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REPORT CONTEXT

Why study volunteerism in the B.C. sport sector?

Volunteers are the heartbeat of the sport sector in British Columbia and beyond. 
viaSport recognizes that volunteers play a critical role in the delivery and operation 
of programming at all levels of the Canadian sport system1. The B.C. Ministry 
of Tourism, Arts and Culture’s 2020-2025 strategic framework for sport in B.C. 
identifies volunteerism as a priority in multiple areas. Priorities include building 
capacity through the development of volunteers at the participatory and high-
performance levels, and leveraging event hosting to attract community support 
from volunteers to promote the value of quality and inclusive sport2. 

Sport organizations rely on volunteers to deliver quality sport programming, 
yet many sport organizations face barriers related to volunteer recruitment 
and retention. In a 2022 survey of the B.C. sport sector, organizations identified 
volunteer engagement, volunteer recruitment, and volunteer retention3 as the 
top three challenges related to volunteers. Volunteerism in the Canadian sport 
sector has seen some troubling trends over the last few decades. A decline in 
volunteer rates, increased demand for volunteers, increased skill levels required 
from sport volunteers, and a lack of diversity among sport volunteers have led to 
an increasingly complex volunteer landscape 5,6,7,8 

viaSport had three primary objectives in producing this report:

1. To examine the current landscape of volunteerism in the BC sport sector

2. To better understand the barriers, enablers, and motivators for the 
recruitment and retention of volunteers in sport

3. To recommend strategic actions for viaSport and best practices for 
organizations to better support the recruitment and retention of volunteers 
in B.C. sport
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This report will provide valuable information and ideas for sport organizations to 
sustainably strengthen volunteer recruitment, retention, and engagement. Further, 
this report will provide resources and strategies to support sport organizations in 
their efforts to diversify their volunteer base.

Method

The findings and recommendations in this report are based on a combination 
of secondary research and stakeholder engagement. viaSport undertook an 
extensive review of academic literature and industry reports from the past 15 years 
on the topic of volunteerism, with a focus on recruitment and retention of sport 
volunteers. The majority of the reviewed research was conducted in a Canadian 
context. Select international studies were included that had particular relevance 
to sport-related volunteer behaviours and activities. 

This literature review was supported by two stakeholder engagement tools 
administered by viaSport to the B.C. sport sector. The first was a sector impact 
survey conducted in 2021, designed to highlight the impacts and changes 
experienced by B.C. sport organizations in the previous 12 months. The second 
was a volunteerism workshop held at viaSport’s “Sportscape” event in September, 
2022, attended by close to 100 sport leaders in B.C. This session was designed to 
encourage current B.C. sport leaders to imagine an ideal future of volunteerism 
in the sport sector and to provide ideas for strategic action in order to realize 
these goals. 

Between the review of existing research and the ideas put forward by current 
leaders in the B.C. sport sector, key findings and recommendations were developed 
to support and strengthen volunteerism in the sector.
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ENVIRONMENTAL OVERVIEW

Before we address the findings related to volunteer recruitment and retention, 
it is important to understand the current state of volunteerism in the B.C. sport 
sector. Due to the limited number of reports specific to volunteerism in B.C. sport, 
this section has been divided into three sub-sections: 

1. The volunteer landscape in B.C.: Patterns and trends related to general 
volunteerism in British Columbia

2. The volunteer landscape in Canada: Patterns and trends related to general 
volunteerism in Canada

3. The volunteer landscape in the Canadian sport sector: Patterns and trends 
specific to sport volunteerism in Canad

The volunteer landscape in B.C. 

According to Statistics Canada, British Columbia’s formal volunteer rate was 
43.9% in 2018, almost 3% above the national average9. An analysis of British 
Columbia’s statistics from the Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering, and 
Participating found that volunteer rates were second highest among sports and 
recreation organizations10. 

