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Ventures and volunteers

Some social mission ventures like Habitat for Humanity are founded on the 
voluntary principle.3 Others – like social movements – start as missions or 
enthusiasms and take on paid staff as they grow in size. Formal ventures are 
more wary of volunteers and tend to frame their resource needs and shape 
their structures in terms of paid staffing. 

In spite of these differences, three points apply to all social ventures. First,  
it is in their nature (in contrast to the private market economy) that the 
venture idea and mission should attract offers of voluntary time and skill.  
It is a characteristic of successful social ventures and as such, should be seen 
not as a limitation, but rather as one of its defining advantages.

Second, a new venture should consider how to incorporate and manage 
voluntary help and support as part of its initial staffing and organizational 
planning, even if it starts modestly. It may be a question of how to organise 
well-wishers as friends of the venture, or how to integrate the Board. Or it  
may be how the social venture can connect with voluntary networks to benefit 
from their links to users and markets. Or it could apply to interns. In each  
case the voluntary elements should be part of the venture’s organogram not  
a miscellaneous supplement.

Third, offers of time and skills should be managed as carefully as paid for staff 
and resources. It is said that Google seeks to treat all its employees as if they 
were volunteers. A social venture needs to think of its volunteers as if they 
were employees. There is now a Compact Code of Good Practice for Volunteering 
in the UK, for example, and a quality standard – Investor in Volunteers – for  
all organisations that involve volunteers in their work.4 The standard has ten 
common sense criteria – for example that volunteers should have defined and 
rewarding jobs as part of a programme of personal development, that they 
should be properly managed, and though not paid, their contributions should 
be recognised. 

These would be the kind of criteria for good employment practice for paid 
employees, but are too often not applied to volunteers. Volunteers tend to  
be tag-ons, remaining marginalised and consigned to miscellaneous, less 
skilled jobs. One survey reported that many volunteers ceased volunteering 
because of a lack of recognition, support, and autonomy, and because they 
were ill-matched to the tasks they were given.5 Another survey found that  
70 per cent of volunteers said they could have been better organised.6
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We have found two distinct approaches by social venture managements, which 
helps explain these findings. One is to see volunteers as a threat to managerial 
control, lying outside the customary lines and levers of authority. The other is 
to welcome volunteers as a critical source of innovation and support for 
ventures with limited financial resources. 

In this second approach management is needed – in relation to the identification 
of modules of work or areas of initiative that can be assigned to volunteers, and 
the training and support they require. It often helps to have a staff post with 
primary responsibility for managing volunteers and their interface with the 
core staff (as the Young Foundation do with their interns) and to ensure that 
they are included in the living culture of the organisation and its process of 
formation (method 20). 

It is not more or less management but rather different styles of management 
that are at issue. It is the difference between control and mobilization. The 
authors have witnessed many cases where social ventures managed in the first 
way have cut themselves off from the resources of a voluntary economy. While 
there is an overhead and time cost to managing volunteers (one US estimate 
put it at $300 a volunteer) this is likely to be small relative to the potential 
benefits of integrating the voluntary economy into the work of a social venture. 

The principal benefits are fivefold:

•	 skills of a level and range that a social venture by itself cannot afford

•	 sources of innovation

•	 �a staff recruitment pool (as a project grows some volunteers may graduate 
to paid jobs)

•	 connectors into a multitude of social networks

•	 user and market ambassadors. 
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These are the benefits to the venture. There are also benefits to the volunteer. 
A social venture offers a volunteer an opportunity to be social in a particular 
way – to be part of a team that is setting out to create a social project that 
matters. He or she may also learn, and gain technical experience that is 
personally useful. But in the end it is the experience of collaborative activity 
that resonates with people’s values – that in the end makes life worth living – 
which the social venture when it works well can offer to volunteers in whatever 
way they are able to participate.

In a volunteer economy, roles, relationships and incentives have to be 
thought about differently from those where there is a contractual wage 
relationship. If the volunteer receives no payment, then the experience  
of the work and of contributing to a social goal has to be powerful enough 
to persuade them to continue. This requires particular managerial and 
organisational skills, and some overhead expense, but there is great 
potential value to a new venture if it makes one of its goals the attraction 
and effective employment of a wide range of volunteers.

End notes
1	� There is a question about whether such work is adequately described as voluntary. It involves 

labour certainly – just as shopping or cooking a meal at home is labour – but this is labour 
that is engaged in not for money but for its own sake, and for what it contributes to the 
meaning of the lives of those engaged in it. In a sociological sense it is unalienated labour. 

2	 �Sarah Harper, ‘Productive Ageing: what do we know’ in Geraldine Bedell and Rowena Young 
(eds) The New Old Age, The Lab, Nesta 2009. This collection outlines arguments and 
evidence on the value for the elderly of volunteering.

