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Methodological approaches to, and challenges of, 
determining the size, scale, and contribution of volunteer 

workforces
Megan Woods1 and Karen Douglas

Key insights 	

•	 More detailed knowledge about the size, scale, and contributions of volunteer 
workforces - particularly as they compare to paid workforces - is crucial to:

•	 Better understanding the hours, skills, social good and economic value that 
volunteers contribute to communities, volunteer involving organisations and 
workforces;

•	 More accurately recognising the true and total size of the workforces that 
volunteer involving organisations need, support, and manage;

•	 Enhancing evidence-based policy development by government, advocacy 
by peak bodies such as Volunteering Australia, and workforce planning and 
development by volunteer involving organisations. 

•	 Current methodological approaches primarily survey population members to provide 
broad measures of:

•	 the size of the total volunteer workforce (e.g. as proportion of population); 

•	 the general domains to which volunteers contribute (e.g. animal welfare); 
and 

•	 the size of volunteer workforces in each domain. 

However, they are insufficient for determining the size or contributions of volunteers 
to workforces in specific sectors, at sub-national (state or local) levels, or in 
comparison to paid workforces. 

•	 To overcome these limitations, future initiatives undertaken to determine the size, 
scope, and contributions of volunteer workforces should:

•	 Be conducted as a workforce census of volunteer involving organisations in 
particular sectors or subsectors;

•	 Replicate the Australian Aged Care Workforce Census by collecting data 
about types of organisation, ownership, and location;

•	 Collect data about both volunteers and paid workers, including data about 
specific types of roles and tasks that each perform;

•	 Align data topics and coding with International Labour Organization (ILO) 
2021 recommendations, including the coding of data about tasks performed 

1	 University of Tasmania, megan.woods@utas.edu.au
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using the International Standard Classification of Occupations.

•	 These methodological practices would enable: 

•	 Analysis and direct comparison of the size, scope, and contribution of paid 
and volunteer workforces, at multiple analytical levels (including task, role, 
organisational, sectoral, and national), and by location;

•	 When replicated cross sectors, such surveys could also enable aggregation 
and comparison of data across sectors, locations, and even cross-
nationally. 
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Introduction 	

Detailed knowledge about the size, scale, and contributions of volunteer workforces 
is crucial for effective policy development by government, advocacy by peak bodies 
such as Volunteering Australia, and workforce planning and development by volunteer 
involving organisations. In the 12 months prior to September 2020 the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics estimated that 25 per cent of Australians aged 15 and over provided 489.5 
million hours of voluntary services to the Australian community through organisations or 
groups.2 A significant number of volunteers also belong to managerial and professional 
workforces,3 suggesting that volunteer involving organisations benefit from a wide range 
of skills provided by their volunteers. However, inconsistent definitions of volunteer work, 
and a lack of sustained effort to measure it, prevent full and accurate recognition of the 
hours, skills, and social good contributed by volunteers, the contribution of volunteers 
to workforces and labour force statistics, the economic impact of volunteer involving 
organisations and the volunteer labour on which they draw, and the true size of the 
workforces that volunteer involving organisations support and manage to conduct their 
operations.4 This holds true at both national and industry/sectoral levels. For example, 
in the Australian aged care sector, the role and contribution of volunteers is well 
documented and in 2016 “83 per cent of residential facilities and 51 per cent of home 
care and home support programs engage[d] the services of volunteers”.5 In contrast, 
no official data is currently available about the number of volunteer workers supporting 
mental health services.6  

This paper examines methodological approaches that can be used to measure and 
quantify the scope and contributions of volunteer workforces. We define volunteering as 
work that is “unpaid (reimbursement of costs are not considered as payment), willingly 
undertaken (work for the dole, work experience excluded), help in the form of time, 
service or skills (donations of money or goods excluded) and formal, as determined by 
being carried out for, or through, an organisation”,7 but extend this by also considering 
volunteering as “freely chosen and deliberate helping activities… that are performed on 
behalf of causes or individuals who desire assistance”8 and as “a proactive activity that 
entails some commitment of time and effort”.9 In doing so, we exclude informal  
 

2	  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021
3	  Department of Social Services, 2017
4	  ILO, 2011
5	  Regan, 2021
6	  Pearce, 2021; Regan, 2021
7	  Productivity Commission, 2010, p. 71
8	  Snyder & Omoto, 2008, p. 3
9	  Kragt & Holtrop, 2019, p. 343
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volunteering, defined as “the provision of unpaid work/support to non-household 
members, excluding that provided only to family members living outside the household”,10 
so as to focus more specifically on volunteers who comprise an unpaid contingent of the 
workforce in volunteer involving organisations.  

