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social achievement has burgeoned over 
the past ten years (NEF, 2004; Marmot, 
2010) in the wake of capitalisms failure to 
deliver a significant rise in life satisfaction 
(Diener et al, 2002). The significance of 
wellness/wellbeing extends beyond the 
individual. Mental wellbeing is intimately 
connected to physical health and a more 
equitable society (Marmot, 2010). However, 
as the disparity between rich and poor, 
particularly in the UK, grows in tandem 
with a retraction of public social service 
provision, repositioning social wellness 
at the centre of social policy is seen as 
paramount to improving the quality of 
everyday life and as such becomes an issue 
of social justice. 

Volunteering is a diverse activity, predicated 
on the enthusiasm, belief and commitment 
of autonomous individuals. Volunteerism 
has the potential to be an adaptable force 
for change. Its ability to function for the 
purpose of volunteers has, however, been 
neglected in recent years as a focus on 
planned outputs dominates operational 
culture (Collis et al, 2003). This we believe 
is a significant oversight in the academic 
and policy literature. The health and 
wellbeing benefits of volunteering are 
often understood by actors in volunteering 
(cf. Leyshon and Fish, 2010). Research 
over the last 20 years has illustrated the 
psychological benefits and behaviour 
shifts that are induced by participation 
(Whitely, 2004; Post, 2005; Li et al, 2005), for 
example, volunteering operates at multiple 
scales of impact on the development of 

Through enabling individuals to participate 
within their communities volunteering 
has become recognized as a powerful tool 
for social change (Cabinet Office, 2012). 
The incumbent Conservative-Liberal 
Alliance government has positioned 
volunteerism, through the Big Society 
policy agenda, at the heart of strategies to 
transform people and places. This comes 
at a time of extreme stress on a society, 
as austerity measures have necessitated 
financial cutbacks to the delivery of 
public welfare that has precipitated a 
greater burden on the 3rd sector to meet 
this shortfall in social provision (NAVCA, 
2011). As shifting budgetary demands 
necessitate increased resilience at multiple 
geographies of scale, the hidden value of 
volunteerism represents an extant resource 
for mitigation of issues and provision 
for localised need. This value is steadily 
emerging in public and political discourse 
and signals a turning point in the public 
valuation of voluntary provision. To assess 
the value of volunteering the ONS has 
launched new measures of wellbeing 
(Office of National Statistics, 2012). In the 
aftermath of the global financial crisis 
the conceptualization that economic 
wealth brings happiness (Helliwell et al, 
2005 is being challenged. This paradigm 
shift in social valuation is a useful point 
of departure for extending knowledge 
on what makes a ‘good and meaningful 
life’. There is much that can be learnt 
from extant knowledge of psychological 
responses to states of being. As Marmot 
explains, wellbeing as a determinant of 
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positive affects (Pillemar, 2010; O’Brian, 
2010) such as stress management (O’Brian, 
2010). In the following section we evaluate 
the construction and mobilisation of 
wellbeing within public policy discourse 
and narratives of volunteering.

friendship networks (O’Brian et al, 2010). 
Current research also demonstrates how 
volunteering and collective community 
capital inter-connects between benefits 
to the volunteer and longitudinal benefits 
to the community. Further, studies that 
report volunteers are less likely to suffer 
depression and be unhappy add weight 
to the value of volunteerism (Musick et 
al, 2003; Whitely, 2004) for planned social 
purposes. Wheeler et al (1998) argue that 
this process arises as greater life satisfaction, 
improved self-esteem and general mental 
health facilitate improved functioning in 
the everyday. Here the relationships and 
interactions that individuals have with 
places suggest particular gains for the 
mobilisation of targeted volunteerism. As 
individuals sense different emotive states 
and inclinations towards a place behaviour 
can be catalysed via the stimulation of 
this motivation. This relationship between 
place attachment and pro-social behaviour 
is widely documented, as individuals seek 
to protect that which they value (Devine-
Wright, 2009). Incremental experiences 
that build memories can accelerate this 
process, and we propose that localised, 
significantly placed sites of volunteerism 
can act as conduits for the transformation 
of spaces into places and the development 
of place attachment in a feedback loop of 
feeling and action. In this paper we assess 
critically how environmental volunteering 
affects wellbeing and provide evidence 
on the extent to which volunteering 
produces a connectedness within people 
and places through developing wider 
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Wellbeing and Volunteering
The promotion of social wellbeing as 
an indicator of governmental success 
(ONS, 2011) requires critical evaluation 
to bring transparency to political claims 
that improved states of wellbeing can 
be achieved through planned action. 
Huppert et al suggest that static 
conceptualisations of wellbeing fail to 
capture its fluid and shifting psychological 
and functional conditions (Berenger, 
2007). As people change in relation to 
experience (Caspi et al, 2005), methods of 
wellness enhancement must respond to 
this transient quality through contextually 
significant action. Raising self-esteem 
and producing positive self-appraisals is 
predicated on self-reflexive interpretations 
such as life satisfaction (O’Brian, 2010), 
confidence (Yerrell, 2008) and self-efficacy 
(Karademas, 2006). As people are better 
able to cope with life’s challenges and 
demonstrate higher efficacy in action when 
‘happy’, inducing this state of being may 
be advantageous to society and people. 
Volunteering raises this state (Borgonovi, 
2008), suggesting participation as a 
democratic portal to improved wellness. 
Planned application of volunteerism 
for the inducement of these states is, 
however, inhibited by the relative absence 
of explanations of causal relations. This is 
further problematised as the embodied 
experience of volunteering is excluded 
from personal accounts of wellbeing. 
Hence the ability of individuals to select 
volunteering opportunities in response to 
their wellbeing needs is under researched. 
We address this dearth in understanding, 

