.	At	such	 times,	 it	 is	 important	 for	us	as	volunteer	managers	 to	
take	an	unbiased	view.	I	have	to	be	very	careful	of	how	I	portray	myself	to	every	
senior	volunteer.	When	 it	becomes	difficult	 to	resolve	 the	conflicts,	 I	 remind	my	
seniors	of	the	reasons	why	they	started	volunteering	in	the	first	place.	They	may	
take	a	while	to	get	over	grudges	but	they	always	come	back	to	volunteer.	

Teo Bee Hong, 
Centre Manager, Lions Befrienders Service Association
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All	in	all,	I	enjoy	working	with	senior	volunteers	very	much	because	they	inspire	me	
in	so	many	ways.	Every	day	I	witness	their	commitment,	strength	and	compassion	
for	others.	Seeing	the	way	that	they	work	never	fails	to	remind	me	of	the	value	of	
my	work.	At	times	like	this,	 I	wonder:	If	our	volunteers	can	do	so	much,	without	
pay	and	benefits,	how	much	more	can	we,	as	volunteer	managers,	do?	And	why	
are	we	waiting?	
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6 Creative Ways to Recruit 
Senior Volunteers 

Let your volunteers do the talking! Word-of-mouth 
 is the best method for recruiting seniors. 

First use the radio, then newspapers, and finally 
television to announce a job advertisement. 
Seniors turn to radio channels for news more 

frequently than any other medium.

Include a message in school newsletters that 
are distributed to parents because they might  

forward it to their own parents. 

Place advertisements where seniors tend 
to congregate: churches, temples, mosques, 

supermarkets, wet markets, libraries, community 
centres, parks and playgrounds (where they may 

spend time with their grandchildren). 

encourage spousal volunteering programmes so 
that seniors will volunteer with their partners. 

Lead a community walk around the neighbourhood 
to meet and promote volunteering to seniors.

1 

2 

3

4 

5

6
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boNuStIP

The best  way to 
reach out  to  senior 

volunteers  is  to 
recruit  them befor e 
they ret ire !  Includ e 

volunteering 
opportunit ies  as 
a  component  of 

ret irement  talks  and 
seminars .

Summing It Up! 

Do	 not	 forget	 their	 birthdays!	 Relationships	 matter	 very	 much	 in	 a	 senior’s	
world	view.	
Sustain	small	and	simple	acts	of	appreciation	over	a	period	of	time.	Use	words	
of	affirmation	when	performing	activities	 together.	Organise	weekly	meals	 for	
seniors	 to	 thank	 them	 for	 their	 effort.	 Offer	 them	 free	 tickets	 to	 places	 of	
interest	or	vouchers	on	Volunteer	Appreciation	Day.	
Help	senior	volunteers	to	identify	with	your	organisation	using	badges,	T-shirts	
or	other	accessories.	Seniors	value	such	tokens	as	they	give	them	a	sense	of	
belonging	to	the	organisation.	
Provide	 them	 with	 opportunities	 to	 share	 their	 experience	 at	 internal	 events	
informally	 or	 through	 mentoring	 younger	 volunteers	 and	 staff.	 Seniors	 feel	
most	affirmed	when	they	are	able	to	share	their	knowledge	with	others.

Greet	seniors	when	you	see	them.	
Ask	simple	questions	to	show	your	concern.	For	example,	ask	if	they	have	had	
their	meals	or	call	to	ask	if	they	have	reached	home	safely.
Although	you	may	not	agree	with	them,	always	be	respectful	and	considerate	
of	their	traditional	beliefs,	norms	and	values.	

Demonstrate considerat ion and respect  when working with senior 
volunteers. 

Do	 not	 assume	 what	 activities	 are	 “suitable”	 for	 older	 volunteers	 without	
first	consulting	them.	Some	senior	citizens	may	look	70	but	are	mentally	and	
physically	as	fit	as	a	30	year	old.	 	
Give	 older	 volunteers	 choices	 of	 how	 they	 wish	 to	 volunteer.	 They	 may	 have	
former	 job-related	 skills	 or	 homemaking	 talents	 that	 are	 useful	 to	 your	
organisation	and	meaningful	for	them.	
Do	 not	 assume	 that	 seniors	 are	 resistant	 to	 tasks	 that	 require	 computer	 or	
technological	 skills.	 In	 fact,	 seniors	 may	 be	 more	 eager	 than	 others	 to	 pick	
them	up.	However,	be	patient	when	asking	for	results.
Be	aware	of	the	physical	 limits	of	senior	volunteers	and	pay	attention	to	their	
physical	 and	 mental	 outlook.	 Make	 it	 safe	 for	 volunteers	 to	 say	 “I	 have	 a	
limitation”	without	feeling	that	they	are	a	burden.	

