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Borrie, Laura; Kenyon, James Andrew; Downward, Paul; Harvey, Cath 

Loughborough University, United Kingdom 

 

Aim and Research Questions 

In the UK it is largely accepted that a higher education (HE) alone is no longer sufficient for 

success in the labour market with some arguing that volunteering has become a commodity 

sold to young people to enhance their CVs and bridge the gap between attributes gained in 

education and attributes needed for employment (Annette, 2005; Dean, 2014). However, 

policies promoting volunteering to university students, both nationally and at individual 

institutions, are often based on anecdotal evidence as there is a lack of empirical research. 

Therefore, underpinned by human and social capital theory, this study sought to measure 

the impact of sports-based volunteering on university students’ development of graduate 

attributes by addressing the following research questions.  

Does sport-based volunteering help develop human and social capital in university 

students?  

And  

Do those who have volunteered in sport have greater human and social capital than 

non-volunteers? 

 

Theoretical Background and Literature Review 

For the past half century volunteering has been promoted as a mechanism for young people 

to develop themselves, and particularly increase their employability. This rhetoric is 

government led, under the guise of building a community it places the emphasis on the 

individual to solve the issues of higher education not being sufficient for success post-

graduation. It has led some to believe that volunteering for university students is non-

negotiable for many (Dean, 2014).  

 

Other factors are compounding the need for volunteer programmes to be evidence-based. 

First, the increase in fees in the UK and subsequent change in student-institute relationship 

has led to universities needing to provide extra-curricular activities of which sporting and 

volunteering opportunities are common additions (Barton et al., 2019). Second, sport at 

universities, like grassroots sport, rely on volunteers creating an institutional need to 

encourage students to volunteer in sport to sustain their own programmes. Third, 

volunteering has been associated with costs to the individual including lower mental health 

scores, which raises an ethical consideration given the large number of student volunteers 

(Adams et al., 2018). Furthermore, there is a lack of consensus in both the literature and 

industry as to what attributes are required from graduates leading to discrepancies between 

institutions (Griffiths et al., 2017). 

 



To aid the understanding of how graduate attributes are developed, human and social 

capital theory will underpin this research. The theories postulate that investment in oneself 

will positively impact well-being and increase the likelihood of gaining employment (Keeley, 

2007). 

 

Research Design, Methodology and Data Analysis 

This research used a case study at a well renowned sporting university in the UK and their 

sport-volunteering programme which provides opportunities for students to volunteer in a 

variety of areas such as coaching or events. In addition they offer specific skill development 

sessions and networking opportunities. This research was interested in whether 

engagement in this programme aided development of graduate attributes and if that had a 

positive effect on employment post-graduation.  

 

An online survey consisting of 62 items, including both questions adopted from previous 

studies and self-developed items based off the literature, was shared to current students 

and alumni (n=194). It was intended to capture comprehensive quantitative data of 

academic history, employment status and employability skills, volunteer engagement, 

human and social capital, and the impact of COVID-19. Statistical analysis was conducted 

comparing the differences in measures of human and social capital between sport 

volunteers, general volunteers and non-volunteers, based on differences in other variables 

such as age and gender.  

 

Results/Findings and Discussion 

Initial findings suggest that some graduate attributes develop with age, however there was 

no direct association between volunteering and the development of human capital. 

However, sport-based volunteering was associated with an increase in social capital 

including network size and diversity. Full statistical analysis will be completed by the 

conference.  

 

Conclusion, Contribution and Implication 

Although sport-volunteering may increase social capital, the initial findings suggest that 

current policies promoting engagement in sport-based volunteering purely as a way to 

develop graduate attributes may be misleading, and by engaging in other activities a 

student may gain the same benefits. The implication of this raises concern around the 

promotion and delivery of sport-based volunteering in HE, especially with the impact of 

covid-19 affecting young people’s education, socialisation and ability to gain employment. 
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