
 

 

How to link employee volunteering with learning and 
development 

 

What is Employee Volunteering (EV)? 

Employee volunteering (EV) offers employees the opportunity to volunteer with community based 

organisations or projects with the support of their employer. This may be in a programme developed by 

their employer, focusing on a business relevant theme e.g. education, employability, health etc. or in the 

form of working hours allocated for individual volunteering. Typically employee volunteering takes place in 

work time, although on rare occasions may be outside of work time. Volunteers are paid at their standard 

rate and many companies choose to offer employees a number of days per year to volunteer (typically this 

ranges between 1 and 6 days pa.). 

More recently there has been an increasing trend towards employers offering or promoting skills-based 

volunteering to their staff.1 Five years ago, 99% of team challenges were physical e.g. gardening or 

painting. This has reduced to 60% with 40% of activities now being skills-based or individual.2  

Companies have identified clear benefits in developing more focussed, skills-based volunteering 

programmes with regards to staff retention, recruitment of high calibre graduates and employee training 

opportunities. They now want to offer a range of volunteering opportunities to their staff; matching their 

talents and motivations to community needs.3  

Linking EV and learning – hardwiring employee volunteering into your organisation  

Community engagement is often used for learning & development purposes and can be a powerful tool to 

maximise staff potential and their contribution to a company’s success. As a result, companies are taking a 

more joined-up approach to organisational learning, corporate responsibility and HR. 

Recent research conducted by the CIPD “clearly highlights the ‘double benefit’ of volunteering and identifies 

ten key skills and behaviours employees can develop through these activities, such as coaching and 

mentoring, confidence, communication, team-building, self-awareness and creativity.”4 

This BITC short guide identifies ten steps companies can take to bring together employee volunteering and 

learning and development. These steps have been identified from interviews with eight companies that have 

                                            

1 This refers both to employees utilising their professional skills when volunteering and employees gaining new expertise through volunteering. 
2 This trend has been identified from brokerage of BITC’s programmes that engage circa 20,000 employee volunteers per quarter. 
3 CSV, ‘Employee Volunteering: Who is benefitting now?’ (2013) 
4 CIPD, ‘Volunteering to Learn: Employee development through community action’ (2014) 
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successfully gone through the process and are now reaping the rewards of greater integration of the two 

areas5.  

Getting started 

The process of hardwiring employee volunteering into your organisation as part of a personal development 

offer takes time. It should be considered alongside your company’s overall approach to community 

investment. To find out more about best practice in community investment please visit our website or access 

the ‘How to develop a community investment strategy guide’. 

Before you start the process, as with any new initiative, securing senior support is vital.  It will accelerate 

progress and help to get middle managers on board. 

“Steve Holliday, our CEO is passionate about this area and similarly our Global HR director, Mike Westcott, 

is a volunteer himself and fully understands and supports the business case and shared value benefits of 

skills based volunteering. We discussed the approach with the senior team at our twice yearly Community 

and Education Leadership team meeting and also discussed it with them in one to one meetings”  Kate Van 

Der Plank, National Grid 

 

1. Understand the business motivations behind linking EV and professional competencies 

 

You may already have many EV activities in place, along with supporting evidence of the business benefits 

of your programme. Build on what you already have and explicitly reference learning and development 

outcomes. Below are some of the main reasons businesses decide to link EV with learning and development: 

• To respond to a rise in the number of employees engaging in EV because they see it as a personal 

development opportunity  

• To prove the internal value of EV to middle and senior managers 

• To strengthen employees’ awareness of ethical issues 

• As part of a leadership development programme 

 

Example: National Grid 

Two of National Grid’s Community Action objectives are to fully leverage the HR benefits from community 

investment and to maximise the social return on their involvement. Linking EV with skills development allows 

them to build business and leadership capabilities, engage employees, and strengthen connections within 

and across teams all whilst sharing their business skills and expertise with communities.  