•

•	

•	

•	

•

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

•

Recognise that  seniors have the potent ial  to undertake voluntary work, 
regardless of  their  age. 

Provide opportuni t ies for  senior  volunteers to learn new ski l ls . 
Do	 not	 hesitate	 to	 provide	 training	 for	 senior	 volunteers	 as	 they	 value	 the	
chance	 to	 learn	 something	 new.	 This	 gives	 them	 a	 sense	 of	 confidence	 and	
self-worth	and	keeps	them	active.	
When	sending	them	for	training,	provide	them	with	opportunities	to	share	what	
they	have	 learnt.	Seniors	see	value	 in	training	especially	when	it	allows	them	
to	benefit	others	in	the	process.	

Recognise that  feel ing valued and useful  keeps senior  volunteers 
motivated.

NoNPRoFItSSay
top 3 suggest ions 
f rom volunteers that 
non-prof i ts  agree 
would add most 
value to their  work 
of  engaging seniors:

1.   When thanking 
senior  volunteers ,  u s e 
s imple ,  s incere  gestu r es 
(such as  c al l ing  them on 
their  birthdays)  over  a 
sustained period of  t ime.

2 .   Give  senior 
volunteers  opportu nit ies 
to  share  their  know led ge 
and learning with 
others  through infor mal 
platforms or  mentor ing 
younger  volunteers .

3 .  Reimburse  senior 
volunteers  for  exp ens es 
such as  transport  or 
food.
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W h en we set  out  to  undertake  the  research for  t his  pro ject ,  we mad e a  c o mmit ment  t o  sho wc ase  the 
concer ns  and motivations  of  volunteers  across  v arious  l i fe  st ages .  Volunt eers ’  need s ,  int erests  an d 
expectations  of  volunteering natural ly  dif fer,  s omet imes  d ra st ic al ly,  d epend ing  on t heir  age .  Thu s , 
non-profit  organisations  seeking a  convenient  q uick f ix  t o  eng a ge  a l l  g roups  o f  vo lunt eers  wi l l  f i n d 
th emselves  bound for  fai lure .  Without  a  go o d  g ra sp o f  t he  cha nges  a nd  t ra nsit ions  t hat  un de rl i e 
an individual ’s  l i fe ,  non-profits  c annot  develop t arget ed  vo lunt eer  o ppo rt unit ies  t hat  wil l  s t i r  the 
hear ts  and minds  of  their  volunteers . 

T h er e  is  no l imit  to  the  number  of  ideas  and  sug gest io ns  t o  eng age  d if ferent  g roups  of  volun te e rs . 
All  t ip s ,  advice ,  recommendations  and best  pra c t ic es  g iv en in  t his  public at ion hav e been s ou rce d 
and contributed by volunteers  or  volunteer  ma nagers  t hemselv es .  Ev en t houg h no t  ev ery  i de a 
p r esented here  is  considered radic al ,  this  is  t he  f irst  t ime we hav e co ns o lid at ed  a  res ourc e  of  vi e ws 
fr om volunteers  across  di f ferent  l i fe  stages .  

In  closing,  here  are  the  three  recurring themes from t he  research: 

1. Volunteering is always a two-way exchange. 
W h en the  expectations  and interests  of  t he  volunt eer  a nd  non-pro fit  a re  well  a l ig ned ,  i t  i s  a 
tr emendously  rewarding experience  for  bot h.  While  non-pro fit s  benefit  f ro m t he  t ime,  ski l l s  an d 
exper ience  of  the  volunteer,  volunteers  be nefit  t o o  as  t hey  learn new skil ls  and  g a in expe ri e n ce s 
fr om volunteering.