The Vancouver Foundation’s 2019 Vital Signs report found that 62% of British 
Columbians aged 18 and above engaged in volunteering or activities that involve 
giving their time to an organization, community or cause. This report found some 
variation in the types of volunteer activities preferred by generation, with younger 
generations expressing a preference for short-term volunteer opportunities and 
older generations favouring long-term volunteer commitments11.  
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The volunteer landscape in Canada

In 2018, over 24 million people in Canada aged 15 and above volunteered in 
formal or informal capacities, totaling 79% of the surveyed population. While the 
likelihood of volunteering was found to decrease with age, however the number 
of hours volunteered were highest among older generations. In comparison 
to younger generations that had higher volunteer rates but the average hours 
volunteered were lower12.

According to Volunteer Canada, the lack of diversity in the Canadian volunteerism 
sector is a long-standing issue. Recent statistics show that the immigrant volunteer 
rate in Canada is seven percent lower than the volunteer rate of individuals born 
in Canada, although immigrant volunteers have been found to volunteer more 
hours per year12. 

The research also highlighted an increase in informal volunteering, suggesting 
a shift in the way that Canadians choose to volunteer13. This is further supported 
by research conducted on the impact of COVID-19 on the Canadian volunteer 
landscape, which found an increase in informal and virtual volunteering 
opportunities3.   

The volunteer landscape in the Canadian sport sector

Sport and recreation organizations make up 21% of Canada’s nonprofit and 
voluntary organizations, and one fifth of volunteers in Canada are involved in the 
sport sector14. There is clearly a strong connection between sport and volunteerism, 
as 65% of lifelong volunteers report that their first experience volunteering was 
through sport or recreation15. With over 60% of Canadians reporting present 
or previous community sport experience16, it seems that recruiting volunteers 
through community sport is not only a way to strengthen volunteerism in the sport 
sector, but to encourage lifelong commitment to the values of volunteerism.
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According to a 2020 survey from the Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research 
Institute (CFLRI), 27% of surveyed Canadian adults (18+) had volunteered in sport 
within the previous 12 months1. Despite the strong volunteer presence of Canadian 
volunteers in the sport sector, the sector faces some key challenges related to 
volunteerism. While diversity is a challenge among the Canadian volunteer 
sector as a whole, the issue is even more prominent in the sport sector. Statistics 
show that the sport sector has the widest gap of all organization types between 
the percentage of volunteer hours from immigrants to Canada versus Canadian 
born volunteers (see Figure 1)17.

Figure 1. Retrieved from Volunteer Canada. 

https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/Building_Blocks_for_Engaging_Newcomers_Guide_Orgs.pdf
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Other underrepresented groups in sport volunteerism include older adults 
(65+), women, and adults with lower incomes. Demographic information from 
the CFLRI 2020 survey showed a 10% decrease in sport volunteer rates among 
adults aged 65+ (19%) compared to those aged 18-64 (29-31%). Further, 25% of 
women reported volunteering in sport compared with 29% of men. Women are 
underrepresented as community coaches, where they make up only 25% of all 
coaches in the Canadian sport system18. Adults who are married or living with 
a partner and adults who have a university degree are more likely to report 
volunteering1. 

Finally, organizational challenges exist where many Canadian and B.C. sport 
organizations report difficulties in recruiting and retaining volunteers, as well 
as maintaining stable volunteer levels3,4. The environmental context of the B.C. 
and Canadian sport sector were taken into consideration when developing the 
recommendations and best practices of this report. 
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MOTIVATORS, ENABLERS, AND BARRIERS TO VOLUNTEER 
RECRUITMENT AND RETENTION IN SPORT

This section outlines common themes from the literature review. First, motivators 
for individuals to volunteer in sport are identified, followed by enablers and barriers 
to volunteer recruitment and retention. Barriers for the sport organizations will 
also be discussed. This identifies patterns related to different demographics 
of volunteers, where motivators, enablers and/or barriers may differ based on 
volunteer age, gender, cultural background, or disability status. 
 