as we closely examine how volunteerism 
affects psychological wellbeing, from the 
perspective of the participant. Through this 
interpretation we will be able to see the 
exact aspects of participatory behaviour 
that induce particular psychological 
responses. We hope that this inspires a 
new wave of research in volunteering 
that positions volunteer knowledge as 
(lay-)‘expert’ in explanations of behaviour 
responses. We call for a critical inspection 
of how the context and product of 
participation interacts with individuals’ 
subjective needs to determine the 
outcomes for those individual. 
Wellbeing is the functioning aspect of 
being in the world (Huppert et al, 2009). In 
and through functioning the immediate 
significance of context in the determination 
of outcomes for the individual becomes 
apparent. As the type and scale of action 
undertaken in participation changes 
functional aspects of wellness including 
skills and capability can be triggered to 
variable scales of experience. Individual’s 
interests and needs may align to shape 
outcomes of these actions. As Borgonovi 
explains (2008), the autonomous selection 
of action may be correlated to wellbeing, 
as needs and aspirations align with 
experience. This emotive-affective feedback 
loop may well foster a perpetuating cycle 
of volunteerism and enhanced wellness. 
As Lyubomirsky et al (2005) explain the 
outcomes of self-efficacy may trigger 
improved affective states. This points 
towards the ability of volunteerism 
to improve states of wellbeing rather 



of these effects is variable, as individual 
needs and context interacts through 
multiple mechanisms to determine 
subjective benefits (O’Brian et al, 2010). The 
interactions in and with nature can produce 
immediate and longitudinal returns (Moore 
et al, 2007; O’Brian et al, 2010), as mental 
wellness is the foundation of extended 
social participation and employment 
(Friedli, 2010). Evidence suggests that 
physical health can be improved through 
simply observing nature. Ulrich (1984) 
explains healing times shorten where 
nature can be seen from sites of recovery, 
for example a hospital bed. As such, 
volunteering in nature may also improve 
physical health. 

The subjective state of wellbeing is an 
issue of national and societal import, as 
mental ill health affects 1 in 4 people (NHS, 
2011), with an annual cost of £77bn to the 
annual economy (NHS, 2010). Countering 
maladaptive sedentary lifestyles that 
exacerbate these and broader health 
trends such as obesity (Shields, 2009), 
voluntary action in the environment 
produces measurable transformations in 
psychological functioning (Barton et al, 
2010). Kaplan et al have extensively detailed 
the effects of nature interactions on mental 
wellness, drawing attention to the mental 
restoration fostered through the direction 
of attention towards nature and the mental 
spaces for reflection constructed through 
this process (Herzog et al, 1997). Through 
environmental volunteerism the experience 
of nature and volunteering is brought 
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than radically change baseline levels of 
wellness. Further, attesting to the utility 
of contextually responsive analyses 
of volunteerism effects, Fleuret et al 
(2007) explain, that psychology interacts 
with context to determine the state of 
experience appraisals. As the NHS explore 
future health care provision (Griffin et al, 
2009) with a focus on emphasising low-
cost preventative care, concentrating on 
the differential outcomes dependent on 
situations of action suggests particular 
gains may be achieved for outsourced 
planned service provision. Through an 
analysis of the voluntary experience, 
examining the interplay of environmental 
interactions with wider actions on 
outcomes for the individual, we can 
suggest alternative practices for the 
voluntary sector.

The health benefits to individuals to be 
gained from a close interactions in and with 
nature has been well documented (Kaplan, 
2001; Cooper-Marcus et al, 1999; Pretty et 
al, 2003; Pretty, 2004). The implementation 
of programs for improved health through 
the environment (Green Gym, BTCV) has 
produced an outpouring of knowledge on 
brain function, psychology and behavioural 
responses of individuals in nature 
(Reynolds, 2002; Yerrell, 2004; Dawson 
et al, 2003). Extensive transformations 
to personal psychological states are 
detailed by Ulrich (1984) who showed 
how observation and interaction with the 
‘natural’ could produce positive shifts in 
psychology and physiology. The salience 



excluding them from the benefits of 
formalized volunteering. Urban-rural 
divides compound these patterns of 
inequality, as urban residents are 10% more 
likely to volunteer (Etherington, 2011) 
whilst experiencing relative deficits in 
access to green space (Pretty et al, 2005). 
Volunteering in and for the environment 
represents a significant device for personal 
transformation of these inequalities, 
raising mental and physical health with 
implications for improved efficacy in the 
world. We must therefore mitigate barriers 
to participation prior to the opportunities 
of environmental volunteerism becoming 
accessible to all. 

As volunteers in the UK demonstrate 
a proclivity for short term flexible 
volunteerism (National Council for 
Voluntary Organisations, 2011) the 
adaptable culture of environmental 
volunteerism emerges as a culturally 
responsive medium for engagement. The 
autonomy of the sector equips contextually 
responsive solutions to local challenges 
(McCabe, 2010). As the entrenchment of 
local issues is compounded by a withdrawal 
of state services volunteering then emerges 
as a flexible conduit for adaptable, locally 
appropriate change (Williams, 2005). 
Networked in diverse geographies of scale, 
voluntary organizations incorporate broad 
scopes of action and interest, appealing 
to the diversity of taste and inclination. 
In the wake of reduced voluntary sector 
capacity ‘below the radar’ groups represent 
particular gains for socio-environmental 

together in one action. Immersion in nature 
may therefore inspire individuals attention 
and imagination, whilst simultaneously 
distracting/healing them from mental 
distress. 