2. People want to know that their actions are worthwhile.	 	
People  seek the  assurance  that  the  t ime they  hav e  spent  t o  volunt eer  is  impo rt ant ,  meaningfu l  an d 
needed.  They do not  demand that  their  wo rk must  prod uc e t a ng ible  ret urns  on inv est men t ,  bu t 
r ather  they wish to  know that  there  is  an ov era rc hing  purpose  t o  t heir  end eavours . 

3. great non-profits not only accommodate the fact that each volunteer is different, but also capitalise 
on their differences.	
Successful  non-profits  know that  attracting  a  d iv erse  g roup o f  volunt eers ,  wit h d if ferent  age s , 
genders ,  cultural  backgrounds  and even inc o me lev els ,  wil l  ma ke t heir  o rg anisa t io n st ron ge r  an d 
m or e  r epresentative  as  a  microcosm of  s ociet y. 

We h ope that  this  public ation wil l  give  o rg anisa t io ns  and  vo lunt eer  mana gers  d eeper  in si ghts 
into  the  views of  young people ,  working ad ult s  and  senio rs ,  s o  t hat  t hey  c an f ind  mo re  ef fe cti ve 
m ethods  to  help  their  volunteers  become the  best  volunt eers  t hat  t hey  c an be . 

Conclusion 

“I  don’ t  know wh a t  y o ur  d es t iny  wi l l  be , 
but  one  th ing  I  do  kno w:  th e  o nly  o nes  a mo ng 

you  who  wi l l  be  rea l ly  h a p p y  a re  th o s e  
who  have  sought  a nd  fo und  h o w to  s erv e .”

Albert  Schweit zer  (1875–1965) ,  
Philos opher,  Physician and  Nobel  Pea c e  P rize  Winner
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1. more creative and alternative models of volunteering will emerge.
Gone wil l  be  the  days  when volunteering  only  means  a  fo rma l  c o nt ra c t  of  serv ic e  wit h a  n on -p rofi t 
or ganisation or  an educ ational  inst i tution.  In  t he  co ming  y ea rs ,  d i f ferent  forms o f  volunt ee ri sm  wi l l 
enter  the  fray.  More  people  wil l  volunte er  wit h po cket s  o f  c o mmunit ies ,  in  t heir  neig hbou rhoods 
or  with informal  s ocial  groups . 

2. the use of technology will be non-optional.  
Everyone in  the  next  10  years  wil l  be co me IT -sav v y !  Online  volunt eering  wil l  becom e  m ore 
popular,  as  people  take  to  their  keyboards  t o  c o nt ribut e  t heir  serv ic es .  Web-ba sed  alt ernati ve  work 
ar r angements  may als o  open new volun t eer  ro les .  Non-pro fit s  o f  t he  fut ure  need  t o  harn e ss  the 
power  of  technology (especial ly  mobile  ma rket ing )  t o  genera t e  awareness  of  t heir  wo rk an d e n gage 
volunteers .  

3. Short-term and ad hoc volunteering will continue to be in demand.
T his  is  a lready a  prominent  global  trend  in  t od ay ’s  volunt eerism land sc ape.  Wit h m u l ti pl e 
distractions  competing for  the  t ime and  a t t ent io n of  volunt eers ,  c o mpound ed  by  be l i e fs  that 
volunteering should c ater  to  pers onal  choic es  a nd  int erest s ,  vo lunt eers  of  t he  fut ure  wil l  con ti n u e 
to  desire  short - term volunteering opport unit ies . 

4. Skilled and corporate volunteers will be all the rage.
A s more  people  become educ ated,  volunt eers  o f  t he  fut ure  wil l  be  eq uipped  wit h sp e ci al i se d 
pr ofessional  ski l ls  that  they c an offer.  Non-pro fit s  o f  t he  fut ure  wil l  need  t o  set  up bet t er  vol u n te e r 
management  systems to  match volunteers  t o  t heir  d esired  ro les . 

5. measuring the social impact of volunteerism will grow in importance.
Volunteers  and funders  today are  keen to  know how t hey  hav e  impact ed  t he  wo rk o f  a  n on -p rofi t . 
Non-profits  of  the  future  wil l  need to  c o mmunic at e  t heir  perfo rma nce and  answer  qu e sti on s 
r elat ing to  their  impact . 