The volunteer landscape in B.C. 

In general, sport volunteers are motivated by a combination of altruistic factors 
and personal benefits, with the altruistic factors often becoming more prevalent 
the longer the volunteer remains involved. The extent to which the volunteer’s 
needs or expectations are met has a significant impact on their likelihood to 
remain involved in volunteering. Individuals’ motivators to volunteer in sport can 
be broken down into four main themes:The volunteer landscape in Canada: 
Patterns and trends related to general volunteerism in Canada

1. Social connections

2. Opportunities for learning and career development

3. Giving back to the community

4. Passion for the sport or organization

 1.   Social connections

Social connections act as motivating factor across all demographics of sport 
volunteers. Sport volunteers are often recruited through friends and family, and 
those who make positive social connections through volunteering are more likely 
to remain involved1,20,21. The benefits of developing social connections through 
volunteering can be particularly motivating for newcomers to Canada, as an 
opportunity to build up a social network18. Further, studies have found that social 
factors can lead to increased volunteer retention among student volunteers22.
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 2.   Opportunities for learning and career development

Another common motivator for sport volunteers is the opportunity for learning or 
career development. While this motivating factor is relevant across all volunteer 
demographics, it is most prevalent among younger volunteers and can vary 
widely between age groups. For example, younger volunteers are often motivated 
to volunteer as a way to advance their careers through skill development and 
networking23,23. For middle-aged and older adults, volunteering is a great way to 
use their existing skills24,25. Newcomers to Canada may benefit from the opportunity 
to develop their English language skills and make professional contacts18.  

 3.   Giving back to the community

The first two themes identified are driven by personal benefits. The most altruistic 
motivator is the desire to support or give back to the community1. Many volunteers, 
particularly coaches, are motivated by the opportunity to contribute to the 
development of youth by passing on knowledge and values. Research has found 
this motive to be highly prevalent among women coaches, along with a desire to 
promote gender equity in sport19. 

Parent coaches, older adults, and volunteers who have been involved with an 
organization for several years are often motivated to give back to the community26,20. 
However, when volunteers are engaged from a young age, volunteerism can be 
instilled as a personal value through the influence of their family, friends, or sport 
organization21. Some studies show that promoting volunteerism through values 
and altruism rather than personal reward leads to greater volunteer retention. 
While newer volunteers are often motivated by personal growth and reward, 
those who remain committed for the longest are the ones who volunteer for 
altruistic reasons21,27,28. Overall, there is a strong family component to this theme, 
as many parents are motivated to volunteer due to their children’s involvement in 
sport and their children often carry on a tradition of volunteering if they grew up 
watching their parents volunteer29,25.  
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           4.   Passion for the sport or organization

Finally, many volunteers are motivated to get involved and stay involved because 
of their passion for sport. Athletes often develop strong athletic identities and close 
personal connections to their sport. As a result, volunteering can be an avenue for 
athletes to maintain their connection to a sport after they retire from playing30. 
This motivator is also closely linked to retention, as studies have found that many 
older adults who volunteer in sport have a long history of commitment to the 
sport25,27. In addition to the connection to sport, volunteers can be motivated by a 
connection to the organization. Volunteers are more likely to remain involved and 
engaged when they believe in the purpose or cause of the organization through 
shared values. A strong connection to the organization leads to high levels of 
commitment, often resulting in long-term volunteer retention20.   

Enablers for the volunteer

In addition to the motivators identified above, the following two themes outline 
the most common structural supports that enable individuals to get involved and 
stay involved in sport volunteering:

1. Organizational support

2. Role fit and flexibility
 

           1.   Social connections

The most important enabler to sport volunteering from an individual standpoint 
is organizational support. When an individual feels supported and valued by 
the organization, they will demonstrate higher levels of commitment to the 
organization, leading to increased engagement and retention22. Organizational 
support can come in many different forms, such as training, inclusion, and 
recognition, to name a few.

