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Understanding disabled people who 
volunteer

Objectives:

• What is the prevalence of volunteering among 
disabled people compared to non-disabled people

• What sectors do disabled people commonly volunteer 
in and where does sport sit in the that list

• Are there any drivers and barriers to volunteering that 
are more prevalent for disabled people

• How do we encourage and support more disabled 
people to volunteer (in sport)

Disabled people are more likely to currently volunteer 
and be interested in volunteering in the future
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Current volunteering levels
% of disabled / non-disabled sample currently 

volunteering

Q7. The following is a list of lots of different kinds of unpaid help / volunteering that people do for local groups, clubs, charities and other organisations. Please say 

which, if any, you: a) currently do (within the past 3 months) b) have done in the past, but not now (longer than 3 months ago) 

Disabled, n=551; Non-disabled, n=875; Current disabled volunteers, n=258; Current non-disabled volunteers, n=301

Q11. In the future, how interested, if at all, do you think you would be in volunteering in any of the following areas?

Disabled non-volunteer, n=145; Non-disabled non-volunteer, n=355
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Interest in volunteering in the future
% very / slightly interested
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Disabled people seem to be more motivated to 
volunteer
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Motivations for volunteering

% selecting each reason

Q12. Thinking about the unpaid help / volunteering you [do/used to do] most frequently, which of the following were 

motivations for getting involved?

Disabled volunteer, n=406; Non-disabled volunteer, n=520

Disabled 

volunteer

Non-disabled 

volunteer

Help other people

The cause was important to me

Do something with my spare time

Chance to use my existing skills

Meet people / make friends

Friend/family asked for help

The group encouraged participation, regardless of 
experience / ability

Learn new skills

Improve my self-confidence

I was keen to be involved in a specific event

Connected to needs of family/friend

Gain experience to help me get a job

The group provided training and support

Practical help was provided (e.g. transport)

Other

However, despite disabled people being more likely 
to volunteer in general, levels of volunteering in 
sport are comparable to non-disabled people
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Current non-
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Sports volunteering rate
% of current volunteers volunteering in sports

Q7. The following is a list of lots of different kinds of unpaid help / volunteering that people do for local groups, clubs, charities and other organisations. Please say 

which, if any, you: a) currently do (within the past 3 months) b) have done in the past, but not now (longer than 3 months ago) 

Disabled, n=551; Non-disabled, n=875; Current disabled volunteers, n=258; Current non-disabled volunteers, n=301

Why are disabled people not more keen to 
volunteer in sport?

Disabled volunteers are more likely to be older 
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18-24 25-34 35-44 45-54 55-64 65+

Current volunteers - Disabled Current volunteers - Non-disabled

Current disabled volunteers, n=258; Current non-disabled volunteers, n=301

This age range skew is most probably a reflection of the population of 
disabled people being older

Could the age range also impact their willingness / ability to volunteer 
in sport?
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Generally levels of volunteering are higher for disabled 
people in all roles, but significantly higher in some roles

Types of volunteer role held

% volunteers involved in each role

Q7. The following is a list of lots of different kinds of [volunteering]… Please say which, if any, you [currently / used to do]? Disabled current volunteer, n=258; 

Non-disabled current volunteer, n=301

Disabled volunteer

Non-disabled volunteer

Giving advice / information

Visiting people / befriending

Member of a committee / board

Listening / counselling

Secretarial, admin or clerical work

Raising or handling money

Organising or helping to run an activity / event

Campaigning

Teaching / educational activities

Mentoring

Providing transport / driving

Representing others / advocacy

First aid

Events stewarding / practical support

Club leader

Sports coaching
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Types of volunteer role held

% volunteers involved in each role

Q7. The following is a list of lots of different kinds of [volunteering]… Please say which, if any, you [currently / used to do]? Disabled current volunteer, n=258; 

Non-disabled current volunteer, n=301
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Disabled volunteer

Non-disabled volunteer

Giving advice / information

Visiting people / befriending

Member of a committee / board

Listening / counselling

Secretarial, admin or clerical work

Raising or handling money

Organising or helping to run an activity / event

Campaigning

Teaching / educational activities

Mentoring

Providing transport / driving

Representing others / advocacy

First aid

Events stewarding / practical support

Club leader

Sports coaching

The only role where disabled people’s involvement is 
lower than non-disabled people is for organising 
activities / events

Do the types of roles that 
disabled people commonly take 
on have an impact on their 
likelihood to volunteer in sport?