5 Trends in Volunteerism Going Forward
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One size dOes nOt fit all

SamPLe emaIL INVItatIoN to SeND to FoCuS gRouP DISCuSSIoN 
PaRtICIPaNtS:  

INVITATION	TO	FOCUS	GROUP	DISCUSSION	

Dear	[Insert	volunteer’s	name]

We	would	like	to	cordially	invite	you	to	participate	in	our	upcoming	Focus	Group	
Discussion	 to	 gather	 more	 in-depth	 information	 to	 help	 us	 develop	 a	 richer	
understanding	of	the	attitudes	and	opinions	of	volunteers	and	non-volunteers.	

Your	input	is	critical	in	helping	to	shape	the	report	which	will	be	a	useful	resource	
for	our	organisations	which	engage	volunteers	and	will	help	encourage	informed	
and	impactful	volunteerism	for	the	entire	community.	 	

The	details	of	the	Focus	Group	Discussion	are	as	follows:	 		

Date:		[Insert	date]
Time:		[Insert	time]	 																																							
(Please	arrive	15	minutes	earlier	for	attendance	taking).	

Venue:	[Insert	venue]	 	
(Nearest	MRT:		[Insert	MRT	station]	)	 	
	
Please	reply	with	your	attendance	to	[Insert	name]	by	[Insert	date].	

Thank	you.	 	
		
every voice matters—We want to hear yours. 
		
Please	note	 that 	a l though	the	sessions	wi l l 	be	recorded	for 	 t ranscr ib ing	purpose,	

your	response	wi l l 	 remain	anonymous	and	no	names	wi l l 	be	ment ioned	 in	 the	report .	 	
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SamPLe CoNFIRmatIoN emaIL FoR FoCuS gRouP DISCuSSIoN 
PaRtICIPaNtS:  

CONFIRMATION	OF	PARTICIPATION	IN	FOCUS	GROUP	DISCUSSION

Dear	[Insert	participant’s	name]

Thank	 you	 for	 agreeing	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 [Insert	 project]	 Focus	 Group	
Discussion!	 Your	 ideas	 and	 opinion	 about	 volunteering	 with	 us	 will	 be	 most	
invaluable.	We	appreciate	your	presence	with	us.	 	

Please	note	that	you	will	be	in	a	group	with	6–8	other	respondents.	Your	responses	
to	 the	 questions	 will	 be	 kept	 strictly	 anonymous.	 We	 will	 seek	 your	 permission	
if	 we	 need	 to	 cite	 you	 in	 our	 reports.	 The	 date,	 time	 and	 place	 of	 the	 Focus	
Group	Discussion	are	 listed	below.	Please	kindly	register	at	our	booth	when	you	
arrive.	We	will	also	be	providing	light	refreshments	for	the	session.	 	

HOW	TO	GET	TO	[Insert	venue]

If	you	need	directions	to	the	Focus	Group	Discussion	or	will	not	be	able	to	attend	
for	 any	 reason,	 please	 call	 [Insert	 name	 of	 contact	 person]	 at	 [Insert	 contact	
number].	Otherwise,	we	look	forward	to	seeing	you.	 	
	
Warmest	regards,	 	
[Insert	name]

We	want	to	know	about	your	thoughts	about	volunteerism,	as	a	volunteer	with	us	in	Singapore:	

What	can	our	organisation	do	to	better	recruit	and	engage	volunteers,	like	you?	

DATE

TIME

VENUE
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One size dOes nOt fit all

SamPLe CoNSeNt FoRm FoR FoCuS gRouP DISCuSSIoN PaRtICIPaNtS: 

CONSENT	TO	PARTICIPATE	
VOLUNTEER	SURVEY	FOCUS	GROUP	

You	 have	 been	 asked	 to	 participate	 in	 a	 Focus	 Group	 Discussion	 by	 [Insert	
organisation].	The	purpose	of	 this	discussion	 is	 to	understand	the	perspectives,	
needs	 and	 interests	 of	 volunteers	 and	 non-volunteers	 alike.	 The	 information	
learnt	 in	 the	 focus	 groups	 will	 be	 used	 to	 inform	 our	 organisation’s	 practice	 of	
recruiting	and	engaging	volunteers,	so	that	their	efforts	can	be	more	strategic.	

If	you	participate	 in	the	discussion,	you	may	choose	how	much	or	how	little	you	
want	to	speak.	You	may	also	leave	the	focus	group	at	any	time.	The	focus	group	
will	 be	 tape-recorded	 to	 accurately	 capture	 all	 responses.	 Your	 responses	 will	
remain	strictly	anonymous	and	no	names	will	be	mentioned	in	the	report.	

