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Volunteer Canada

Our Vision

Involved Canadians. Resilient communities. 

A vibrant Canada.

Our Mission

To provide national leadership and expertise on volunteering to 

enhance the participation, quality, and diversity of volunteer 

experiences to build strong and connected communities

We work with more than 200 volunteer centres, businesses, 

educational institutions, government departments, and volunteers
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Context

• Today I will present on data from the General Social Survey on Giving, Volunteering and 
Participating (GSS GVP).

• At Statistics Canada data collection on volunteering began in 1997.

• For this cycle, data collection took place between September 4 and December 28, 2018.

• The target population included all persons 15 years of age and older living in the ten provinces 
(excluding full-time residents of institutions).

• The 2018 GSS GVP offered an Internet option to survey respondents for the first time to reduce the 
demands on time.  It is, therefore, not appropriate to compare results from this cycle with that of 
previous cycles. 

• These data are pre-COVID-19, but provide important baseline information.

• The findings from this study can shape how the volunteer sector responds to ongoing 
restrictions and the re-opening of the economy, including approaches to age-specific 
recruitment, retention and re-entry campaigns.
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New information

• This is the first cycle of the General Social Survey on Giving, Volunteering and Participating 
where information can be reported on:

1. The distinction between hours of informal and formal volunteering. 

2. Informal volunteering distinguished by direct help and community improvement; that is helping people 
directly and involvement to improve the community, on one’s own, and through activities not on behalf 
of a group or an organization.

3. The question on mandatory volunteering in the context of formal volunteering was extended to all 
volunteer hours. In 2013, the question on mandatory hours was only asked of organizations where the 
respondent volunteered the most hours; in 2018, it was asked in reference to all volunteer hours.

4. Number of volunteering hours supported by employers.

5. International definition of volunteering, which excludes activities that are mandatory/required or 
supported by an employer and direct help given to relatives living outside the household. Furthermore, 
the International definition only includes volunteer activities of at least one hour.
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Volunteering

• Volunteerism is the participation in purposeful helping 
activities without monetary compensation. It can involve a 
variety of activities, taking place occasionally over the 
course of a year, or a more consistent and sustained 
commitment, such as a weekly commitment to a specific 
cause. 

• Volunteering benefits groups, persons or the community, 
and can either be mediated by organizations (formal 
volunteering), or be direct help without the involvement of 
an organization or group (informal volunteering). 
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Generational focus
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Formal Volunteering

• 12.7 million Canadians 
engaged in formal 
volunteering.

• 41% of Canadians dedicated 
1.6 billion hours.

• Formal volunteering decreased 
with age although hours 
volunteered were highest 
among the oldest generations.

• The older generations were 
more likely to be top 
volunteers.

• Mandatory unpaid work, 
expressed as a percentage of 
total formal volunteer hours, 
was highest among iGens, but 
still made up a fairly small 
portion of the total formal 
hours contributed by iGens
(10E%).
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Formal volunteering

• Overall, women were more 
likely than men to participate 
in formal volunteering (44% 
vs 38%).

• Significant differences only 
found between Millennials 
and Baby Boomers.
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Formal volunteering:  Motivations 

• Improving job opportunities was cited as a top reason for volunteering 
among iGens, at 38% although less common among Gen Xs (16%), Baby 
Boomers (9%), and Matures (1%).  

• A lower proportion of iGens (15%) reported skill use as an important reason 
for volunteering, compared to Millennials (25%), Gen X (23%), and Baby 
Boomers (29%).

• Contributing to the well-being of the community was named as a leading 
motivation among about a quarter of volunteers, with the notable exception 
of iGen volunteers, where 13% mentioned this as reason for volunteering. 

• iGen volunteers were less likely (13%) than other generations (Millennials at 
29% and Gen at 21% and Baby Boomers at 28%) to say that a desire to  
support a political, environmental or social cause led them to volunteer.   

• Roughly one in three Baby Boomers cited religious or spiritual obligations as 
a motivating factor in volunteering. 
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Formal Volunteering:  Organization types

• The average number of volunteer 
hours were highest among 
hospitals (111 hours), religious 
organizations (110 hours), sports 
and recreation (105 hours), and 
arts and culture (104 hours). 

• Formal volunteers gave about half 
as many hours to the four sectors 
receiving the fewest number of 
volunteer hours: education and 
research (51 hours); grant-making, 
fundraising and volunteer 
promotion (52 hours); and health-
related services, such as crisis 
intervention services, outpatient 
clinics, and rehabilitation services 
(58 hours).
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Formal volunteering:  Activity types

• Organizing or supervising 
events were the most 
commonly reported formal 
volunteer activity 

• iGens were more likely to 
participate in this activity 
type as well as teaching, 
educating or mentoring

• Baby Boomers were more 
likely to sit in a committee 
or board as well as to 
provide driving services.
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Informal volunteering

• 23 million Canadians engaged 
in informal volunteering.