                                            

5 Companies interviewed: Hogan Lovells, John Laing, National Grid, Nationwide, PwC, Rolls-Royce, UBS and Zurich. 

http://www.bitc.org.uk/services/awards-recognition/communitymark
http://www.bitc.org.uk/our-resources/report/how-develop-community-investment-strategy
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2. Work in partnership with either Corporate Responsibility, Human Resources and/or 

Learning & Development 

 

Corporate Responsibility (CR), Human Resources (HR) and Learning and Development (L&D) teams need 

to collaborate for any new initiatives to be a success. Individuals across these teams will need to input into 

and validate outputs. Working together will utilise everybody’s organisational knowledge and expertise to 

ensure the best possible outcome. 

Examples 

John Laing: The process undertaken at John Laing was led by HR as they developed a Critical Success 

Learning Plan for the company. Using the organisation’s Leadership Management Programme (which had 

identified key competency areas) the CR team fed in to make sure that EV was included as a way to develop 

skills and competencies.  

Hogan Lovells: Having the support of HR established a strong business case for EV, acting as a powerful 

tool to convince middle managers that volunteering is not a passing trend, but a permanent programme in 

the organisation that adds value. 

 

3. Set clear objectives and a project plan 

 

Setting objectives provides focus and enables companies to manage the project effectively. Between HR, 

L&D and CR make sure that you identify what you want to get from the process, build your hypothesis (if you 

are not already measuring the impact of EV on your employee’s skills development) and define the stages, 

lead people and timeline. 

Example: PwC 

In 2013/14 PwC had 5,500 volunteers in its community programme. Historically, the organisation has had a 

strong focus on volunteering and there was a desire to understand the impact it was having on the business. 

A Senior Manager was allocated to the project and was in charge of developing and implementing a project 

plan and making sure that the objectives were met. The high-level business impacts identified were: skills 

(explored using PwC’s competencies framework), engagement (including indicators such as motivation and 

wellbeing), personal networks (particularly important for a professional services firm) and awareness of 

environmental and social issues (because EV can expose individuals to situations and people they would not 

normally encounter). 
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4. Use existing frameworks as a base  

 

If there is an existing competencies framework or leadership development plan, use them.  First, identify the 

skills, competencies and behaviours that could be developed through your existing EV activities. For help 

with this, CIPD has developed a volunteering skills matrix showing key volunteering activities and 

development areas they identified as part of their recent research6. Secondly, map the competencies related 

to your EV activities to your existing competency framework; this will allow you to demonstrate the link 

between competencies and one or more volunteering opportunities.    

 

Examples: 

Hogan Lovells: Hogan Lovells used their existing competency framework as a base to develop their 

‘Community Investment Matrix’7. This matrix maps EV skills outcomes against their company values. 

Rolls-Royce: Rolls-Royce structured their community action activities using an existing competency 

framework8 and set of values (Teamwork, Courage, Common Sense, Breadth, Influence and Delivery) to 

define which competencies are developed through skill-based volunteering activities. This competency 

framework was used to signpost opportunities for L&D, STEM ambassadors and high potential employees. 

National Grid: National Grid had already identified which business skills and leadership qualities are needed 

throughout employees’ journey from recruitment to retirement. The CR team used this existing framework to 

map out EV opportunities and how they support the different stages of employee development (from 

foundation, to skilled, advanced and then expert); as a result the company now has a ‘Community Action and 

Skills Hub’9. 

  

                                            

6 CIPD, ‘Volunteering to Learn: Employee development through community action’ (2014). 
7 See Appendix 1 for an example.  
8 See Appendix 2 for Rolls-Royce’s Behavioural Competency Framework. 
9 See Appendix 3 for a visual of the Community Action and Skills Hub. 
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5. Consult relevant stakeholders  

 

Identify which stakeholders could contribute to the project development. Consider: 

• Employees who have volunteered 

• Community partners 

• Other experts in the field (e.g. CIPD, CSV) 

• Managers 

 

Consult your current volunteers to understand how they are developing their skills and competencies. Ask 

your volunteers to rate how much they think they are developing. Some useful tips for this stage: 

• Plan your surveys; keep in mind the most important skills identified but leave some space for volunteers 

to list benefits that you might not have anticipated. 

• Test any surveys and optimise the questions before running a wider study. 

• Consider other methods for gathering information, such as focus groups or round tables.  

 

PwC: PwC has been studying the business impacts of volunteering for over two years. They have 

implemented anonymous pre- and post-volunteering surveys that help them identify the real changes in their 

employees. The information and results can be segregated by factors such as team, office or type of role. 