There	 are	 no	 right	 or	 wrong	 answers	 to	 the	 focus	 group	 questions.	 We	 want	 to	
hear	 from	as	many	different	 viewpoints	as	possible	and	would	 like	 to	hear	 from	
everyone.	 We	 appeal	 to	 you	 to	 provide	 your	 honest	 and	 open	 feedback,	 even	
when	 your	 responses	 may	 not	 be	 in	 full	 agreement	 with	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 group.	
Out	 of	 respect	 for	 one	 another,	 we	 request	 that	 only	 one	 individual	 speaks	 at	
any	 one	 time	 in	 the	 group	and	 that	 responses	made	by	 all	 participants	be	 kept	
confidential.	

If	 you	have	any	 further	questions	about	 the	study,	please	contact	 [Insert	name]	
at	[Insert	contact	number]	or	[Insert	email	address].

Your	 signature	 on	 this	 consent	 form	 indicates	 your	 agreement	 to	 participate	 in	
this	 study.	 You	 will	 be	 given	 a	 copy	 of	 this	 form	 to	 keep,	 whether	 you	 agree	 to	
participate	or	not.	

I	have	read	the	consent	form	and	I	understand	this	information.	I	agree	to	participate	fully	under	the	

conditions	stated	above:	

Name:	 	

														

Date:	

Signed:	
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SamPLe tHaNK you emaIL to FoCuS gRouP DISCuSSIoN PaRtICIPaNtS: 

THANK	YOU	FOR	YOUR	PARTICIPATION	IN	FOCUS	GROUP	DISCUSSION

Dear	[Insert	name],

We	would	like	to	thank	you	on	behalf	of	[Insert	organisation]	 for	participating	 in	
our	 recent	 Focus	 Group	 Discussion!	 Your	 insights	 will	 help	 us	 tremendously	 as	
we	 are	 seeking	 ways	 to	 improve	 the	 way	 we	 recruit	 and	 engage	 volunteers.	 As	
a	 reminder,	 the	 responses	 we	 have	 received	 during	 these	 sessions	 will	 be	 kept	
strictly	anonymous.	

We	 also	 plan	 to	 conduct	 more	 in-depth	 interviews	 with	 participants.	 These	
interviews	 can	 be	 done	 face-to-face	 or	 over	 the	 phone	 at	 your	 convenience.	
Please	let	us	know	if	you	are	open	to	such	a	possibility.

If	 you	 have	 any	 further	 questions	 or	 concerns	 regarding	 the	 data	 collected	
during	the	Focus	Group	Discussion	or	its	purpose,	please	feel	free	to	contact	our	
Research	Coordinator,	[Insert	name],	at	[Insert	contact	number]	or	[Insert	email	
address].

Again,	we	would	like	to	thank	you	for	your	time	and	we	highly	value	your	feedback!		
Let	us	know	how	we	can	be	a	resource	for	you	at	the	[Insert	organisation].	

Sincerely,
[Insert	name]
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One size dOes nOt fit all

SamPLe Note-taKINg temPLate FoR FoCuS gRouP DISCuSSIoN:

responses to QuestIons

Q1.	What	was	your	ideal	volunteering	experience?	

Q2.	What	are	the	challenges	you	faced	when	volunteering/	what	would	deter	you	
from	volunteering?

DATE

FoCuS gRouP DISCuSSIoN 1

bRIeF SummaRy/Key PoINtS

bRIeF SummaRy/Key PoINtS

NotabLe quoteS

NotabLe quoteS

TIME

GROUP

NO.	OF
PARTICIPANTS

LEAD	
FACILITATOR

C0-FACILITATOR

NOTE-TAKER	1

NOTE-TAKER	2
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Q3.	Final	thoughts	and	other	observations

Example	of	Seating	Arrangement	(top	view):

Note-taker

Participatant

bRIeF SummaRy/Key PoINtS
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sTudied are The young, working adulTs 
and seniors. conceiVed as a VolunTeer 
engagemenT guide, This publicaTion 
aims To assisT organisaTions To 
beTTer undersTand The moTiVaTions 
and challenges of Their currenT 
and poTenTial VolunTeers aT differenT 
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