Importance and value of determining the size, scale, and 
contribution of volunteer workforces					          

“The cornerstone of understanding volunteering is being able to measure who is doing 
what”11 and better understanding of what volunteers do – particularly as compared to paid 
workers – would improve volunteering-related policy and practice in several key ways. 
Firstly, it would enable determination of when and how the contributions of volunteers 
are equivalent to, distinct from, or complementary to those provided by paid workers. 
This enables more informed decision making as to who should undertake specific roles 
and tasks, such as feeding or mobilisation support for people with dementia or delirium.12 
It also enables recognition of the unique value created by contributions that are made 
voluntarily, such as the support and rapport between people on a mental health recovery 
journey and volunteers on crisis support lines.13   

Secondly, it would enable accurate and correct classification of the type and level of 
work that individuals perform, which is the foundation for myriad elements of workforce 
planning and support (e.g. pay, progression opportunities and worker safety), of 
workforce sustainability and of organisational viability.14 In the context of volunteer 
involving organisations, determining how to classify the work of volunteers enables 
more accurate determination of the forms, types, and amount of labour needed and 
used to provide their services and support their clients. For example, determining the 
levels of knowledge and skill volunteers contribute, and how that may align with worker 
classifications in relevant sector Awards, would enable volunteer contributions to be 
recognised as equivalent/similar to that of paid workers, and at what level.15 This would 
enable volunteer involving organisations and other stakeholders to more accurately 
determine the size of the paid workforce needed to otherwise support service provision, 
the financial resources needed to support that workforce, and the economic value of 
volunteer contributions. It would also enable greater exploration of whether, how, and why 
particular social groups do (or do not) engage in volunteering and the contributions made 

10	  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021
11	  United Nations, 2020, p. 2
12	  Ayton et al., 2020
13	  McDermott, 2021
14	  McDonald & Douglas, 2022
15	  See McDonald & Douglas, 2022
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by particular genders,16 geographic populations, or types of volunteer.17

Thirdly, it would enable better recognition of the quality of work (through their knowledge, 
skills, etc.) that volunteers do, and the contributions of volunteer work to workforce 
development. This includes the value of volunteering in developing work-relevant and 
marketable knowledge, skills, and experience,18 and providing experience with and 
exposure to particular kinds of work and work contexts.19 Determining the type and levels 
of work that volunteers perform, and how that compares to paid employees, would enable 
greater recognition of their contributions in testimonials and references volunteers could 
use to obtain paid work elsewhere, or as credit towards relevant qualifications. It could 
also reduce skills wastage by enabling organisations to deploy volunteer capabilities in 
ways that create more value in their operations. 

Finally, it would enable greater recognition and support of volunteer workforces in 
sector-specific and workforce-specific government strategies and policies, such as the 
National Mental Health Workforce Strategy. Volunteering Australia has previously noted 
that “comprehensive data collection on how many volunteers are engaged in the mental 
health workforce and what kinds of roles they occupy is crucial to the development of 
a robust, evidence-based strategy for the sector” and to ensuring that the volunteer 
workforce is appropriately resourced, trained, supported, and safe.20 Accurate data 
about the size and relative contribution of the volunteer workforce would, in turn, enable 
determination of the proportion of service provision provided by paid workers and 
volunteers, and where and when service provision relies more on (and is even dependent 
on) volunteer workers.21 

Key success factors for determining the size, scale, and 
contribution of volunteer workforces					            

Measurement of volunteering activity is complicated by volunteer work being performed 
irregularly (especially compared to paid work) and differing definitions of volunteering, 
which limit the collection of data in individual surveys (when, for instance, they are too 
broad or difficult for respondents to apply to their own circumstances) and the production 
of comparable datasets, such as those needed for cross national comparisons.22 

16	  Oppenheimer, 2014
17	  Kragt & Holtrop, 2019
18	  Seek, 2021
19	  Kragt & Holtrop, 2019
20	  McDermott, 2021, p. 4
21	  ibid
22	  United Nations, 2018
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Initiatives undertaken to measure volunteer contributions to, across, and from a particular 
sector need to also accommodate the efforts and expenses incurred to undertake those 
measurements, capture and accurately reflect the diverse activities, contributions, and 
organisational forms to which they relate, and be sufficiently rigorous to produce data that 
enable comparisons between organisations within a sector, and across sectors.23 