• 74% of Canadians dedicated 
3.4 billion hours.

• Few generational differences 
although iGen had a higher 
informal volunteer rate than 
Baby Boomers and Matures.

• The older generations 
dedicated more hours to 
informal volunteer work.

• 62% of all hours given to help 
others directly went to tasks for 
relatives outside the 
household.
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Informal volunteering:  Helping others directly 

• iGen was more likely to help others by 
teaching, coaching or tutoring. 

• Matures were less likely than other 
generations to help others directly with 
almost all tasks, such as housework, 
health-related or personal care, 
shopping, and teaching/coaching.

• Older generations gave the most hours 
of support, on average, to health-related 
or personal care activities.

• Matures dedicated the most average 
hours to teaching, coaching or tutoring 
at 74E hours, nearly four times higher 
than the average annual hours reported 
by iGens (20E hours).
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Informal volunteering:  Improving community directly

• The youngest generation was more 
likely to disseminate information 
than Baby Boomers and Matures.

• The older generation was more 
likely to participate in public 
meetings in which there was 
discussion of community affairs.

• Matures were less likely to maintain 
a park or public space or coordinate 
a group or event.

• There were no differences in hours 
contribute across generations.
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Total participation across volunteer types

• Canadians can participate in a variety of 
volunteering types – be it exclusively 
formal volunteering or informal 
volunteering, or blend of both. 

• For the first time, the GVP 2018 is able 
to classify volunteers into these 
mutually exclusive categories. 

• The overall volunteering rate was 79% 
(24 million Canadians).

• The majority of Canadians volunteered 
informally exclusively (38%), followed 
by combined formal and informal (35%) 
and 6% of Canadians participated in 
formal volunteering exclusively.

• Overall volunteering tends to decrease 
from younger to older generations.
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Volunteer types across Canada

• The participation rate in formal 
volunteer activities was highest in 
Saskatchewan (55%) and lowest in 
Quebec (33%).

• Saskatchewan also had and higher 
rates of informal volunteering 
compared to Quebec (81% vs 
71%).

• Quebec had the highest rate of 
informal volunteering exclusively 
(44%).

• Provinces like Quebec have similar 
rates of overall volunteering when 
examining volunteering 
participation across volunteer 
types.
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Conclusion

• Using the 2018 GSS GVP we provided 
a generational focus, describing 
differences between the five 
generational cohorts with generally 
higher participation rates among the 
younger generations while older 
generations contributed more hours.

• Certain sectors found to receive the 
most hours of support such as hospitals, 
sports and recreation and arts and 
culture have and continue to experience 
reduced activities during the pandemic.

• This is the first time informal 
volunteering hours are reported, 
providing a picture of engagement 
across a spectrum of volunteering 
types. 

• Overall volunteering increased from 
older to younger generations.

• Provincial differences narrowed 
when factoring overall volunteering.

• While these data pre-date the pandemic 
they provide a reference point that may 
help the volunteer sector following the 
pandemic.
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Thank You!

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2021001/article/00002-eng.htm

20

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2021001/article/00002-eng.htm


21

Break-out room discussions

1. Implications for engaging youth

2. Implications for Businesses with 

employee engagement programs

3. Implications for informal groups 

(neighbhourhood FB...)

4. Implications for government 

departments

5. Implications for educational institutions

6. Implications for those offering training 

and education/ professional 

development to Managers of Volunteer 

Resources

7. Implications for Managers of Volunteer 

Resources

8. General discussion:  What does this 

mean for the future of volunteering?

9. Implications for organizations serving 

vulnerable populations

10. How will the changing demographics 

(and the matures eventually retiring 

from formal volunteering) impact the 

future of volunteering

11. How do formal and informal 

volunteering feed into one another?
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More information…

Data on Giving, Volunteering and 

Participating on Volunteer Canada website

Upcoming webinar:

The Volunteering Lens of Diversity, Equity 

and Inclusion 

June 21, 2021 1-2 pm ET

Visit us @ volunteer.ca

Follow us on Social Media @VolunteerCanada

https://volunteer.ca/index.php?MenuItemID=364
https://volunteer.ca/Listings.php?ListType=VC_List_Public&MenuItemID=385&OrganizationName=&province=2&Action=Search

