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1. Are there enough coaches and volunteers to support sport in 
Scotland? 
 
‘Reaching Higher’, the national strategy for sports development in Scotland, 
states that Scotland has a shortage of coaches (both paid and volunteer) and 
an unstructured approach to their deployment. The number of coaches in 
Scotland is insufficient for a nation with sporting ambitions and there are no 
formal coaching career structures.  
 
Outwith this statement it is difficult to give a definitive answer to the question 
“are there enough volunteers to support sport in Scotland?” Demand for 
volunteers is not static. It depends on variables such as the number of clubs 
and organisations operating at any given time and their capacity to involve 
volunteers, which in turn depends on the level of resources (human, financial 
and facilities) that clubs/organisations have available to them to deliver 
services/activities. Similarly the supply of volunteers into sport, and other 
fields, is not static. Volunteering is a social dynamic. Peoples’ availability to 
volunteer, the ways in which they can give their time and what activities they 
want to do as volunteers are impacted on by wider social, economic, and 
technological change as well as change in their own circumstances that 
lessen the time they have for example having children, needing to work 
overtime to pay bills. 
 
The Reaching Higher strategy document states that of the 90,000 sports 
coaches in Scotland 84,000 were volunteers. But volunteering in sport is not 
solely about coaching. Sports clubs, sports organisations and sports 
community groups involve volunteers in an array of activities ranging from 
fundraising to serving on committees to washing strips to dealing with 
disclosure checks to driving the minibus. Sportscotland calculated in 2005 that 
some 146,000 people were involved in sport as volunteers so it can be 
assumed that a large number of people volunteer to provide vital support 
services in sport. Hundreds of thousands of people, of all kinds of abilities, will 
participate in sport because of the work of volunteers in sport. 
 
The effective involvement of volunteers is crucial to the continued 
sustainability of sport. Volunteers keep clubs and groups going and provide 
good quality services for members and users. The opportunities they provide 
enable people to have fun, make friends, improve fitness and health, and 
develop confidence and skills. Volunteers themselves benefit from a sense of 
satisfaction and the social aspects of volunteering.  
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Given various social commentators concern about increased individualism in 
society and a reduction in sense of community, the levels of volunteering in 
sport are a cause for both optimism and celebration. The volunteering levels 
say a lot about people’s willingness to give freely of their time to the benefit of 
others as well as themselves. That said the clear benefits derived to many 
people from volunteering in sport (the coaches, those who provide support 
services and the sporting participants themselves) make it in all of our 
interests that public bodies work strategically with the sporting and 
volunteering infrastructure in Scotland to maximise those benefits.  
 
 
2. What systems exist to make sure that best use is made of coaches 
who are currently available? 
 
The main policy document for sport is ‘Reaching Higher – Building on The 
Success of Sport 21’ published by the previous administration. It is, however, 
difficult to assess the Government’s overall prioritisation of sport, although it is 
committed to “providing the facilities and the inspiration to get more Scots 
physically active” (The Government‘s Programme for Scotland, 2007). 
 
The Scottish Government has outlined 15 national outcomes. None of these 
are explicitly connected to sport. The outcomes are connected to a series of 
national indicators and targets. Again, none of these are explicitly linked to 
sport, although some specific national policies have been proposed such as 
ensuring that every school pupil has at least two hours-per-week of PE and 
promoting the Active Schools Strategy. 
 
Local Authorities now have to work toward achieving the national outcomes 
through individual single outcome agreements; these will determine the 
resources allocated to sport within each local authority area. Volunteer 
Development Scotland understands that 16 councils now have sports 
strategies. 
 
In April of 2008 a report published by Audit Scotland concluded that there are 
no clear links between the national sport strategy and sport investment across 
Scotland. Volunteer Development Scotland is concerned that sufficient 
resources have not and are not being devoted to the effective implementation 
of ‘Reaching Higher’ 
 
The Strategy states that volunteers are at the heart of Scottish sport and that 
it is no longer acceptable to expect them to operate effectively or stay 
motivated without access to high-quality and affordable education, training 
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and support. ‘Reaching Higher’ strongly emphasizes the key role that 
volunteer plays in both maintaining and developing sport in Scotland. One of 
the most important aspects of the Strategy – and why it should be resourced 
and implemented – is that it clearly sees volunteering as a crucial part of the 
solution to the challenges facing sport in Scotland. However, as the Audit 
Scotland report (mentioned above) shows, there is as yet no joined up attempt 
to invest the resources required to effectively implement the strategy and 
meet its objectives – including those relating to volunteering 
 
 
3. What are the barriers to more people coaching and volunteering to 
support sport in Scotland? 
 
Currently SportScotland and the Scottish Sports Association estimate that 
there are 146,000 volunteers involved in sport. Accurately measuring the 
levels of volunteering in sport is problematic; it is difficult to say if levels are 
declining or increasing over time.  
 
It is clear however, that declining levels of participation in sport will ultimately 
lead to a decline in the numbers of volunteer coaches – many coaches have 
progressed through different levels of participation to ultimately become 
coaches on a voluntary basis. 
 