The International Labour Organization (ILO) recently recommended that initiatives 
undertaken to identify the size, scope, and contributions of volunteer workforces should, 
at a minimum, collect data on seven topics: 1) the number of hours worked, 2) the tasks 
performed, 3) organisers of volunteer work, 4) the main activity of the organisation, 
5) type of  beneficiaries of volunteers’ work, 6) support or incentives provided by the 
organisation, and 7) the main reason for engagement in volunteer work.24 Additionally, 
data about the tasks performed should be coded using the International Standard 
Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08) and data about the main economic activity of 
the organisations in question should be coded using the International Standard Industrial 
Classification of All Economic Activities, Revision 4 (ISIC Rev.4). Doing so would ensure 
that the data collected can be: 

•	 used for both population-level and sector-specific analysis and reporting, 

•	 collected in line with contemporary international best practice and statistical 
standards, 

•	 correlated with data collected through host surveys (e.g. if included in labour force 
surveys) or other relevant surveys, and hence feed into economic and social 
policies, 

•	 compared with data collected from and about paid workers, including employment 
and labour statistics, 

•	 used to calculate the market value of volunteer contributions using the replacement 
cost approach, and

•	 used to compile satellite accounts for volunteer work.25   

Additionally, the ILO recommends labour force surveys as “the optimal survey type for 
collecting data on volunteer work” because population and housing censuses generally 
canvas a broad range of topics and it is preferable to utilise a more dedicated format.26 

23	  Productivity Commission, 2010
24	  International Labour Organization, 2021
25	  ibid
26	  International Labour Organization, 2021, p. 6
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Existing approaches to determining the size, scale, and 
contribution of volunteer workforces					   

Collection of data from volunteers 

One of the most widely used approaches to determining the size, scale, and contributions 
of volunteer workforces is to collect data about voluntary work through surveys of the 
general population to determine how many population members volunteer, how much 
voluntary work they perform, and for which types of organisations. In Australia, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics collects volunteering-related data through three surveys: 
the General Social Survey (GSS), the Census of Population and Housing (Census) and 
the Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers (SDAC).27 

Since 2006, the Census has captured information about volunteering through a single 
question which asks whether the person did voluntary work for an organisation or group 
in the preceding 12 months (Australian Bureau of Statistics, n/d), which is acknowledged 
to be less-well-defined as a measure than the GSS data.28 Three additional questions 
collect data about unpaid domestic work, unpaid child care, and unpaid care provide to 
people experiencing ‘disability, a long term health condition or problems related to old 
age’ undertaken in the previous week or fortnight (see Appendix 1a).29 However, as the 
questions do not specify whether such work was undertaken through organisations or 
groups, it is not possible to determine whether the volunteering activity to which they 
relate is addition to, or overlapping with, that captured by the first question. 

The SDAC asks five questions related to volunteering and unpaid work (see Appendix 
1b), but all relate only to whether the person undertook unpaid voluntary work. Thus, 
while the SDAC provides data as to how many members of the surveyed population 
volunteer, it provides none related to the nature of their contribution.  

The GSS collects data to determine the national prevalence rate for volunteering (the 
official number of volunteers in Australia).30 The GSS collects data about both formal 
and informal volunteering activities (see Appendix 1c for details) which is used both to 
determine levels and trends in volunteering-related behaviours, identify how volunteering 
activity is influenced by other characteristics (e.g. gender and age), and to support 
estimations of the economic contribution of volunteering activity. For example, the 
value of volunteer services is calculated by taking GSS data about the annual hours 

27	  Data on volunteering is also occasionally included in topical surveys, such as the Household 
Impacts of COVID-19 Survey. See Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018a
28	  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018a
29	  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022
30	  Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021
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volunteered and assigning a wage rate for those hours from the Employee Earnings and 
Hours publication.31 

The GSS provides some information about the scale and contribution individuals make as 
formal volunteers by collecting data about four of the seven topics recommended by the 
ILO: hours worked, work performed, main activity of the organisation/group and the main 
reason for engagement in volunteer work.32 Specifically, it collects data about:

•	 how many weeks in the last 52 they did volunteer work;

•	 how many hours they spent volunteering in a specified week; and

•	 the types of organisations for which people do voluntary work.

The survey does include a question about the types of activities undertaken by 
volunteers, but only asks this in relation to informal volunteering and does not collect 
data about types of volunteering activities undertaken formally through organisations or 
groups. 

The GSS data is of limited usefulness is determining how volunteer contributions might 
compare to paid employees in particular types of organisations or sectors because 
the response items for the type of organisations for which people do volunteer work 
are broadly defined, include categories related to the type of work (e.g. education 
and training) and its focus (e.g. ‘parenting, children and youth’, ‘environment/ animal 
welfare’), and invite participants to select all that apply. This potentially double-counts the 
data. As no data is collected about the types of activities formal volunteers performed, 
it is not possible to determine what sorts of activities they provide to and through the 
organisations they support, or the skills and capabilities they might need to do so. 