Organizational support is a critical enabler across all volunteer demographics, 
but different volunteer groups may benefit from various types of support. For 
example, volunteer mentorship is a great way to support volunteer coaches. 
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New coaches or young coaches may lack confidence in their abilities and benefit 
from having an experienced mentor to support them. Mentorship is also a useful 
tool for underrepresented groups such as women coaches, who may be looking 
to grow their professional networks19,29. Support with English language skills is 
found to be an enabler among newcomer volunteers, while the use of accessible 
technology and communication practices is an enabler for volunteers with 
disabilities18,30,31.    
 

	 2.			Role	fit	and	flexibility

Role fit and flexibility is another enabler for sport volunteers to remain involved and 
engaged. The alignment between the volunteer and the organization is important 
in terms of both the volunteer role and the alignment of values. Volunteers are 
more likely to remain involved and engaged when they believe in the purpose 
or cause of the organization through shared values20 and when their volunteer 
role matches their skill set and interests22. To achieve good role fit, organizations 
need to communicate with volunteers early and often to find out their interests 
and skills. Volunteers who feel that they are making a meaningful contribution by 
using their unique skill set are more likely to stay in their volunteer role27.

Role flexibility can support individuals with busy schedules, physical limitations, 
or geographical barriers to find a volunteer role that suits their needs19,27. Role 
flexibility can come in different forms, such as job sharing or adapting volunteer 
roles. An increasingly popular type of role flexibility is the offer of virtual volunteering 
opportunities. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the use of virtual volunteering 
and many organizations have continued to adapt volunteer roles for a virtual 
setting3,32. Virtual volunteering has many benefits for both the volunteer and the 
organization. Volunteers enjoy reduced time constraints because of a decrease in 
travel time and an increase in flexibility to complete tasks on their own schedules1. 
Further, virtual volunteering is a way to make volunteer opportunities accessible 
for individuals with physical limitations. For example, virtual volunteering can 
benefit individuals with disabilities, health concerns, or mobility challenges. It also 
provides an option for individuals facing geographic barriers, such as a lack of 
reliable transportation or those living in remote areas8,37,38. This type of role flexibility 
is beneficial to the organization as well, because it opens up opportunities to a 
broader and more diverse volunteer community12.      
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Barriers for the volunteer

Although sport volunteers are motivated and supported by a variety of factors, 
some individuals face barriers to get involved or stay involved in sport volunteering. 
The most common barriers are summarized in the four themes below:

1. Time commitment

2. Volunteer conditions

3. Skills and confidence

4. Access and knowledge of opportunities
 

 1.   Time commitment

The most common and universally applicable barrier is the time commitment 
required to volunteer in sport1,10,. While this barrier exists across all volunteer 
demographics, it has been found that different age groups have various competing 
priorities. For example, younger volunteers may be balancing school and part-
time work, while middle-aged volunteers are often juggling their career and 
family priorities20. Older adults who are retired might not want to be tied down by 
volunteering or may face pressure from family and friends who think that they are 
doing too much25. These factors related to time constraints can pose challenges 
for both recruitment and retention of sport volunteers.
 

          2.   Volunteer conditions

A commonly cited barrier specific to volunteer retention is the working conditions 
of the volunteer role. Volunteers may become less engaged or leave their volunteer 
role altogether if they are unhappy with their working conditions. For example, 
many sport organizations rely on a small number of highly dedicated volunteers 
and lack sufficient secondary volunteers7,17. As a result, those who commit the most 
time are often overworked and become susceptible to burnout. Due to the over-
reliance on these volunteers, organizations often struggle to backfill volunteer 
roles. This can lead volunteers to stay in their role out of obligation, which results 
in low individual satisfaction for the volunteer22. These issues are most prevalent 
among parent volunteers and long-term volunteers who have a high level of 
commitment to the organization. For younger volunteers, conditions such as a 
lack of growth opportunities can decrease their likelihood to remain involved28.
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	 3.			Skills	and	confidence