There are other important factors which can have a cumulative effect on the 
levels of volunteering in sport. The Scottish Sports Association states that 
most of the people who volunteer in sport to do so within the existing club 
structure. Within this structure, as listed in the following table, volunteers are 
taking multiple tasks and playing a variety of roles within an organisation: 
 
 
Sports Volunteering Activity 
 

Percentage of Regular Sports 
Volunteers 

Helped with activities/coaching 71 
Helped to raise money 43 
Served on a committee 39 
Organised or helped to run an event 37 
Helped with admin or office activities 28 
Campaigned for a cause or interest 10 
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Potential Barriers to Realizing the Potential of Volunteers in Sport: 
 

1. It may be that existing volunteers are being asked to give more time 
and effort as an increasing workload is place on fewer people. 
Volunteers can become frustrated by an apparent lack of others willing 
to volunteer and the resulting increase in responsibility. 

 
2. Parent volunteers may move on when their children stop playing a 

particular sport or are no longer involved with a club. It is likely that 
clubs are not adequately prepared for ‘succession planning’ - realizing 
that volunteers will not be with the organization for ever and planning 
effectively for their exit and the recruitment of replacement volunteers. 

 
3. Existing research from Volunteer Development Scotland and 

Sportscotland indicates that the requirement to have a disclosure check 
does not deter people from volunteering. Volunteers are primarily 
deterred by a lack of time and the demands of their paid job.  

 
4. There are gender issues which have a significant effect on volunteering 

– particularly the issue of female participation. Data from the Scottish 
Household Survey (2006) suggests that there is a clear gender 
imbalance in volunteering in sport with 23% of male volunteers involved 
in sporting activity but only 8% of women.  

 
5. There are also barriers related to socio-economic issues. In 2005, 

SportScotland stated that ‘regular’ sports volunteers were most likely to 
be men, middle-aged, from ‘white-collar’ households and in 
employment and with two or more cars in the household. 

 
6. Sports clubs and other organizations (including Spots Governing 

Bodies) may lack sufficient skills and capacity in the effective and 
sensitive management of volunteers. 

 
7. Many community sporting groups have to hire/let facilities from the 

local authority, for example by using a school hall or gym. We know of 
one local authority where new school lets are charged at a commercial 
rate. This results in a community sports group being charged £92.00 for 
a two hour let of a school hall and gym. 

 

In 2003 Volunteer Development Scotland commissioned Prof Mike Danson of 
the University of Paisley ( now the University of the West of Scotland) to 
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conduct a review of the literature and research on volunteering. While the 
Review looked at volunteering in the round we believe it has relevance for 
volunteering in sport. 

The Review of Literature and Research on Volunteering shows that some 
people are never introduced to volunteering, do not know how to get started 
and are never attracted nor welcomed to become involved. Non-volunteers 
are especially concentrated amongst the socially excluded, those on low 
incomes and benefits, the economically inactive and unemployed, residents of 
poorer neighbourhoods and members of unstable families. This is illustrated 
through the 1997 UK Volunteering Survey carried out by the National Centre 
for Volunteering, the last two Scottish Household Surveys (2001, 2003), and 
two NFO System 3 polls commissioned by Volunteer Development Scotland 
in 2003, which demonstrate that more than twice as many people in the higher 
socio-economic groups (A and B) volunteer than those in lower socio-
economic groups (D and E). 

The Review also indicates however that many people in lower socio-economic 
groups appear no less willing to volunteer than other groups. Moreover when 
they do volunteer, they report significant benefits such as increased self-
esteem, better sense of purpose, development of soft and hard skills, and 
higher levels of contact with others. In the NFO System 3 poll commissioned 
by VDS to explore Scottish attitudes to volunteering, only 1% of people said 
they did not believe in volunteering, and only 4% said that volunteering was 
not for them. The groups with the lowest levels of volunteering have the 
poorest and least well developed networks on volunteering opportunities. 

The barriers non-volunteers face can be summarised as: 

• Many of the low skilled not appreciating that they could volunteer or 
have a role to play, inextricably linked to a lack of confidence;  

• A continuing lack of awareness of the relationship between 
volunteering and social security benefits, and the role that volunteering 
can play in helping people make the transition to work;  

• Concerns that mobility/disability and language problems will not be 
catered for, for example the need for adapted equipment for people 
with visual or hearing problems;  

• Concerns that volunteering will result in being worse off financially, with 
out-of-pocket expenses and other outgoings to become a volunteer not 
being reimbursed; and  
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• The traditional "middle class, middle-aged image" appears to be a 

continuing reason, barrier or excuse for not volunteering amongst 
many. 

This confirms a critical need to address proactively those who are not 
currently volunteering in the community by ensuring inclusive practice in terms 
of volunteer recruitment and volunteer support and supervision. This will be 
crucial to dismantling barriers to volunteering 
 
The evidence also shows a need for volunteer involvers to be more aware of 
how and when people are likely to volunteer, and what is needed to retain 
them, when they are creating volunteer opportunities. That many volunteer 
involvers do not appreciate what potential and existing volunteers have to 
offer is frequently recorded in surveys of current and lapsed volunteers. 
Flexibility, empowerment of volunteers, use of skills, competences and 
capacities are all critical to the effective and sustainable involvement of 
volunteers of all ages. It is critical in making volunteering more acceptable to 
those from socially excluded groups and communities, and especially 
amongst the young, that there is a balance of participants within a project or 
programme. 
 
