
Volunteering in Dementia

Altruism
‘Giving something back’ was an important 
motivation. Our research findings reaffirm this 
idea but the qualitative data suggests that the 
motivation of giving something back goes deeper 
for some volunteers to being an important part of 
their self-identity. 

“Because I think I ’m sort of predisposed 
to being more of a caring person than 
doing other things. It ’s something that 
I was interested in . I always wanted 
to be a nurse right from when I was 
younger, so it goes along with that kind 
of thing…. I think I ’ve always been a 
caring type person , as opposed to doing 
music and sound workshops or, you know, 
learning guitar or something like that, 
I ’d rather give my time to help people 
than do something for myself. Sounds very 
altruistic, I don’t mean to be, but… (CVF09, 
Cumbria)

Many of the volunteers noted that they care about 
people, care about society. This view of their 
motivation was linked strongly to their careers and 
decisions through life, many linking it to what they 
had decided to do e.g. being a nurse, or a teacher.

Therefore the motivations of many volunteers 
were completely wrapped up in their own identity 
and self-image as expressed through the idea 
that nurturing and giving back to society is 
something in-built, as part of the genetic make-
up of volunteers in dementia care. Their current 
volunteering activities were linked to their own 
personal and professional values that they had 
developed over their lives and careers. 

Volunteering activity was also framed as being 
linked to career motivations that were built on 
caring and nurturing roles, such as teaching, 
nursing and even librarianship. The implication 
beingthat if “caring is a vocation” (Volunteer, 
SVF03, Stirlingshire) then so to was volunteering 
in dementia perceived as a vocational activity. 
Volunteers in the area of dementia care connected 
their volunteering activities with their careers 
very closely and did not find friction between their 
vocation and volunteering. Indeed, the value base 
that they communicated was complimentary and 
formed an important part of their identity. 

I think usually it ’s going to be somebody 
who has something…wants to nurture.  I 
think all teachers have that nurturing 
element in them, that gene somehow.  
(CVF01, Cumbria)

It’s part of me.  I ’ve always been a caring 
person .  Even from being this high I used 
to go to the neighbours and make the old 
lady who was 80 odd her toast and I ’d take 
it up to bed to her and I was only four. 
(CVF06, Cumbria)
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The findings, however, also suggest that the idea 
of ‘giving back’ could be quite complex and linked 
with feelings of guilt in regards to giving time 
for volunteering. For example, often volunteers 
had received help from other volunteers or 
organisations and felt that they owed something 
back for that help.

It is important to note this impulse and feeling of 
indebtedness as at times it was noted that it could 
be inappropriate for someone to volunteer on this 
basis, especially if they had been recently bereaved. 
The wider stakeholders noted the importance of 
this when recruiting volunteers and that training 
is important as volunteers can “find it difficult” 
(Wider stakeholder, WSF03). Therefore, the idea 
of ‘giving back’ can be linked to guilt and feelings 
of indebtedness. The idea of feeling indebted to 
volunteer is counter to the whole fundamental idea 
of volunteering, so has to be managed carefully by 
volunteer agencies.

Altruism as a motivation was an element that was 
integrated into discussions with volunteers about 
their networks. 

We see below how volunteer networks are linked 
to other key motivational themes: influence of 
past experiences, desire for training, the desire 
to contribute to the wider good (‘breaking down 
barriers of ignorance’) and tackling social isolation.

The networking model provides a useful insight 
into the connectedness of not only motivational 
influences but how these relate to the physicality 
and movement of volunteers. We see in the above 
illustration that the central motivation is at a 
household level (past experience with their father 
and dementia). This has then moved outwards – 
taking the volunteer out of the household level of 
caring to the street, local area and beyond.  

So she was crippled for several weeks 
and months at the start of the year.  My 
husband had cancer last year and then 
chemo at the end of the year, and this 
year. And then my brother had heart 
problems this summer, so we’ve had an 
awful lot out of the health service.  So 
when there was a chance to, sort of, just 
give a little back I thought, yeah, go on . 
(CVF16, Cumbria)

The British Heart Foundation specifically, 
because it was something that was close 
to me because my mum and dad had both 
died of heart attacks so it was something 
that made me want to do, give something 
back, I suppose, you know, so you try and 
do something that would help, I suppose. 
(SVF07, Stirlingshire)

My sister had it.  She died at… what was she, 
in her late 50s I think.  And because she 
were in Leeds, ’cause that’s where I ’m from 
and I were up here, I couldn’t do much for 
her.  And when she died, I felt so guilty, 
’cause I couldn’t have helped her, felt 
with my own flesh and blood, I can’t help. 
(CVF17, Cumbria)