Some individuals lack the required skills or confidence to get involved or stay involved 
in sport volunteering. Research shows that the community sport landscape is 
becoming increasingly complex and bureaucratic. As a result, sport organizations 
need highly skilled volunteers to navigate leadership and administrative roles7,17. 
Some volunteers lack the required skill while others lack confidence in their skills, 
either of which may deter them from pursuing or remaining in volunteer roles1,34. 
Low confidence is more likely to affect younger volunteers, particularly coaches, 
who have less experience28. When newer coaches or volunteers in leadership roles 
do not get adequate training and support, they are less likely to remain involved. 
 

          4.   Access and knowledge of opportunities  

It is important to acknowledge that sport volunteering is more accessible to some 
demographic groups than others. To avoid duplicating information, demographic 
barriers and enablers will both be outlined in this section. Several studies identify 
enablers and barriers related to an individual’s income level, education, family 
status, gender, immigration status, (dis)ability, and sport background. Some of 
the most common demographic enablers are being parents of school-aged 
children with mid to high income levels, having a high level of education, and 
being married or living with a partner1,15,29,30. Men are found to have greater access 
to sport volunteering opportunities, while women, immigrants to Canada, and 
individuals with disabilities face added barriers to accessing volunteer roles in 
sport8,10,15,30. 

A related barrier to volunteer recruitment is a lack of knowledge of volunteer 
opportunities in sport. This barrier is prevalent among younger demographics (18-
24) and volunteers over 65 years old1,25. Beyond the lack of knowledge of volunteer 
opportunities, some demographic groups face barriers to accessing certain types 
of volunteer roles. For example, studies have found that immigrant volunteers are 
less likely to obtain leadership roles in sport organizations and women may be 
channeled into administrative roles rather than coaching positions due to gender 
stereotypes19,35.
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Barriers for the sport organization

After review of the motivators, enablers, and barriers that are most common among 
sport volunteers, it is important to identify the barriers that sport organizations 
face related to volunteerism. Sport organizations experience barriers related to 
the following four categories:

1. Volunteer recruitment

2. Volunteer retention

3. Volunteer management and organizational capacity

4. Time and resources
 

 1.   Volunteer recruitment

Sport organizations face a number of challenges related to volunteer recruitment. 
With volunteers often unable to commit due to time constraints, organizations may 
struggle to match volunteers to an appropriate role. As alluded to previously, the 
sport sector as a whole is becoming increasingly complex, which means that sport 
organizations often require highly skilled volunteers to fill certain roles. Challenges 
with recruitment can lead organizations to fill these roles with volunteers who do 
not have the skill set required to carry out all responsibilities6,17.  

In addition to finding suitable volunteers, many sport organizations struggle 
to recruit a diverse volunteer base. Research shows that many non-profit 
organizations, particularly in sport, do not have a volunteer base that is 
representative of the community they serve6,18,32. The difficulty to recruit diverse 
volunteers can come from a variety of factors. Some volunteers may face physical 
or geographic barriers8,12, or underrepresented groups might feel unwelcome due 
to insufficient support and a lack of role models19,36. 

          2.   Volunteer retention

Once volunteers are recruited, many sport organizations struggle to retain 
existing volunteers. As identified in the environmental overview, there is a trend 
in volunteerism where younger generations show a preference for short-term 
volunteer opportunities. This may decrease an individual’s commitment to the 
organization, leading to lower retention rates. If organizations do not have a
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retention plan in place to maintain a relationship with short-term volunteers, these 
volunteers end up committing only for short periods of time or one-off events6.