In a period of a financially constrained 
public sector we argue that it is important 
to consider how the integration of 
voluntary experience can improve lives 
through planned and spontaneous 
provision. In the following section we 
examine experiences of environmental 
volunteerism and shifts in mental 
wellbeing. Through individualised 
accounts of experience we suggest that 
environmental volunteerism is a pragmatic 
resource for duel mitigation of the crisis 
of mental ill health and environmental 
degradation.  We argue that exposure to 
nature through environmental volunteering 
represents a democratic portal for multi-
dimensional experiences - appealing to 
subjective states of human need and 
aspiration.  
Researching Volunteering and Health 
Matters

Volunteering as a medium for life 
enhancing experience is problematic.  The 
landscape of environmental volunteering 
is divided, as geographies of opportunities 
differentiate according to variability in 
service provision, rural-urban context 
and social inequality. In areas of social 
deprivation residents are 20% less likely 
to formally volunteer (Etherington, 2011) 
than their more affluent counterparts, 
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8 volunteers here are diverse, and include 
people with mental health problems, 
learning difficulties, retired people and 
health care professionals. The researcher 
undertook the interviews incrementally, 
as the volunteers expressed trust in the 
researcher and a willingness to discuss 
sometimes intensely personal experiences. 

The Mabyn Organic Food Company (MOFC) 
operates out of an isolated 2½-acre site, 
producing over 20 food boxes a week for 
people from the local community. Here, a 
board determines the on-site strategy in 
partnership with expert growers. Reflecting 
the organisation of the group, the onsite 
activities are well planned, with volunteers 
able to select from a range of pre-
determined activities. The regular volunteer 
days tends to be attended by retired 
people, with younger people more often in 
attendance at special weekend events. At 
this site we spoke to 5 volunteers, including 
a mother and son, older people and key 
group members over a period of 3 weeks, 
as opportunities for interviews arose. 

The Growing With Us (GWU) allows 
volunteers to work on a range of outdoor 
activities, including planting, food 
production and creating a garden for a 
community organisation. In once weekly 
sessions a small group of volunteers mainly 
comprised of men came together and 
played an integral part in shaping the 
project, day-to-day activities and their own 
roles. Here the volunteer coordinator played 
an active part in creative an energetic 

action, as they ‘cut across’ policy and 
community (McCabe, 2010). Applied to 
small-scale voluntary organizations and 
community groups this distinct sector is 
characterized by its rootedness in local 
need and culture (McCabe, 2010). There 
is therefore, and as yet, a hidden value 
to society of ‘below the radar groups’. 
Assessing how environmental volunteerism 
effects psychological wellbeing we 
closely examine the role of context in 
determination of outcomes for volunteers. 
For this we draw on four sites of community 
agriculture situated within Cornwall. A 
burgeoning site of community inclusion 
and horticulture, they allow access to 
nature in supported structures.  

The differentiation between the four groups 
featured within this study is indicative of 
variability of environmental volunteerisms 
design and experiential offers. Spanning 
urban and rural localities in Mid and North 
Cornwall, the commonality of the groups 
is their commitment to producing food, 
either for local or volunteer consumption. 
The Growing Group (TGG) is based in an 
isolated rural community. Accessible by car 
or bus, this project tended to attract people 
living in the immediate community for from 
neighbouring villages. On this 1 acre site a 
variety of food is produced, with volunteers 
playing an active part in determining crops 
planted and day-to-day strategy for the 
site. Here, the project coordinator plays a 
vital role, providing emotional support to 
volunteers and setting boundaries that 
construct an inclusive voluntary culture. The 
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trigger memories and emotions that 
are vivid and rich. For this research we 
developed a qualitative methodology that 
captures the subjectivity of perception 
and experience of volunteering through 
a suite of methods informed by best 
practice knowledge (Huppert et al, 2009; 
Diener, 2006; Ryff et al, 2001; Sen, 1999) 
and contextually significant (Kahneman 
et al, 2006) indicators of wellness, these 
being: hedonic gratification, life satisfaction, 
equality of relationships, confidence, 
self-efficacy, optimism, expanded social 
participation and sense of connectedness. 

Our methodology was designed to 
promote inclusivity in research, as core 
determinants of wellbeing are synthesised 
into contextually relevant design. The 
application of these methods allowed for a 
differentiated communication preferences, 
inviting a depth of participation that 
responds to capability. The following 
research documents how environmental 
volunteerism affected the eudemonic 
and functional wellbeing of 20 volunteers 
including those with learning disabilities, 
a spectrum of mental health problems, 
retired and younger people and ex-
offenders. 

Accepting that the context of research and 
trust between researcher and researched 
(Ozanne et al, 2008) effect the outcomes 
of research response the interviews were 
delivered in the context of participation. 
In spaces of the familiar prompts emerged 
from the immediate visceral experience 

environment through encouraging 
participation and respect. Many of the 
volunteers were ex-offenders, with a further 
volunteer suffering mental ill-health. We 
spoke to four of these volunteers over a 
period of one day. 