3	� Churches have traditionally been run by priests supported by volunteers and there are cases 
where volunteers have assumed central educational and sacerdotal roles. See for example 
‘From volunteers to unpaid staff’, an interview with Father Leo Bartel, Vicar of the Catholic 
Diocese of Rockford Illinois, in Peter Drucker, Managing the Nonprofit Organisation, Collins, 
1990 pp 161-169.

4	� The Compact Code of Good Practice for Volunteering. Available at: http://www.thecompact.
org.uk/shared_asp_files/GFSR.asp?NodeID=100323

5	 �Elisha Evans and Joe Saxton, ‘The 21st Century Volunteer: a report on the changing face  
of volunteering in the 21st Century, nfpSynergy, 2005.

6	� Institute for Volunteering Research, the National Survey of Volunteering, 1997

Links
www.volunteering.org.uk/
www.growingpower.org
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The core of a venture is formed by its contracted 
staff and elected board. They provide a stability 
around which relationships can develop. We have 
already discussed the role of the Board (method 10). 
But what about the staff? What are the structures 
of pay that reflect the values and mission of the 
organisation? What does the organisation offer to 
its staff in terms of prospects and the quality of 
work? And what role can staff play in extending  
the ventures mission?

25 �people  
and pay 
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“It’s not just a job I’m doing. It’s something I agree with. It’s opened  
my eyes. Now I have my little girl Ria I see more sense to why we are 
doing it. Since I’ve started working here and started preaching, a lot 
of my family have started doing it. Even went to Leicester to see where 
my sister lives and she’s all up for it now separating all her paper 
from her cardboard and taking everything out of its plastic. 

I’d like to continue to do something in this field. I go home happy.  
I’ve actually done something that’s benefited the future. I’ve always 
done driving jobs and thought I’m going up the motorway and I’m 
going to come back and it’s getting me nowhere, pointless. Now I have  
a purpose to get up in the mornings. My outlook has changed.”

These are the words of one of the 73 staff of the Tower Hamlets Community 
Recycling Consortium, a community enterprise set up to provide a weekly 
door to door recycling service to the Borough’s 73,000 flats, the largest 
service of its kind in the world. The comments were echoed by many others. 
The job had a point to it unlike other jobs. They liked the autonomy of the 
teams, and the control over work that it gave them. 

There was a relatively flat pay structure, with the ratio between the highest 
and lowest limited to 2:1. Work was organised in teams, on a task and 
finish basis. The somewhat ramshackle depot had a library, an education 
room (where training and monthly staff meetings took place) and a massage 
and reflexology room for the staff after work.
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The principal constraint in expanding the social economy is not finance but 
people. There are many ideas, and growing sources of finance ready to back 
good ideas. But the people to realise them in practice are in short supply. 

There is a paradox here, for any thriving social project or enterprise tends to 
attract large numbers in response to any advertisement. More and more people 
are looking to work in jobs that have a meaning beyond the pay cheque, like 
Tower Hamlets recyclers. Often it is people in their late twenties and thirties 
who may have worked for a decade in mainstream jobs, learning skills and 
becoming confident of their own capacities, who are looking for work that heals 
the split between money and values, between the realm of the personal and the 
world of work.

Some may start their own ventures – and there is a growth of courses and 
support structures for social entrepreneurs wishing to do so. But there are still 
too few educational opportunities available in the specific nature and methods 
of the social economy. By and large these have to be learnt on the job.

An action academy

We have suggested that a primary staff policy should be formation (method 20). 
Any social venture should see itself first as a form of action academy. Those 
working there as either paid staff or volunteers should be gaining experience 
and skills that are valuable not only to themselves and to the venture but to the 
social economy more generally. Here there is a difference to the private market 
economy, for in as much as a social venture contributes to the forming of 
generation of social practitioners it is providing a resource to spread its vision 
beyond its own boundaries. 

Modern public institutions, like the army, the BBC and the NHS, have had an 
impact of this kind because of their emphasis on training. Many BBC trained 
engineers for example have left to set up their own firms, and this has resulted 
in the growth of a substantial industry of small and medium broadcasting 
electronics companies in the South East. Strong policies of social venture 
formation can have a similar impact.

From the viewpoint of prospective staff and volunteers a social venture should 
seek to offer two principal things: 

•	 �the participation in realising an idea and the satisfaction that comes from 
being able to make a recognised contribution 

•	 �the scope for developing each person’s capacities
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From the perspective of the venture, new staff and volunteers offer particular 
skills and relational capital (namely the relationships they bring with them), 
and a commitment to take the project forward.