Volunteering in sport seems to be more frequent 
than other types of volunteering, with over half 
volunteering at least once a week
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Current volunteers volunteering at least once a week in each field

% volunteering ‘once a week or more often’ selecting each reason

Q9. Thinking about the unpaid help / volunteering you currently and/or used to do, approximately how often do/did you do that for the following area(s) you support?

Sports volunteers (disabled & non-disabled), n=174; Disability-specific sports volunteers (disabled & non-disabled), n=41 Volunteers in other sectors = sample groups 

between n=62 and n=215

Sports

Disability-specific sports

Education & school

Social club / after-school group

Health, disability & welfare

The environment / animals

First Aid / Safety

Local or community issues

Hobbies / recreation / arts

Education for adults

Justice and human rights

Politics

Other

Hypothesis: The higher percentage of weekly volunteers in sport may be 

due to the more regular and frequent nature of the kind of sports events / 

sessions that people volunteer at

Disabled people can struggle with commitment to volunteering – does the 

regularity of sport volunteering put them off?

The most common reason for volunteering in sport 
for disabled people was previous participation and 
for non-disabled people was being asked to help by 
friends or family
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Reason for starting volunteering - among sports volunteers

% selecting each reason

Q10. Which, if any, of the following best describes how you started providing unpaid help / volunteering for the 

group(s) / club(s) / organisation(s) you support?

Disabled sports volunteer, n=86; Non-disabled sports volunteer, n=110

Disabled sports 

volunteer

Non-disabled 

sports volunteer

Sports volunteers = those volunteering in ‘sports’ and / or ‘disability-specific sports’

I used to be a participant / use the services 
provided

I actively searched for this role / a role like this

A friend / family member asked for help

I used to work / be actively involved in the field

I saw that they were advertising for helpers/ 
volunteers

I was keen to be part of a specific event

Through an employer's volunteering scheme

Other

Having time to volunteer is less of a concern for 
disabled people

Disabled non-volunteer Non-disabled non-volunteer

Perceived barriers to volunteering
% non-volunteers agreeing with each statement

Q15. Thinking about the unpaid help/volunteering you provide/have provided, which, if any, of the following have you ever experienced? Disabled 

non-volunteer, n=145; Non-disabled non-volunteer, n=355
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I am not willing / able to commit to a volunteering role long term

Unaware of opportunities near me that I would be interested in

Volunteering is not something I have ever considered

I don't have enough time to volunteer at the moment

I don't feel qualified enough to volunteer

I am not sure that I would fit in with other volunteers

I do not think that organisations would be able to support a 
volunteer with my needs

I think volunteering / helping out would cost me too much money

I do not think that venues would have appropriate access for me

I think I would be treated differently to other volunteers

However they are more likely to question their 
suitability

Disabled non-volunteer Non-disabled non-volunteer

Perceived barriers to volunteering
% non-volunteers agreeing with each statement

Q15. Thinking about the unpaid help/volunteering you provide/have provided, which, if any, of the following have you ever experienced? Disabled 

non-volunteer, n=145; Non-disabled non-volunteer, n=355
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I am not willing / able to commit to a volunteering role long term

Unaware of opportunities near me that I would be interested in

Volunteering is not something I have ever considered

I don't have enough time to volunteer at the moment

I don't feel qualified enough to volunteer

I am not sure that I would fit in with other volunteers

I do not think that organisations would be able to support a 
volunteer with my needs

I think volunteering / helping out would cost me too much money

I do not think that venues would have appropriate access for me

I think I would be treated differently to other volunteers
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Disabled people are also more likely to have overall 
negative experiences of volunteering
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Negative experiences in volunteering
% volunteers (current or past) selecting each experience

Q15. Thinking about the unpaid help/volunteering you provide/have provided, which, if any, of the following have you ever experienced?