The final site of environmental volunteerism 
was located in the urban town of Bude. 
Ran by a local mental health charity, 
many of the volunteers had mental health 
problems ranging from mild to chronic, 
however not all. This site was located in a 
well-sized walled garden in the heart of the 
town, with mature gardens and extensive 
opportunities for growing and engaging in 
site development. Volunteers were enabled 
to shape their own experiences, and 
opportunities to work together or alone 
were interspersed with regular group tea 
breaks that encouraged discussion. 

To dissolve the researcher-researched 
divides that inhibit the attainment of full 
and accurate information (Ozanne et al, 
2008) the researcher immersed herself 
in the voluntary organisation’s cultures. 
Volunteering alongside volunteers 
to understand the onsite experience, 
understand the volunteer dynamic and 
gain the mutual trust of participants. This 
process elicited a deep understanding 
of the volunteers’ intensely personal 
narratives and experiential interpretations. 
To extend the trust and a sense of safety 
into the research situation interviews 
were conducted either in situ of everyday 
volunteerism. This immersion acted to 
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of being in and around the stimuli of the 
site. The discursive probing of participant 
responses extended the sense of trust, 
as it ameliorated researcher-researched 
divides. Application of this technique 
elicited broader contextual information 
that enabled the composite of theory on 
priority and the independent location 
and performance of needs at sites of 
volunteering.  
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environmental volunteering was a means 
of engaging in productive activities 
outdoors. This satisfied a his/her perceptive 
need for action in nature and through this 
process ameliorated frustrations born from 
constrained opportunities for satisfaction of 
motivation. As Steve explained: 

“Here I’m a lot calmer and it 
keeps me busy. I just prefer 
outdoor work to being 
stuck inside of a building. 
I’d rather be outside no 
matter what the weather.” 
(Interview with Steve, Bude)

Here environmental volunteering is valued 
and valuable in so far as it represents a 
publically accessible space for enactment 
of aspirations. Representing an intrinsic 
source of pleasure nature stimulates wider 
affective responses (Pretty, 2004). Relaxation 
and calm on direct contact and interaction 
with ‘nature’ actuates this sensed wellness in 
the volunteer. Indicative of the significance 
of context in outcomes for volunteers this 
emotive response emerges as an intrinsic 
quality of nature. Typical responses in our 
subject interviews stated:

“I love gardening… It can 
be very relaxing.” (Interview 
with Karen, TGG)

In this the variability of volunteerisms 
capacity to provoke shifts in mental states 

9

Environmental Volunteering and Wellbeing
As previously stated, environmental 
volunteering has profound affects on 
volunteers’ sense of mental wellness. The 
accounts of volunteerism in our research 
indicate that these transformations 
emerge in the moment of doing – i.e. the 
experience of volunteering as lived - and 
longitudinally as incremental changes 
occur within personal perceptions of self. 
We propose that these heterogeneous 
processes in which states of feeling and 
functioning shift are indicative of the 
subjectivity of human’s experience of 
the world and their need in relation to 
enhanced wellness. 

Affective Outcomes

Interactions with nature and people elicit 
positive affect through complex processes, 
reflecting the diversity of human need 
and perspective. What differentiates 
volunteering from alternative practices 
of engaging nature, e.g. walking in the 
countryside, is that it enables concentrated 
interactions with nature in spaces 
accessible to the community. Through 
these means individuals with constrained 
options for environmental interactions are 
given both an opportunity and purpose for 
being in nature. As the subsequent analysis 
demonstrates, this can enable people on 
the edge of social exclusion an accessible 
opportunity for retaining involvement 
in the things they value and enjoy. For 
one young unemployed volunteer, 



Friendship

The appeal of friendship and social 
interaction is a fundamental aspect 
of human nature (Demir et al, 2007). 
Volunteering is a compelling method of 
developing these relationships, as the 
‘open invitation’ to participate overcomes 
psychological barriers to accessible spaces. 
Fostering confidence to participate, this 
elevates the diversity of participants as 
individuals with highly differentiated 
backgrounds who interact for a single 
purpose. Through these means social 
inclusion is supported and accelerated, as 
spheres of contact are expanded. As Carol 
explained:

“It gets me meeting new 
people. It was getting to the 
point where I didn’t know 
many people and didn’t have 
many friends, so this is a way of 
getting to meet new people and 
becoming part of a team which 
is really good.” (Carol, Bude)

This function of volunteering has 
widespread appeal. Group activities at 
sites of volunteering are a vital conduit 
for social interactions, enhancing social 
networks and adding value to the lived 
experience across demographics. Clustered 
around a common purpose, the formation 
of friendships outside usual scopes of 
connection produces flows of affect and 

is suggested, as the context of nature 
interacts with their behaviour to determine 
perceived psychological outcomes. Here 
then, we contend that volunteering in and 
of itself may be constrained in its ability to 
elicit positive mental states. Supporting 
Kaplan et al’s (1995) theory on nature as 
a stimulus for reflexivity, one volunteer 
explained how her voluntary interactions 
with nature stimulated reflection, triggering 
the release of positive affect. 