Time commitment can also act as a barrier to retention, as volunteers may be 
hesitant to take on more or may leave their volunteer roles due to demanding time 
commitments7,10. Further, volunteers might leave the organization if the role does 
not align with the volunteer’s expectations when they took on the position. Sport 
organizations that rely heavily on a small number of highly skilled volunteers face 
challenges with succession planning. When a key volunteer leaves their position, 
the organization may not have the ability to replace the individual with an equally 
skilled and committed volunteer7,22. 

          3.   Volunteer management and organizational capacity

The majority of B.C. sport organizations operate with limited financial resources, 
which creates challenges related to volunteer management and organizational 
capacity. In many sport organizations, volunteer managers are unpaid volunteers, 
or volunteer management is a portion of an employee’s job description. As a result, 
volunteer managers often lack the time and resources to implement structured 
volunteer management practices. For example, organizations may have 
difficulty providing sufficient volunteer training, communicating effectively with 
their volunteers (particularly through digital platforms), and providing sufficient 
volunteer recognition3,6. Under-developed volunteer management practices 
have been linked to issues with volunteer retention32,37. A lack of strategic planning 
related to volunteer resources is often linked to sport organization’s challenges 
with volunteer recruitment and retention7,38.  
 

          4.   Access and knowledge of opportunities  

One of the greatest challenges of the sport sector in B.C. is organizational 
capacity. In order to mitigate the barriers listed above, volunteer managers 
require time and resources. Research shows that organizations with staff or 
volunteer positions that are dedicated exclusively to supporting and managing 
the volunteer base often have better volunteer management practices6,32. While 
some organizations might be hesitant to dedicate more resources to volunteer 
management, it is a worthwhile investment that can save the organization time 
and resources in the long term. Implementing practices that increase retention will 
improve organizational efficiency, with more time focused on managing existing 
volunteers and less time spent recruiting and onboarding new volunteers24. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND BEST PRACTICES

This section provides recommendations and best practices to promote and 
increase volunteerism in the sport sector. This section begins with a broad list 
of best practices for sport organizations to improve volunteer recruitment and 
retention. It then highlights specific strategies for targeted recruitment and 
retention, broken down into different volunteer demographics. Finally, this section 
outlines potential strategic actions for the B.C. sport sector to strengthen capacity 
related to volunteerism. These recommendations are based on both the literature 
review outlined in the previous section, as well as stakeholder recommendations 
from viaSport’s ‘Sportscape’ event in September, 2022. 
 
Best practices for sport organizations

1. Use Human Resource Management (HRM) principles to design a 

volunteer program.

Research shows that the use of HRM practices leads to increased retention of 
volunteers. Organizational practices such as planning, strategic recruitment, 
training, and recognition have all been connected to high levels of commitment 
and dedication from volunteers6,20,32. With that said, it is important to recognize 
the unique needs of a volunteer workforce. Organizations must find a balance to 
manage volunteers in an organized and efficient way, while maintaining a level 
of flexibility. Human resource management practices for volunteer groups should 
be more informal and relational than they would be for paid employees6,32. 

It is recommended that sport organizations adopt some level of HRM principles 
that is appropriate to the scope and capacity of the organization. The most 
basic principles include taking a strategic approach to volunteer recruitment, 
outlining roles, responsibilities, and time commitments for the volunteer, providing 
volunteer orientation and training, and providing opportunities for evaluation and 
feedback32. In order to implement effective HRM practices, it is important that 
the organization has at least one dedicated individual to support and manage 
the volunteer workforce6.
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Organizations may find Volunteer Canada’s Canadian Code for Volunteer 
Involvement to be a useful guide to design and implement a volunteer program. 

 2.   Prioritize building relationships.

Communication and interpersonal relationships are important elements 
of volunteer motivation and volunteer management. As outlined in the 
previous section, volunteers are more likely to remain involved when they have 
organizational support and a strong connection to the organization. Therefore, 
a retention strategy for sport organizations is to prioritize building relationships 
with their volunteers. Organizations should communicate regularly with their 
volunteers to keep them in the loop, ensure their needs are being met, and make 
volunteers feel like valued members of the organization3,14. 

