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Aim and Research Questions In the UK, volunteering has been promoted as a solution to a 
perceived skill gap in young people since the 1960s and this messaging has been particularly 
emphasised during periods of economic recession (Kamerade & Ellis Paine, 2014). However, 
there is a lack of empirical evidence to support the claim volunteering improves employability 
and purely positive promotion excludes the associated costs of volunteering (Adams et al., 
2018). Furthermore, there is concern the link between volunteering and employment has been 
overstated (Kamerade & Ellis Paine, 2014). Therefore, this study sought to understand students 
and alumni’s own experiences of sport-based volunteering at university and how they perceive 
(non-) volunteering has impacted them.  

RQ1: What impact does sport-based volunteering have on students’ personal and professional 
development?  

RQ2: What are the other benefits, or costs, of volunteering as a university student?  

 

Theoretical Background and Literature Review By encouraging individuals to volunteer to 
develop skills and enhance their employability, the government devolved themselves of 
responsibility that a higher education alone is not enough to gain employment post-graduation 
(Dean, 2015; Griffiths et al., 2017). Subsequently extracurricular skill development has become 
a marketable factor for universities to capitalise on, leading to volunteering being ‘sold’ to 
students as a mechanism to increase the likelihood of success post-graduation (Dean, 2015). 
Many UK universities now deliver a sport-based volunteering programme as an additional 
‘workforce development’ strand with the intention to improve graduate employability rates. This 
scenario is considered a ‘win-win’ by as promoting sport-based volunteer roles to students is 
thought to enhance an individuals’ employability whilst ensuring the sporting offer is sustained. 
However, some have criticised the belief that volunteering benefits both the student and the 
university equally as it hasn’t considered the potential costs of volunteering on students such 
as lower mental health scores (Adams et al., 2018; Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010). Furthermore, 
there is a lack of agreement between academia and industry as to what attributes students 
need to develop for employment (Griffiths et al., 2017). The unsupported rhetoric that 
volunteering is wholly beneficial has ethical implications due to the large number of university 
students volunteering in sport. The sport-volunteering programme (SVP) at a well renowned UK 
sporting HE institute was selected as a case-study. The programme provided opportunities for 
students to volunteer in a variety of areas such as media and marketing, or performance 
support. In addition, the programme delivered specific skill development sessions and 
facilitated networking opportunities. Overall, the case-study considered whether engagement in 
this programme aided development of graduate attributes and if that had a positive effect on 
employment post-graduation. The research was underpinned by human capital (‘what you 
know’) and social capital (‘who you know’) theory. Previous phases of this research found 
students and alumni volunteering to be important in their development, but there were limited 
differences between volunteers and non-volunteers’ development of graduate attributes (Borrie 



et al., 2022). Therefore, this study was interested in understanding the students and alumni’s 
perspective of how volunteering has impacted them.  

 

Research Design, Methodology and Data Analysis Current students and alumni (n=27) at one 
UK HE institute participated in a qualitative semistructured interview. The participants included 
students and alumni who had not volunteered during their studies, had volunteered, and had 
volunteered with the SVP. Three separate interview schedules were developed based off a 
literature review and findings from a survey in a previous phase of research (Borrie et al., 2022). 
The interviews discussed their motivation to volunteer, their student experience, how they 
thought they had developed personally and professionally, and their responses to societies 
perceptions of volunteering. Reflective thematic analysis was utilised to generate codes and 
categorised them into themes.  

 

Results/Findings and Discussion Data has been collected but it will be fully analysed, 
interpreted and written up in time for the conference. Initial findings suggest that students did 
not feel a pressure to volunteer during their studies. Students who volunteered, but not in the 
SVP experienced heightened challenges such as managing conflict due to a perceived lack of 
support. Non-volunteers perceived similar development of human and social capital to 
volunteers. One limitation of this design meant that the comparison within sport-volunteering 
was outside of the scope of research.  

 

Conclusion, Contribution and Implication Whilst volunteering is perceived by students and 
alumni to aid personal and professional development, non-volunteers gained similar 
development through alternative activities. This questions the importance placed upon 
volunteering and how it is promoted to students. This study suggests sport-based volunteering 
that is not well supported may result in students facing additional stressors. Therefore, it is 
important for universities to consider how to reduce the potential costs students face 
volunteering and maximise the developmental impact. Subsequently a discussion regarding 
best practice of volunteer programmes and how this can be implemented in less well-resourced 
institutes is needed. 