“If anything it’s putting my part 
back into the ground. Watching 
stuff grow that I’ve planted.” 
(Interview with Sam GWU)

For Sam it is the essential act of nurturing 
life and observation of results that 
produce hedonic gratification. We see 
then that personality and proclivity are 
critical determinants of nature’s capacity 
to provoke the reflection that Kaplan et al 
posit to enable mental restoration (1995). 
Subjective disposition interacts in wider 
processes determining outcomes for 
volunteers. ‘Authentic’ action or the doing 
of volunteering in which behaviour is a 
mirror to personal values elevates the affect 
of wellbeing (de Groot et al, 2008). 
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following examples:

“It’s quite nice seeing the same 
people every week and I feel 
like they’re my friends now 
and being in Cornwall, apart 
from work, I haven’t really done 
anything to… make friends.” 
(Interview with Emma, TGG)

“I’ve never really known the 
people here so it makes me 
feel a part of it really. It’s just 
through meeting some different 
people.” (Interview with Claire)

“The quality of the relationships 
is exceptional given how 
different everyone is and what 
we have managed to achieve 
I think is out of this world and 
it’s rooted me in my village 
in a way that I haven’t been 
for the 11 years that I’ve lived 
here.” (Interview with Gill)

In places where invisible barriers, for 
example informal regulatory practices, 
inhibit inclusion into communities or 
a sense of belonging (Woods, 2010), 
volunteering has the potential to accelerate 
sensed connectedness and can have 
profound effects on everyday experiences 
of lived spaces. As individuals develop 
notions of community culture and practices 

self esteem. 

“I love the friendship of people 
I hadn’t known before. Its good 
friendship when you’re working 
away on something together.” 
(Interview with Sandra, MOFC)

“It’s just really different. I 
think sometimes in life you 
just plod along mixing with 
the same people that you mix 
with and it’s just really lovely 
to do something different 
and broaden your horizons.” 
(Interview with Jane, Bude)

These examples demonstrate how 
positive affects, such as conversation, 
support and shared experiences elicit 
personal gratification. In cases where 
sites of volunteering are located in close 
proximity to residence these friendships 
and interactions give rise to elevated 
sense of connectedness. As volunteers 
come together, share knowledge, ideas 
and notions of the local shared meanings 
of place are developed. This can alter 
notions of the-self in relation to notions 
of community. The bonds formed in 
these spaces of volunteering combine 
with extended knowledge of the local 
to develop a sense of belonging. In this 
we can see volunteering as a function for 
combating exclusion through enabling 
integration. This can be seen in the 
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offenders and people with mental ill health 
where mutual empathy and advice was 
reciprocated, resulting in an alleviation of 
mental distress and improved self-esteem 
as the following demonstrate:

“If someone has got a problem 
then I listen and sit and see if 
I can help them out and if I’ve 
got a problem they’ll listen and 
see if they can help me out.” 
(Interview with Sam, GWU)

“I feel like I could perhaps call 
Sarah up or she could call me 
and that helps.” (Interview 
with Howard, TGG)

“Its like having solace from 
the every day and everyone is 
talking about their own personal 
situations about what may be 
going on in their lives that may 
be bad or good, to people that 
they don’t really know that well, 
which I wouldn’t do normally in 
my everyday life. So I think that 
it’s very therapeutic.” (Karan, TGG) 

Volunteer’s self-reports indicate that 
this can strengthen personal coping 
mechanisms, a crucial resource to maintain 
functional mental health where chaotic 
lives interact with potentially debilitating 
mental illnesses. As NHS capacity is stressed 

the ability to position oneself into this 
narrative is enabled. Karan makes this point 
succinctly:

“I’ve never really known the 
people here so it makes me 
feel a part of it.” (Karan, TGG)

Our findings suggest that where 
community integration is challenged 
by imposed identities of Otherness 
volunteerism can be independently 
applied as a tool for assimilation. Evidence 
of spontaneous provision for mutual 
needs further emerges in the self-serving 
support networks that developed at 
the TGG and GWU projects. In these 
places volunteers sharing common 
experiences developed friendships and 
mutual trust that organically gave rise to 
the exchange of stories and accounts of 
current challenges, such as the anxiety 
caused by unemployment or stigma from 
criminal backgrounds, were exchanged. 
Here mutual empathy and advice was 
exchanged along with personal accounts, 
in a conversation that helped build 
connections and reduce the sense of being 
alone in ones experience. The construction 
of spaces for discourse, through group 
activities, tea breaks and team meetings 
underlies the organic formation of these 
mutually supportive relationships.
These connections can provide vital sources 
of emotional sustenance. These processes 
are evident in clusters of volunteers at 
risk of social exclusion, including ex-
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lost in one’s self-ability to undertake 
particular tasks, such as being in public 
spaces, undertaking public-performances 
or engagement in further volunteering, 
the experience of acting with bodily 
efficacy in volunteerism can give rise to 
expanded aspirations and confidence in 
attempting new challenges (Black et al, 
2004). Indicative of the interplay of site 
and activity (space and performance) 
based factors that determine outcomes for 
volunteers, support and sensed acceptance 
of ability function to foster confidence. The 
exact causal process between participation 
and physical functioning is unknowable 
without appropriate measures such as 
Metabolic Equivalents (Savage et al, 2007). 
Notwithstanding this, the function of 
volunteering as a medium for expanded 
action and personal change is suggested 
in this research, as barriers to wider 
participation are mitigated as confidence 
and self-efficacy develop.

Confidence

Through volunteering individuals are 
able to open spaces that were hitherto 
inaccessible to them, for environmental 
practices and performances. Our research 
suggests that this refinement of individual 
capabilities nurtures confidence in personal 
competence, particularly in communication 
(Pearl et al, 2011). Volunteerism is a 
fertile ground for the development of 
communication skills, as interpersonal 

utilisation of independent support systems 
represents a resilient service provider 
accessible without prescription. 