Disabled volunteer, n=406; Non-disabled volunteer, n=520

Disabled volunteer

Non-disabled volunteer

ANY (net)

I felt I did not fit in with other volunteers

The volunteering did not match my expectations

I did not feel qualified enough to volunteer

I felt that it cost me too much money

I had a bad experience with registering to volunteer

I did not have enough information about my role / 
what was expected of me

I was not able to access a venue(s)

I felt as though I was treated differently to other 
volunteers

Groups / clubs / organisations were not able to 
support my specific needs

Providers are reluctant to ask people about disabilities – it is 
a difficult area to navigate to collect relevant information 
without offending people

“I’d hate there to be some kind of  formal disability 

training, or meeting about me”

– Lotte, 37, Dwarfism

On lying, rather than explaining the truth:

“It’s just easier, I just tell them I have a sweating 

problem and they keep the temperature down”

-- Gabby, HI/deaf  (with Labyrinthitis)

“I feel like a diva having to ask for things” 

-- Teresa, 40, HI & VI

Providers

• Are afraid to ask people if they are 
disabled / need extra support so as 
not to offend

• It is not routinely captured so a 
lot of providers are unsure of 
how many disabled volunteers 
they have

• They have limited knowledge / 
awareness of different impairments 
and the support they need

• Quick to find reasons why they cannot 
help / support

• This can lead to difficulty when they 
assume the needs and wants of 
disabled people

Disabled volunteers

• Are scared to tell providers they 
need support in case it prevents 
them from taking part

• They also don’t want  to be the 
cause of ‘special treatment

The recruitment process can leave disabled people confused 
as to whether they are suitable

More clarity around the skills required would be useful
Also more guidance on the process of selection, so people know what to expect 

“WE NEED ANYONE” “WE NEED SOMEONE 
REALLY SPECIFIC”

▪ Sounds quite vague and unplanned

▪ Don’t feel confident that they could
provide support

▪ Doesn’t help providers minimise 
processing & matching time

“Sometimes I look at the adverts and I 
think, they’re not expecting someone 
in a wheelchair to apply”
Michael, 51, Spinal Cord injury, 
wheelchair user 

▪ Doesn’t always sound applicable to 
people with disabilities 

▪ Can make the recruitment challenging 
and lengthy for providers

“Someone pointed out a thing for 
some mentoring thing and it just 
sounded like they weren’t really 

looking for someone like me”
Glenys, 53, limb impaired since birth, 

left arm 

Rejection from volunteering is a big concern of disabled 
people, it can have a negative impact on their willingness to 
try again

Some providers were unable to effectively 
‘reject’ volunteers – potentially because of time 
and volume of applications or potentially 
because of fear of discrimination claims 

Applicants can feel they’ve been left in limbo –
or that the provider is rude – or lose confident in 
their abilities to volunteer 

Debbie…

Debbie has MS, and says she struggles to do anything for 
more than 10-15 minutes without needing to stop and rest. 
She suspects that this is the reason why she has been 
rejected for numerous volunteering roles recently, but is 
not happy with the providers reasons. 

On recruitment of volunteers:
“There must be a hidden 

agenda somewhere. There’s got 
to be something else going on 
here that I don’t know about”

Clarity of role, or least the process of selecting roles, would be 
highly beneficial, allowing people to understand what is 
expected from them

• Few volunteers felt clear about the responsibilities that came with their 
role prior to their first day or event

• Providers argue that flexibility in role delegation is needed, but some 
guidance on how these decisions are made would help disabled people 
understand why they are given the roles they are

• Especially important for people who need to plan for different scenarios, 
e.g. access, ability to take a break, time required/expected, disabled 
facilities

So what does this mean?
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• Overall disabled people are more likely to currently 
volunteer or be interested in volunteering

• However volunteering in sport seems less appealing

• Disabled people are also more anxious about the thought of 
volunteering and are more likely to have a negative 
experience of volunteering

• Often the volunteer expectation and provider expectations 
are mismatched, leading to a negative experience

• Providers are nervous about supporting disabled volunteers

• Volunteers feel they do not get enough information

So what can we do?

Get people volunteering in sport but making people 
feel part of sport

Communicating the range of roles  

Integrating ‘tasters’ into volunteering

Sharing skills across the club

‘Whole team’ social events 

Parallel events with disabled and non-disabled athletes 

Improve providers confidence in communication

‘Ask me’ campaign to encourage honesty 

Conversation tools to overcome awkwardness 

Recruitment templates 

Clarity about support available for volunteers 

Offering a ‘good rejection’ 

Database support to reduce admin burden

‘Introduction Packs’ 

Images & questions 

Make it easier for providers to offer the information 
required

Being clear on expectations and level of flexibility 

Framing ‘commitment’

Volunteer principles

Regular ‘check ins’ 
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