Overall we would recommend that ‘Reaching Higher’ is fully resourced and 
fully implemented, with the full commitment of all the key partners, including 
Volunteer Development Scotland. Additionally there is an important issue in 
building the capacity of clubs and volunteers. There are two skills sets which 
are relevant to this. The first is to ensure that clubs have the right skills to 
effectively involve volunteers; the second is to ensure that volunteers have the 
right skills to be effective coaches.  
 
There is a need to increase the ‘collaborative gain’ from all stakeholders and 
institutions. For example students studying sports coaching and development 
I further or higher education (including P.E. teachers) should be encouraged 
to become involved as volunteers with clubs and other organizations. This will 
provide a resource for clubs and provide students with practical experience 
and the opportunities to enhance their skills – and see themselves as 
volunteers. 
 
Other actions that could improve volunteering in sport are 
 

• to ensure that public bodies and the sporting and volunteering support 
structures are working together strategically to maximise the benefits of 
volunteering in sport 
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• to offer accessible and tailored training to volunteer coaches   
• to raise the numbers of volunteers in sport by training those involved in 

sport in the basic skills needed to effectively recruit, support, train and 
motivate volunteers 

• to showcase the importance of volunteering to sport in Scotland to 
individual volunteers, to sporting organisations and to the wider 
community; 

• to raise people’s awareness of the wide variety of volunteering 
opportunities in sport and to encourage them to consider getting 
involved; 

• to highlight the broader benefits and outcomes of volunteering in sport, 
for example to Scotland’s wider society through improving health and 
wellbeing and strengthening ties between people in communities;   

• to identify if any barriers to volunteering in sport and what actions are 
needed to dismantle them; and 

• to evaluate the broader impacts of volunteering in sport and from that 
capture and disseminate good practice and innovation in sports 
volunteering, especially in situations where it brings added benefits, for 
example by enhancing self-esteem and getting people of different ages 
working with each other around a positive and purposeful activity. 

 
The success of the Commonwealth Games in 2014 will depend to a large 
extent on volunteers – the Games will require some 15,000 volunteers. There 
is a tremendous opportunity to create a lasting legacy of the Games by using 
them as a catalyst to bring those groups who do not usually volunteer (or are 
the hardest to reach) into volunteering. 
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About Volunteer Development Scotland:  
• Was established in 1984 as an independent membership organisation and 

Scotland’s Centre for Excellence in volunteering;  
 
• Provides leadership and evidence to enable Government and other decision 

makers to identify and implement ways in which volunteering can help 
them achieve their desired outcomes;  

 
• Improves the quality of the volunteering experience by working in 

partnership with a wide range of organizations including the 32 Volunteer 
Centres and offering a variety of tools and services;  

 
• Is based in Stirling with over 70 staff, of which half support the services 

provided through the Central Registered Body in Scotland (CRBS), an 
integral service of VDS.  

 
(CRBS provides free Standard and Enhanced Disclosure Checks for 
volunteers and paid workers within the Voluntary Sector and also offers 
services which include training to all other organizations requiring an umbrella 
body to access disclosures.)  
 
Volunteering in Scotland  
 
Volunteer involvement is an important Scottish tradition building bridges and 
creating bonds between people in unique ways that contribute to the collective 
Scottish identity. Volunteering is indispensable to the health, social service 
and education sectors. Similarly the arts community, the sports and recreation 
field, faith communities, democracy itself and the political election system all 
rely heavily on volunteer action. Community life as we know it in Scotland 
would grind to a halt without the efforts of its active citizen volunteers.  
Volunteering touches the lives of most citizens in Scotland. Many are 
volunteers. The results of the 2007 Scottish Household Survey show that 30% 
of adults (1.23 million people) gave unpaid help either through an organization 
or as an individual during the previous 12 months. Many benefit from 
volunteering. Volunteers support the most vulnerable and isolated individuals 
and groups within communities, they generate income to fund good causes, 
fill the gaps between statutory services and they help protect and improve the 
environment that everyone enjoys.  
 
Definition of Volunteering  
Volunteering means citizens taking action through their own free will, without 
financial gain, and to the benefit of others (usually beyond immediate family 
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members), or to a cause or the environment. Formally, this includes 
volunteering that takes place through a third party, for example a public body 
or a voluntary organization (such as befriending, advice giving or helping 
children, the elderly or those affected by disability).  
Alternatively and more informally, volunteering may be undertaken as an 
individual (such as supporting someone in the community with a specific 
need), or as part of an informal group (such as being part of a walking bus for 
schoolchildren).  
 
The United Nations has categorized volunteering into four broad areas:  

• mutual aid or self-help;  
• philanthropy or service to others;  
• participation or civic engagement; and  
• advocacy or campaigning.  
 
Norrie Murray 
Policy Development Manager 
Volunteer Development Scotland 
21 November 2008  