Mind and body

Voluntary environmental action produces 
interconnections between physical 
functioning and feeling (Measham et al, 
2007) that has the ability to transform 
notions of self as body identities are 
challenged and changed through 
performance (Leyshon and Bull, 2011). The 
activities, tasks and behaviours that bring 
about the delivery of project objectives, 
such as preparation of a seed-bed or the 
transplantation of seedlings, require an 
essential investment of physical energy. 
Volunteers explained that this improvement 
in physical health has implications for 
mental wellness too, as these changes give 
rise to improved self-esteem, as Gill said:

“I’ve regained confidence 
in my body because being 
diagnosed with cancer just 
threw my confidence in my body 
completely. It felt like my body 
had completely let me down… 
building up my physical health 
and endurance and feeling my 
body working well again is really 
important.” (Interview with Gill)

Where personal confidence has been 
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“It’s made me more independent 
because I have to get the bus 
down here.” (Tony, Bude)

“Other things that I want to 
do in the village feel more 
possible because I’ve got the 
relationships.” (Gill, TGG) 

 “My attitude has changed since 
being here. Beforehand quite 
a lot of my criminal activities 
was through violence, but now 
from being here I’ve learnt 
that if I get angry just go in the 
garden and get a spade, dig a 
hole or whatever.” (Sam, GWU) 

Emotional support and evidence of efficacy 
can also rehabilitate general confidence 
(Karademas, 2006). Several of our volunteers 
connected this to the amelioration of 
psychologically defined boundaries of 
action. 

discourse is elicited through team based 
interactions (O’Brian et al, 2010). Volunteers 
are required to listen, respond and feedback 
in an iterative loop. Allowing individuals 
the space in which to communicate 
within a supportive environment, enables 
volunteers to refine their communication 
techniques and boost their confidence 
in environmental efficacy. There is clear 
indication in our research that this 
confidence can activate action in broader 
life spheres. Claire explained that following 
a period of unemployment she has lost 
confidence in her ability to communicate 
outside usual spheres of contact: 

“I’ve not been in contact with 
that many people. It’s just 
access (through volunteering) 
to different people and different 
backgrounds that you’d never 
normally get to meet. It’s made 
me have that (communication) 
practice and be the catalyst to 
get out more.” (Claire, TGG)

Indicative of the catalysing effect that 
psychological shifts through volunteerism 
can have, Claire attained employment, 
attributing it to expanded confidence in her 
communication skills (TGG). This ‘spill-over’ 
or ‘more-than’ effect of improved feeling 
and functioning through volunteering is 
documented in wider volunteer accounts 
and suggests the hidden worth of 
volunteerism for society and the individual:
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“My confidence has been up 
since I’ve been here, because 
with my criminal background 
I get knocked back a lot with 
jobs... I used to be quiet and 
I didn’t speak to anyone 
but now they can’t shut me 
up.” (Interview with Sam)

“I think it should help me… talk 
to someone if I needed help. 
Usually I’d just wait till they talk 
to me.” (Interview with Steve)

Although interpersonal skills can be 
developed through alternative means of 
action our study indicates that volunteering 
is unique in its ability to serve multiple, 
diverse needs simultaneously. We posit 
that this is achieved through enabling 
the autonomous selection of tasks and 
combining social interactions with the 
practice of skills in a supportive and ‘natural’ 
environment. 

Positive affirmation of self can be further 
advanced through interactions with and 
acceptance from individuals outside usual 
spheres of contact (Sander et al, 2010). 
Group based actions and interactions are 
a conduit for empowering relationships to 
form, as collective goals and tasks provide 
the context for discussion and an enhanced 
sense of familiarity. A sense of shared 
experience and proximity is the foundation 
of developing these relationships (Preciado 

“I was so inward before. I was 
fearful to go down to the job 
centre and I’m not normally like 
that. I was almost shaking before 
going in there from having to 
sit there and face them with the 
general public all around. It has 
helped a lot more than I can 
express getting over the past.” 
(Interview with Howard, TGG)

Environmental volunteering has 
implications for the wider lived experience 
of individuals as expanded scopes of 
behaviour and social networks enables 
greater efficacy in action (Poortinga, 
2006). Through raising the quality of life 
of individuals by enabling them to make 
friends for example, can mitigate loneliness. 
Our research suggests that social isolation 
is ameliorated through re-entering public 
spaces and expanding the volunteer’s 
ability to interact outside usual spheres 
of contact. The following examples 
demonstrate this point:

“It’s helping my confidence. 
When I came here I was really 
nervous, it was dreadful, but 
now I’m a lot better…. I think 
just getting used to people 
again and chatting to them and 
knowing that they’re normal just 
like I am.” (Interview with Carol)
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“It’s nice to feel valued and 
just accepted for who I am.” 
(Interview with Karan)

Through participating in environmental 
volunteering, volunteers can counteract 
low self-esteem. Spheres of performative 
possibility can be expanded through 
volunteering too. Inculcation into networks 
of volunteering elicits access to knowledge 
on opportunities for personal development 
and social participation. For one young 
ex-offender Sam in this study access to 
training options arose via the contacts 
he made in volunteering, for another, the 
opportunity to participate in a craft fair 
arose through volunteering connections. 

