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Executive Summary 
 
Problem 
 
Volunteering is polysemous in time and space. It conforms to times, settings and generations. 
Consequently, to consider volunteer activity among young people and better support it through 
appropriate policies, we need to appreciate the cultural “code” and how it operates.  
 
Volunteers share commonly their willingness to give freely and without payment service to 
others and their community. They work in an environment where the benefits are reciprocal: they 
both give and receive. Their act is free, social and public.  
 
This article addresses how young people perceive the notion of volunteering, how it is 
performed, the attitudes and support sought by organizations and institutions. 
 
Methodology 
 
The article draws support from two studies emanating from the Laboratory in Leisure and 
Community Life of l’Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières. To shed more light on support and 
public policies, the first qualitative study sought to situate and understand where Quebeckers 
really stand concerning the act of volunteering and to pose some hypotheses that need to be 
validated through a follow-up survey. It is progressing on two fronts. Through analysis of the 
literature, it questions conceptual and structural roots of volunteerism. Through group discussion 
among some 90 persons participating in 16 focus groups representing as many sectors of 
volunteer activity, it seeks to draw a portrait of “clusters” where volunteering occurs and where 
young people aspire to serve.  
 
The second study focuses on optimal conditions in which to mobilize, welcome and support the 
commitment of young volunteers. It is based on a survey of some 260 young volunteers from 
fifteen to nineteen years of age and senior officers from 30 recreational bodies in municipalities, 
schools and associations operating throughout the Montérégie region. 
 
Results 
 
Volunteering is valued for its give and take in interpersonal relationships as much 
as for the exchange that occurs in goods and services 
 
Current thought on the subject of volunteering points to a consensus that has formed around the 
notion of commitment and a willing and free gift. The volunteer chooses his or her commitment 
freely, gives his or her time, energies, skills and passion without financial benefit, and usually 
works within an organization. 
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No doubt young people see such free gestures as an investment on the part of the individual as 
well as society. This investment is certainly free, but this gift gives rise to what has been termed 
the contra-gift: the gift from the volunteer is an exchange. Recent studies, and more particularly 
the Statistics Canada National Survey on Giving, Volunteering and Participating, show that 
young people are looking for meaningful ways to take part in this exchange. They give, but 
expect in return support, recognition, acquisition of skills; in short, what will enable them to 
grow personally, socially and professionally. In plain terms, youth today are different from 
earlier generations who gave themselves “body and soul” owing largely to religious beliefs and 
obligations.  
 
Volunteering is a multidirectional field involving a polymorphous commitment 
 
The qualitative study suggests volunteering can be broken down into three clusters based on the 
forms and motivations surrounding the gift and exchange. The first places a heavy accent on 
services and support extended to institutions and is closer to volunteering service. The second 
responds to the needs of groups of citizens in civilian society who extend services and help one 
another without State intervention (grassroots volunteering). The third springs from autonomous 
development, initiatives launched by citizens. Civilian society is the field of greatest importance 
to young people.  
 
For its part, the second survey disclosed gaps between the visions of young adolescents and those 
in charge of organizations with respect to motivations, priorities and the sort of appeal that needs 
to be extended to the younger generation. Senior managers in organizations want to respect 
young people and think they are out to have a good time. They underestimate their need for 
autonomy and apprenticeship. Youths want to live “their” experience and accomplish something 
in which they can take pride. They express the need to be heard more than is acknowledged 
among those who lead organizations, look more for support than “direction” from these figures 
and are less willing to integrate themselves within existing entities. 
 
Does the word “volunteer” turn young people on? 
 
Both studies suggest young people perceive volunteering and hold opinions concerning it that 
leave them unmotivated: the idea of volunteering is sometimes hazy and no longer attracts them. 
This universe seems foreign to them: this leads us to question use of the word “volunteering”. 
Young people are involved, committed and citizens, but, in their own view, are not necessarily 
volunteers!  
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Conclusion 
 
Two phenomena help explain the current relationship between young people and volunteering: 
the nature of generational change and the amplitude of change that has left its mark on our times   
in social, economic and governance terms, and which has altered the commitment toward 
volunteerism itself. In the eyes of the young, for example, it rests in causes that can appear 
obsolete, in forms of governance that to them seem suffocating, and a concept of volunteering 
rooted in values unknown to them. The young see volunteering as an exchange more than as a 
gift with no payback. They see in their commitment an opportunity to gain knowledge and 
approval from their community that might be geographic or of interest and they expect in return 
respect, recognition and capacity (power and ability) to act. They want to feel useful, to succeed, 
to learn and to enjoy. In any case, whatever may serve as the basic justification for their 
commitment to volunteering must be embraced by young people themselves and not imposed on 
them.  
 
Managers of established organizations intent on drawing young people to volunteering need to 
promote causes that touch them, to offer them places and real means to act, that allow them to 
work in a social environment that is open to collegial approaches, creativity and error. It means 
recognizing that youth volunteering can be ephemeral, informal, burgeoning.  
 
Do we still need to use the word “volunteering”? Clearly, first of all we need to recognize the 
voluntary nature of the commitment assumed by a volunteer, service without financial reward to 
a cause and to persons in the community and around the world. Briefly, the word must not 
connote some doctrinaire method. 
 
Research and policies need to be oriented toward directions in which society is moving as a 
whole. Civic action is essential today for the development and resilience of communities locally, 
nationally and internationally. A client society is a passive society, a society without social 
capital, and, by extension, a society less viable economically. Youth volunteering opens a door to 
willing civic commitment. Personal ties are as important as the goods produced through 
volunteering: indeed, it is the creation of such personal ties that is its touchstone. What a concept 
on which to appeal to a younger generation focusing on the future. 
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