Tensions

Within this framework, there are four tensions that take a distinct form in 
social ventures. They are between:

•	 �market rates of pay and the circumstances of the venture’s users or 
suppliers

•	 paid staff and volunteers

•	 operations and innovation

•	 individual development and organisational continuity

Pay and rations

While the employment and wages policy of a venture should reflect its mission, 
there are divergent views about how this should be interpreted. One view is 
that social ventures should have a salary scale similar to that of the private 
market. It argues that this is necessary to attract the right calibre of people, 
and because social ventures should not have to rely on lower wages in order  
to compete. 

Our view differs from this. The relevant comparison is not with private market 
rates of pay but with the circumstances of those to whom the venture’s work is 
directed. The disparity is often most marked in the field of development assistance 
where a consultant may be paid in a day what those he or she is studying would 
earn in a year. While there are differences in the cost of living, the basic principle 
remains that the venture needs to have a moral economy underlying its wage 
policy, which is seen as fair by all those engaged with the project.25

A social venture’s wage level relative to the market together with its rate  
of labour turnover are key indicators of its ability to create a rewarding 
experience for its staff. There is an inverse relation between the level of  
wages needed to attract and retain staff on the one hand and the strength of  
a venture’s mission, and the experience of employees on the other. We see  
this inverse relation in the private sector – at Ferrari in Maranello, for example, 
where the young mechanics are paid well below market rates but join Ferrari 
because of its prestige and what they learn from being there. It reflects  
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a general principle in wage theory that firms have to pay a premium if the  
work lacks meaning (one of the foundation stones of Taylorism was that a 
worker should be paid a higher wage for agreeing to be deskilled and the resultant 
loss of autonomy). Social ventures should not have to pay that premium. 

The point applies equally to relative wages within a venture. The 2:1 ratio  
in the case of the Tower Hamlets Community Recycling Consortium is not 
uncommon in worker co-ops. 3:1 is a more typical benchmark in the community 
sector. It is not that staff in a venture should not be paid a living wage. Rather 
it is to introduce the notion of equity as perceived both by staff, volunteers, and 
the users (or in the fair trade case the suppliers) in the comparative levels of 
pay. Where problems arise is when some staff are paid at market rates (because 
their skills are said to be needed) while others are paid at the levels of the 
moral economy. This is a divisive practice that will weaken any such organisation.

In business and public organisations a common finding of research is that the 
more people know about others’ pay the more dissatisfied they are likely to  
be. Few people believe that it’s fair for them to be paid less than others. But in 
organisations with a social mission this pattern is less common. One strategy 
that has helped resolve pay tensions internally is full wage transparency. This 
approach was introduced by the think tank Demos. It caused initial unease, 
and there were some immediately recognized anomalies. But once these had 
been redressed, the practice ensured a great sense of equity. A similar practice 
was followed by the School of Everything. 

Paid staff and volunteers

The question of the perceived fairness of rates of pay is particularly relevant 
for the relations of a venture to its volunteers. The more the levels of pay 
diverged from an equity norm, the greater the disincentive to the volunteer.

A good example is Oxfam whose network of 900 shops has 20,000 volunteers  
to run them. Oxfam exemplify the approach outlined in method 24. They  
have a clear code for volunteers and a commitment to provide them with  
the necessary skills. Ten years ago this voluntary retail economy was thrown  
into crisis by the appointment of 500 managers to run the busiest shops. The 
managers were recruited at a salary level that the volunteers considered to be 
out of proportion to the ethic and goals of the organisation. The restoration of 
the fortunes of the shops and the fact that the managers helped them generate 
income to fund Oxfam’s aid programmes restored a measure of stability.
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The incipient tension that arises between paid and unpaid staff can be 
lessened in a variety of ways: first and foremost by recognition of the 
volunteer’s contribution, but also by tangible reciprocity (one unpaid board 
member of a small real ale company told us he valued his monthly crate of  
beer more than many times is monetary value). There is also the possibility 
discussed in method 24 of nominal payments, whether in cash or – in some 
places – local currency notes. All this can be summarized in the dictum that 
volunteers should not be taken for granted.

Operations and innovation

In all productive organisations there is also a potential tension between 
operations and innovation. The incessant demands of running anything  
crowd out time and creative space to radically innovate. This is why it often 
takes the disruption of a major crisis to force an organisation to change.  
One of the authors has vivid memory of a remarkable doctor in his Devon 
surgery discussing practice innovation in the new PFI-funded surgery under 
the reproving eye of the practice general manager for whom running the 
existing practice was more than enough.