“I got involved in coffee mornings 
that Katie had a while ago selling 
trade craft things.” (Margaret)

In this then, we see that the distribution 
of knowledge through group-based 
interactions expands total group capital 
(Antoni, 2009). 

Therapy Effects

Interactions with nature serve a vital 
therapeutic function for mental restoration 
(Ulrich et al, 1991; Kaplan, 1995; O’Brian, 
2010) by enhancing individuals’ sense 
of wellbeing. In our study actively 
participating in environmental volunteering 

et al, 2012), as friendships are formed over 
activities reliant on cooperation. The ability 
to act induces flows of positive affect, as 
personal identity is validated by audience 
response (McNay, 2007). 

“I think I’ve made some 
good friends for the future. 
Everyone seems very open 
and non-judgmental which 
is nice, which you don’t 
find much of nowadays.” 
(Interview with Karan)

In the above example for Karan the receipt 
of approval through informal responses to 
behaviour validates their identity. Sites of 
volunteerism are valued for this function by 
volunteers, as alternative spaces for similar 
action can be limited. As volunteerism is 
constructed as a space for freedom of self-
expression (Stebbins, 2004), we suggest has 
the power to stimulate personal and social 
change. Validating one’s identity through 
peer acceptance can transform self-
perception and value (Sander et al, 2010). 
This suggests, as Sam and Karan say below, 
that sites of volunteering where inclusivity 
is supported by internal culture can be an 
accessible place for the development of 
self-esteem and acceptance. 

“The people, you feel like 
you can have a laugh, no one 
judges you, which we get quite 
a lot.” (Interview with Sam)
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for recovery from mental ill health 
(Carey, 2011). In our study individuals 
demonstrated the importance of this 
autonomy, as they selected the tasks that 
satisfied their personal need on the day. 

“You can do different things 
here and all different aspects 
of gardening.” (Carol, Bude)

Volunteers frequently opted for tasks that 
would give them space from others on 
days that they felt the need for being alone. 
They also chose to undertake assignments 
that would give them a sense of definite 
personal accomplishment where personal 
anxieties arose over their perceived abilities. 
Whilst these needs can be satisfied through 
alternative forms of action, volunteering 
emerges as unique in its provision of 
multiple options for action. 

The psychological benefits to be gained 
from environmental volunteering operate 
on a spectrum, as mental wellness is 
enhanced from a genetically determined 
baseline of 50% (Diener et al, 1999; 
Braungart et al, 1992). Volunteering in 
our study appears to provide mitigation 
for suffering arising from ennui, thereby 
improving the general life satisfaction 
of those involved in projects. Volunteers 
explanatory accounts suggest that the 
amelioration of ennui provokes positive 
affect through the immediate gratification 
of occupation. As Karan stated:

can provide respite from mental suffering 
(see above), as individuals are ‘distracted’ 
from negative feelings. This distraction is 
elicited through actions and experiences 
that absorb individuals’ time and energy. 
Social interactions are important to this, as 
volunteers are drawn into conversations 
that focus on issues of interest, including 
nurturing plants, building walls, laying 
pathways etc. Absorption into activities of 
interest also serves to increase the periods 
in which the positive affect is experienced. 

“I like to keep busy you know. 
For whatever reasons… 
mental problems I suppose 
they call it. It’s a way of 
combating this… I feel happier.” 
(Interview with John)

As John suggests, the importance of 
autonomously selecting activities to 
alleviating mental suffering is a positive 
decision. This psychologically enhancing 
absorption arose in response to engaging 
nature. However, respondents in our 
interviews made clear that these positive 
interactions might only occur where there 
is an existing interest in nature. 

“I’m not really bothered 
about the gardening bit, it’s 
just nice to get out.” (Tony)

This further makes salient the importance 
of patient/volunteer led strategies 
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are pivotal in determining this, as they 
exert a critical influence over project-based 
norms of behaviour and inclusion. As 
volunteering in its broadest sense is posited 
as a way to ‘do good and feel good’ a more 
critical approach to the valuation of sites of 
opportunity is necessitated. 

Learning

Social and practiced based skills are 
developed and nurtured through 
voluntary participation. The blurring 
of teacher-learner roles, as volunteers 
exchange knowledge and debate best 
practice with fellow volunteers and project 
coordinators advances the diversity of skills 
assimilated into personal abilities. Those 
group leaders in our study, for example 
Gill at TGG project, who actively sought 
to develop a group culture and identity 
by producing an inclusive framework of 
learning and practice, enabled participants 
to contribute ‘lay-expert’ knowledge to the 
co-production of solutions. As Lydia and 
Sonny said:

“People pass on tips. You 
never stop learning, no matter 
how many years you’ve been 
doing something.” (Interview 
with Lydia and Sonny)

This internal process expands opportunities 
for personal development, as resources for 

“I just used to get up and 
do the housework and feel 
really bored… but this 
makes me feel really good.” 
(Interview with Karan)

Where individuals are at risk of social 
exclusion and have restricted opportunity 
for distraction, for example through work or 
social activities, this amelioration of ennui 
can have more profound effects on mental 
wellness.