The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey is a 
household-based panel study administered by the Melbourne Institute and funded by the 
Australian Government Department of Social Services.33 The survey asks people how 
much time they spend in a typical week on each of nine types of paid and unpaid work 
activities, of which volunteer or charity work is one.34 However, although time use surveys 
work well to capture volunteering activities for people who engage in them very often and 
regularly, they do not capture data for people who volunteer infrequently or sporadically,35 
or provide any details about types of organisations being supported, or the skills or task 
performance contributed by volunteers. 

31	  ibid
32	  International Labour Organization, 2021
33	  Melbourne Institute, 2022
34	  Wilkins, 2021
35	  International Labour Organization, 2021
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Collection of data from volunteer involving organisations 

An alternative, and more targeted approach, to determining the size, scale, and 
contribution of volunteer workforces is to conduct a workforce census of volunteer 
involving organisations in a particular sector. For example, in Australia the Aged Care 
Workforce Census has been conducted in 2012, 2016 and 2020 to collect data about the 
size, growth, skills, attributes, and composition of the workforce in the aged care sector. 
The census collects data from three types of aged care providers (Residential Aged Care 
facilities, Home Care providers, and Commonwealth Home Support Program providers) 
and providers complete the Census in relation to their workforce in the preceding 
month.36 

The census collects data about the size of the volunteer workforce utilised by providers 
in the preceding fortnight, reported as the total number of volunteers and number of full-
time equivalent positions per type of provider.37 It also collects data about the number 
of paid workers in different roles and categories, enabling headcount comparison of 
the size of volunteer and paid workforces. The 2012 and 2016 census collected data 
about the number of volunteer hours worked, average number of volunteers per facility, 
and average hours per volunteer and the roles undertaken by volunteer workers (see 
Appendix 2 for details).38 This enables detailed analysis and reporting of the patterns 
of volunteer usage by provider type, by location (city, regional, remote), ownership type 
(government, for-profit and not-for-profit), and comparison of the 2012 and 2016 findings 
on these topics. In doing so, the aged care census, and the 2016 census in particular, 
collect data on five of the seven data topics recommended by the ILO, enable direct 
comparison of the size of paid and volunteer workforces, and identify the scope and 
contribution of the volunteer workforce in specific terms and relative to paid workers.   

Conclusions and recommendations				 

To enhance future investigations of the size, scope, and contributions of volunteer 
workforces, we recommend conducting surveys as a workforce census of organisations 
in particular sectors or subsectors, replicating the Australian Aged Care Workforce 
Census by collecting data about type of organisation, ownership, and location, about 
both volunteer and paid workers, and about specific types of roles and tasks that 
workers perform. We also recommend that data topics and coding align with ILO 2021 
recommendations including coding of data about tasks performed using the International 
Standard Classification of Occupations. These methodological practices would enable 

36	  Australian Government Department of Health, 2020
37	  ibid
38	  Mavromaras et al., 2017
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analysis and comparison of paid and volunteer workforces at multiple analytical levels 
(including task, role, organisational, sectoral, and national) and direct comparison 
of the size, scope and contribution of paid and volunteer workforces by location and 
sector. When replicated cross sectors, such surveys could also enable aggregation and 
comparison of data across sectors, locations, and even cross-nationally. 
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Appendix 1a 											        

Volunteering-related questions in the Census of Population and Housing 
(Census) 

(Source: ABS 2018)    

•	 In the last two weeks did the person spend time looking after a child, without pay?

•	 In the last two weeks did the person spend time providing unpaid care, help or 
assistance to family members or others because of a disability, a long term health 
condition or problems related to old age?

•	 In the last week did the person spend time doing unpaid domestic work for their 
household?

•	 In the last twelve months did the person spend any time doing voluntary work 
through an organisation or group?
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Appendix 1b. 	

Volunteering-related questions in the Survey of Disability, Ageing and 
Carers (SDAC) 

(Source: ABS 2019)
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Appendix 1c 	

Sample questions relating to volunteering from the General Social Survey 

(Source: https://www.abs.gov.au/methodologies/general-social-survey-summary-results-
australia-methodology/2020) 

https://www.abs.gov.au/methodologies/general-social-survey-summary-results-australia-methodology/2020
https://www.abs.gov.au/methodologies/general-social-survey-summary-results-australia-methodology/2020
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Appendix 2	

Sample results from 2016 aged care workforce census reporting volunteer 
usage and activity 

(source: Mavromaras et al 2017). 
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Appendix 3 	

ILO -recommended add on module for volunteer work in national labour 
force surveys (ILO 2021)
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