Having a strong set of evidence helps them to continuously strengthen their programme: “Around 90% of our 

volunteers say that they get involved because they want to give something back, but what's really 

encouraging is that roughly 70% say it's because they want to gain different skills and experience.” Stephen 

Hogan, PwC  

National Grid: National Grid consulted not only the volunteers but also liaised with the community partners 

to gain knowledge of the activities and skills gained through them. They also worked in partnership with CSV 

(their overall delivery partner for EV) to identify volunteering activities that added the greatest value.  
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6. Communicate  
 

Once you have understood how your employee volunteering activities can support employee learning and 

development, you then need to tell people. Use creative ways to present the information in the simplest format 

possible (consider using your intranet, L&D site, interactive PDF’s or presentations). 

Who to communicate to:  

Employees:  Making your employees aware of the opportunities and how EV can be used as an alternative 

to traditional personal development is a critical step10. Employees need to know where the information can 

be accessed and that they have the backing of their line manager. If they consult L&D volunteering should 

be presented alongside other development opportunities. Consider using community leaders and/or 

champions to promote the benefits of volunteering and encourage volunteers to give their feedback and share 

their experiences with others. 

Line Managers: The support of line managers is key for employees who want to volunteer and appreciate the 

opportunity to use EV to achieve their personal development goals. Make sure your senior and middle 

managers reinforce the importance of skills sharing volunteering and that they are aware of any case studies. 

Rolls-Royce: Rolls-Royce has different ways and strategies to communicate EV opportunities, these include: 

setting a large collective impact target that gives EV impetus (reach 6 million young people in STEM by 2020); 

reinforcing this using internal communication channels and social media; presenting EV activities on the 

learning platform; there is a L&D Award that demonstrates how EV activities have helped with development; 

and there is a dedicated website for high potential leaders which includes EV opportunities suitable for 

developing their leadership skills.  

UBS: In a recent UBS Employee Volunteer survey, 89% of Line Managers said they were supportive of 

employees' participation in the volunteering programme, and 67% of employee volunteers believed their 

volunteering had contributed to their professional skills development. To encourage greater appreciation of 

volunteering benefits, UBS has put in place a plan to further educate and engage middle managers (e.g. 

internal 'Seeing is Believing' tours and increased management support).  The UBS Global 'Video Journal' 

competition launched in 2014 has also increased awareness across the firm.  These activities are driven by 

Community Affairs and led by senior management. 

Zurich: Zurich has a network of 40 Zurich Community Trust Ambassadors who are middle/senior managers 

across the Zurich UK business. They help spread the word within the business about the volunteering 

programme to foster greater engagement. The Ambassadors’ “role profile" includes talking about the value 

of community opportunities as part of personal development. 

 

                                            

10 See Appendix 4 for an example of PwC’s Employee Volunteering brochure “Our Communities” 
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7. Measure the benefit 

 

Continue to measure the implications and impact of linking EV and personal development. Pre and post 

volunteering surveys and long term trends analysis will help you understand the impact of any changes. 

PwC conducts anonymous surveys before and after employees engage in volunteering, measuring 

perceptions of skills against the firm’s competency framework before and after undertaking the activity. 

Scores on the post-volunteering surveys demonstrated that 92% believe volunteering has enhanced their 

skills: communication skills, relationship building and coaching are the skills most often cited as having been 

developed through volunteering. Around 75% of volunteers say that volunteering is helping them to develop 

further or faster, and that they would not have been able to develop in the same way without volunteering.  

 

8. Communicate your findings 

 

Keeping in mind the business motivations identified in step 1, and using the information gathered in step 7, 

communicate the main findings with the key internal audiences (e.g. employees, middle managers, board, 

store managers, etc.). This will help you to secure continuous support for the programme. 

PwC surveys show that 75% of volunteers state that volunteering increases their productivity, 94% say EV 

has increased their engagement with PwC and their work, and 91% state their networks have improved as a 

result of their volunteering. PwC circulates these findings around the organisation to demonstrate the links 

between volunteering and personal development, and to encourage more individuals to get involved. 
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9. Link it to the appraisal process 

 

If your company undertakes periodical performance assessments consider: 

• Including a suggestion to line managers to consider EV as skills development opportunities or evidence 

of skills developed 

• Encourage your employees to consider EV as part of their personal and professional development 

 

Hogan Lovells: Hogan Lovells linked their skills matrix to the appraisal process. This helped ensure that the 

‘Community Investment Matrix’ was used and reinforces the importance of EV.   