“(It’s) something for me to do 
so I don’t get bored and drop 
back to the way I was, where 
I was completely doolally.” 
(Interview with Chris)

In Chris account above, an invisible in 
discourse on volunteerism emerges. Norms 
and expectations of individuals at sites of 
action act as wider gatekeepers to affective 
states and the acquisition of functional 
skills. This in part can be explained by 
Maslow’s theory of the hierarchy of needs 
(1954) as sensed safety, i.e. acceptance, 
gives rise to full psychological and 
actual engagement in volunteering and 
receptivity to onsite experience. In practice 
this means volunteers engage in tasks 
and sociality more fully when they feel 
accepted in a supportive culture.  The 
interactions between key actors, such as 
project managers/case workers/ teachers 
etc, at sites of volunteerism and volunteers 
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“My attitude has changed since 
being here. Beforehand quite 
a lot of my criminal activities 
was through violence but 
now…it certainly taught me 
different aspects of life, like 
not everybody’s against me 
which is the attitude I’ve had 
for a while…. So it’s changed 
my outlook from how I used 
to be to how I am now when 
I (will) work my arse off until I 
retire.” (Interview with Sam)

Despite the instrumental role of 
volunteerism in creating life trajectory 
shifts, volunteering is not a panacea to 
mental illness, unemployment, ill health 
etc. However, the development of efficacy 
and aspiration through voluntary action 
is fundamental to creating the conditions 
for personal change. This must correspond 
to the removal of barriers to action, for 
example lack of opportunity, for the 
transformation of ambition to occur. 

The Olympics highlighted the integral 
role of volunteers in social programme 
provision, as life-enhancing experiences 
were delivered to participants and society 
(Shipway et al, 2012). The implications of 
unequal barriers to participation and the 
responsibility for their mitigation demand 
urgent consideration for the benefits 
and latent capacity of volunteerism to be 
fully realised. For volunteerism to align 

developed functioning stem from volunteer 
cohorts. The group dynamic skills attained 
through onsite interactions can also extend 
beyond the environment into the social, 
as volunteers and key workers provide 
a framework for individuals to interact 
in public spaces. Through the provision 
of spontaneous dialogue between 
volunteers and volunteers and key workers, 
volunteering emerges as an accessible 
space for advancing personal abilities that 
adds to the collective value of volunteerism 
for social resilience, as individuals develop 
better social skills that facilitates efficacy in 
personal action. 

Aspiration

In our study experience of personal benefits 
accrued through voluntary participation 
can catalyse the transformation of 
aspiration and future plans. These 
transformed notions of future selves build 
on existing interests and through these 
means volunteering acts to stimulate 
expanded social participation in relation 
to work and volunteering. The significance 
of this can be profound for communities, 
places and people as the following 
demonstrates:
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in environmental volunteering can induce 
better states of being that cut across 
divisions of need.

This study demonstrates that volunteering 
can actively reverse states of social 
exclusion, whilst fostering a connectedness 
to places. As contemporary political 
debates on Big Society surround the 
challenges presented by atomised 
communities, as neoliberal fiscal policies 
fracture community structures and local 
resilience, volunteerism here emerges as 
an autonomous method of improving 
cohesion. These productive relationships 
point to the longitudinal effects of 
participation. Greater connectedness 
and desire to participate in locally 
motivated actions gives rise to manifold 
opportunities for future action through 
fostering the will, confidence, aspirations 
and networks that drive engagement. 
The intrinsic gratification of these states 
gives rise to the immediate elevation of 
affect and self-esteem. Through enabling 
people to take responsibility for their local 
environments through interacting with 
others, volunteering becomes a versatile 
community asset not only for social 
inclusion but also for promoting health and 
mental wellbeing. These therapy effects 
have profound implications for health care 
in the UK today. Although motivations 
and needs are subject specific, dominant 
sources of gratification and fulfilment of 
needs at sites of volunteering can transform 
individuals. Autonomy in action is a crucial 
determinant of on-going gratification of 

social justice commitment to the removal 
of these barriers and investment is now 
necessitated as complex social challenges 
prevent equal participation. 

Conclusion

Participation in environmental volunteerism 
provides a framework to produce extensive 
shifts in psychological and functional states. 
The context of environmental volunteering 
is paramount to this process. Through 
being closer to nature within constructive 
social interactions and actions, participation 
unites the duel benefits of wellbeing 
and environmental change in a single 
action. This has extensive implications for 
communities, places, people and politics. 
Our study demonstrates that environmental 
volunteering is vitally capable of improving 
lives and livelihoods. 

Wellbeing is a multifaceted construct, 
combining subjective evaluations of affect 
with actual abilities. Volunteers explanations 
of behaviour and effect demonstrate that 
each of the core measures of wellness 
are enhanced by participation in natural 
contexts. This posits environmental 
volunteerism as an accessible portal for 
profound personal change, located at 
sites that are already or are in a state of 
becoming meaningful to individuals. As 
mental wellness varies, anchored to a 50% 
baseline determined by genetics (Diener et 
al, 1999; Braungart et al, 1992) participation 
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these needs and calls into question the 
extended value of pre-scripted actions 
at sites of volunteerism. The distinctly 
inclusive culture of ‘below the radar’ action 
is a fertile ground for this quality. Fostering 
knowledge exchanges between volunteers, 
outcomes are shaped by the personalities 
and abilities of others. As volunteering 
is coveted as a potent means for social 
change, the variability of outcomes on the 
basis of project specific qualities must now 
undergo scrutiny to include personal and 
public benefits
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Participation in 
environmental volunteerism 
provides a framework 
to produce extensive 
shifts in psychological 
and functional states.

In this paper we assess 
critically how environmental 
volunteering aff ects wellbeing 
and provide evidence on the 
extent to which volunteering 
produces a connectedness 
within people and places 
through developing 
wider positive aff ects.
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