This tension at its core is one of function not of people. It is nevertheless 
expressed through people, and erupts in many different forms: the innovator 
replaced in a coup by disturbed investors; a board concerned that its chief 
executive is so busy in pursuing the policy of openness that he or she does not 
have his or her eye on the main business; the operational manager impatient 
with what he or she experiences as the lack of grip of the chief executive; all 
those in the existing operations resentful that they are left with the mundane 
jobs while new ventures have the exciting ones and that the resources the 
existing services have generated are being devoured in risky initiatives.

These are all factors that act as a drag on innovative social organisations 
remaining so. When faced with the problems, boards tend to side with 
operations for there is nothing that traditional boards dislike more than the 
sense that organisations for which they have responsibility are in any sense 
chaotic. Whether in large organisations or small, where there is much to lose  
as well as to gain, the tendency will be to appoint the competent operational 
manager as the Chief Executive with the innovator as subordinate rather than 
the other way round.

Our view is that ventures need to recognize this emerging tension from the 
beginning – in their innovation phase – and plan their structure and staffing  
to take this into account. If the venture is to remain innovative then it must 
institutionalize the space and capacity to innovate – through the open policies 
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(method 18) and reflective formation (method 20) approaches outlined 
earlier, through earmarked funding and spin-offs (as well as spin-ins), through 
sticking with innovative chief executives but with an operational deputy in 
charge of the day to day, supported by sophisticated operational systems.

Individual development and organizational continuity

Social ventures depend on continuity for the strength of their relationships,  
yet individuals gain from mobility. This has always been a problem for family 
firms – where children can learn the trade from their parents, but need a  
wider perspective if they are to progress. In the furniture industrial district  
of Jutland in Western Denmark, sons went to the local technical college, were 
then sent on a ten years plus tour of Western Europe, working in different 
furniture factories, to return with this knowledge and contacts to take over 
from the father when he retired. High-tech firms encourage their employees to 
move and return, or to work part time so that they gain experience elsewhere.

Social ventures need to retain this perspective for their employees. They 
should plan for moves and secondments to widen experience while retaining 
the staff connection to the home base. Like alumni, former employees should 
be welcomed back to events that helps retain continuity with users and 
suppliers. It is part of a strategy for expanding relational capital.

Developing its staff is important not only for the venture itself but to create  
a group of individuals able to put the ideas into practice more widely. In its 
internal policies the structures of pay and its operational practices should 
reflect the venture’s mission, and avoid the tensions that can arise between 
market rates of pay and what is considered equitable with respect to all 
staff, volunteers and the venture’s beneficiaries. It should also foresee the 
further common tension between the demands of operational management 
and the conditions for continuing innovation.
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There is a growing literature of books by pioneers 
of social ventures. They are remarkable narratives, 
containing many ideas and lessons for those 
engaged in social venturing. There are striking 
similarities in the kinds of obstacles and hostilities 
that they often meet with and how they are dealt 
with. They also show an inversion of customary 
ways of doing things, that have led to so many 
radical technological and organisational innovations.

A BRIEF 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
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 FOREWORD
This volume – part of a series on methods and issues in social 
innovation – focuses on how to establish and grow a social venture.

It is the result of a collaboration between NESTA (the UK National 
Endowment for Science, Technology and the Arts) and the Young 
Foundation – two organisations that are committed to the role that 
social innovation can play in addressing some of the major 
challenges of our time.

The authors have done a remarkable job in scouring the landscape 
of entrepreneurs and campaigners, organisations and movements 
– in the UK and internationally – to present a rich set of accounts  
of how social innovation actually happens. We hope that it motivates 
others to contribute to building a new, more social economy.

But this is more than an inspiring set of stories. It is a guide – based 
on the sometimes difficult experiences of social pioneers – that 
should help to produce a stronger, more informed approach to 
social innovation.

Like the social ventures it describes, we want this work to grow  
and develop. Your comments, thoughts and stories are welcome at  
the project website: www.socialinnovator.info

Dr Michael Harris, NESTA
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The past thirty years has seen a remarkable growth of social ventures in both  
the developed and developing worlds. Sometimes referred to as the Third Sector, 
they in fact operate across sectors, in parts of the state, the grant economy,  
the collaborative household economy and in the market as social enterprises. 
While there is a long-standing economic and managerial literature on the market 
economy, and methods of operating within it, as well as a complementary body 
of work on public finance and public sector management, there is remarkably 
little on the distinctive character of social ventures and the social economy.  
Yet this economy and its ventures are set to play a critical role in addressing many 
of the most urgent contemporary problems, from climate change to chronic 
disease, and from social welfare to new forms of consumption. This volume is part 
of a wider project to bring together, on the basis of experience, issues faced by 
those working in this new social economy and the methods and approaches 
applicable to them.
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