Rolls-Royce: Rolls-Royce has a performance management process that monitors the personal development 

of an employee. During these sessions, managers and the employee define which activities, including 

volunteering, they should take into consideration to develop their skills. 

Nationwide: Senior leaders at Nationwide have a volunteering target as part of their performance plans but 

the company deliberately made the decision not to include it in all employees’ performance reviews. It 

encourages directors and senior managers to lead by example and champion regional activities to encourage 

more and more employees to get involved. Additionally its leadership development programme considers EV 

and working with charities as a way of developing strategic skills. 

 

10. Review your EV strategy periodically, recognise volunteers and celebrate success 

 

Revisit your EV strategy, policy and programmes regularly and keep strengthening them. Don’t be afraid to 

change things that aren’t working.  Make sure that the registration process is simple, the information is freely 

available and that case studies are shared with everyone in the organisation. 

Recognising employees is considered a critical step in increasing the number of employees taking part in 

volunteering activities. From sending thank you emails after each activity to organising thank you 

breakfasts/drinks with employees or organising internal awards, there are many ways companies can 

recognise their employees and celebrate successes.  
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Main challenges and key considerations 

The following are the main challenges that companies have faced when building an integrated EV and L&D 

programme: 

1. Having a good registration process 

Keep it simple and consider having EV opportunities in the same portal as regular training 

opportunities  

 

2. IT limitations when collecting feedback from volunteers 

Collecting feedback can be resource intensive. Consider including the post-activity surveys as a 

step when employees are registering their EV hours and try to use software that is already available 

in your company.  

3. Feedback response rates 

Engage your community champions and middle managers so they promote feedback surveys. 

Consider including an incentive if the response rate is lower than hoped. 

 

4. Having an EV policy  

An employee volunteering policy helps you set the scene, gives employees clarity on what they are 

entitled to, and ensures that all departments and offices are able to volunteer. 

 

5. Time and resource 

This project will require some investment of time and money, consider: 

• Having a Community Investment strategy with clear goals and defined programmes before starting 

out. If your company doesn’t have a well-defined strategy please visit our website or access the 

How to develop a community investment strategy guide (BITC member only content).  

• Allow at least a year to plan, manage and activate your action plan. 

• Make sure that when planning the project you allow enough time to collect data from a 

representative sample.  

• Team up with CR, HR and L&D and identify ways of sharing the load. 

 

6. Support 

Getting the support across the business once the mapping is ready and getting line managers to 

use the resources can be challenging, consider: 
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• Having an interactive way of presenting the opportunities and the link between EV activities 

and skills (see examples in the appendix) 

• Including it in the appraisal process 

• Sharing case studies to celebrate success 

Good luck! 

We hope you found this guide useful and it’s given you some ideas on how you could effectively link 

employee volunteering with learning and development in your business. If the process works for you and 

you found the guide useful, then please share your experience with us by contacting 

communitymark@bitc.org.uk. 

Please also visit our website to find out more about CommunityMark companies and access their case 

studies. 
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Thank you to all the collaborating businesses 

 

 

   

   

 

  

http://www.pwc.co.uk/uk/en/
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Appendix 1. Hogan Lovells’ Community Investment matrix 
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Appendix 2. Rolls-Royce’s Behavioural Competency Framework 

 

Rolls-Royce has identified six competencies that are important to the business. Through Community 

Investment activities they can keep strengthening and reinforcing these behaviours. 
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Appendix 3. National Grid’s Community Action & Skills Hub 

An interactive document that helps employees choose the right EV activity based on their journey in the 

company and/or the competencies they would like to strengthen further. 
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Appendix 4. PwC’s ‘Our Communities’ brochure 2014 

PwC developed a brochure containing information about their Community programme and how employees 

could get involved by sharing their skills and expertise. Below are some examples of how they highlight the 

importance of EV in personal development. 

 

 