Since social connections lead to increased retention, sport organizations can 
also facilitate events and activities to foster relationships between volunteers, 
and with the organization’s staff members6,39. Prioritizing relationships can lead 
to an increase in volunteer recruitment, while strengthening the organization’s 
social network7. 

	 3.			Provide	a	range	of	flexible	volunteer	roles.

As this report has demonstrated, the needs and preferences of volunteers vary 
depending on the individual’s personal context and identity factors. Sport 
organizations must have the flexibility to address the different needs of volunteers 
in order to recruit a diverse volunteer workforce. This includes offering a range of 
different commitment levels, from one-off opportunities to long-term volunteer 
positions. Virtual volunteering along with online training and orientation resources 
should be provided to accommodate busy schedules, physical barriers, and 
geographic barriers. Organizations should ensure that volunteer roles and 
tasks are appropriate to the volunteer’s skill, experience and confidence, while 
supporting the volunteer’s development21. 

 

https://volunteer.ca/ccvi
https://volunteer.ca/ccvi
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1. Recruitment: Promote volunteering using a balance of altruism and 

personal reward.

Volunteers are generally motivated by a combination of altruistic factors and 
personal rewards, with altruistic motivation often strengthening over time. Sport 
organizations should consider this when developing recruitment messages 
by highlighting both the altruistic benefits and personal rewards. To increase 
retention, sport organizations might choose to promote altruism to a greater 
extent, as volunteers who are motivated by altruistic factors tend to have higher 
levels of retention. This can be achieved by outlining the importance of volunteers 
and how they contribute to the sport, the organization, and the community. Sport 
organizations can promote volunteerism as a core value of the organization in 
order to encourage individuals to develop a sustained habit of volunteering21.

Targeted recruitment and retention: Recommendations for sport 

organizations

Young volunteers

1. Provide professional development opportunities that support career 

advancement and skill development. Young volunteers are often 
motivated by personal benefits related to career development. Sport 
organizations can meet these volunteer needs by offering professional 
development opportunities for volunteers, such as a mentorship program 
or networking opportunities.

2. Promote volunteerism as a fundamental value of the organization. 

Individuals who volunteer from a young age are more likely to become 
lifelong volunteers. Sport organizations can facilitate this by encouraging 
and supporting young athletes to volunteer. By developing the habit of 
volunteering at a young age, individuals may adopt volunteerism as a 
personal value, increasing the likelihood of volunteer retention. 
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Middle-aged volunteers

1. Provide a range of opportunities to get the most out of their skills. Middle-
aged volunteers often have extensive career experience, yet may be busy 
with competing priorities such as career and family responsibilities. Ensure 
that a range of opportunities in terms of skill level and time commitment 
are available in order to get the most out of these diverse and highly 
skilled volunteers.

2. Promote opportunities for family volunteering. Research has found 
that individuals who saw their parents volunteer growing up are more 
likely to volunteer themselves, continuing what is referred to as the 
volunteer lifecycle25. One way to encourage this shared value is for sport 
organizations to promote opportunities for family members to volunteer 
together, such as parents, their children, and even grandparents. This is 
beneficial to the parent or grandparent, as they do not need to worry 
about losing family time or finding childcare. 

Older adult volunteers

1. Offer	flexible	roles	and	job	sharing. Older adult volunteers may have a 
wide range of needs and motivations to volunteer. Many retired adults 
volunteer to remain physically and mentally active, yet may face barriers 
related to health concerns and competing plans for retirement25,27. 
In order to address these various needs, sport organizations should 
offer flexible volunteer roles that can be adapted to meet the needs of 
the volunteer. Job sharing may be a useful strategy to alleviate time 
constraints and adapt tasks to the skill set of the volunteer.

2. Targeted recruitment strategies. Research has found that older adults 
who are involved in sport volunteering have wide social networks25. 
Sport organizations can connect with the networks of these volunteers as 
avenues for new recruitment. Previous sport participants or coaches are 
also recommended for targeted recruitment of older adult volunteers. In 
addition, older adult volunteers are more motivated by altruistic factors 
than personal rewards, so recruitment messages for older adults should 
be tailored to the altruistic benefits of volunteering. 
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Volunteers with a disability

1. Provide	virtual	volunteering	options	and	role	flexibility.	Many individuals 
with disabilities experience physical barriers that may inhibit their ability to 
volunteer in a traditional sport setting38. Sport organizations can mitigate 
these barriers by providing virtual volunteering options or by having some 
flexibility in volunteer roles to meet the needs of the volunteer. Ensure role 
flexibility is communicated to prospective volunteers. Get to know the 
strengths of the prospective volunteer and assign or redesign tasks to 
maximize the use of their strengths.  

2. Identify and reduce barriers for individuals with disabilities. Make 
accessibility and inclusion an expectation within the sport organization, 
rather than making reactive accommodations. This allows for diverse 
participation without placing the responsibility on the volunteer to disclose 
their accessibility needs. Volunteer Canada has multiple resources to 
support organizations with creating an accessible volunteer environment. 
Refer to Volunteer Canada’s Engaging People with Disabilities webpage 
for a list of up to date resources to help your organization become more 
accessible for volunteers.

Newcomers to Canada

1. Facilitate social integration. Newcomers to Canada are often motivated 
to volunteer by the opportunity to meet people or to learn more about the 
community. Sport organizations can facilitate welcoming opportunities 
for social connection by creating a buddy program, where a newcomer 
volunteer is matched with an experienced volunteer to support training 
and integration18.

2. Use a strengths-based approach to recruitment. Sport organizations 
benefit from engaging newcomers by widening their pool of potential 
volunteers, gaining diverse perspectives, and raising cultural awareness 
within the organization. Organizations should recognize the strengths 
of having a diverse volunteer base, as well as the strengths of each 
volunteer38. Assess the skills of each volunteer and provide development 
opportunities as needed. 

https://volunteer.ca/index.php?MenuItemID=315
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3.  Intercultural awareness: Identify and reduce barriers. In order to create 
a welcoming environment for newcomer volunteers, it is the organiza-
tion’s responsibility to educate themselves and their staff. Volunteers 
and staff should be provided with training and resources to integrate 
newcomer volunteers18. As a starting point, sport organizations can refer 
to Volunteer Canada’s Engaging Newcomers webpage for resources to 
support newcomer volunteers. Further, the Guide for Cultural Competency 
Application of the Canadian Code is a useful resource to create welcoming 
and inclusive environments for volunteers.

Women and girls

1. Increase retention through organizational support. Retention rates 
among women and girls are found to be negatively affected by 
unwelcoming sport environments and perceived lack of support, leading 
women to feel isolated in their volunteer roles. Sport organizations can 
mitigate this challenge by providing support for women volunteers in their 
early years of coaching such as professional development, mentorship 
opportunities, and networking opportunities19. Communication and 
organizational support are essential to increasing retention.

2. Examine how policies impact women’s involvement and experience in 

volunteer sport roles. Particularly among volunteer coaches, women 
and girls have been historically underrepresented due to gender role 
stereotypes. Organizations should ensure that their policies and practices 
are inclusive and consider the needs of women volunteers. For example, 
inflexible volunteer schedules and unclear coaching pathways can 
negatively impact women’s experiences and retention rates19. 

Strategic actions for the B.C. sport sector

The following recommendations represent areas for strategic action to support 
the development of volunteerism across the B.C. sport sector.

https://volunteer.ca/index.php?MenuItemID=344
https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/Cultural_Competency_Application_of_CCVI_2009.pdf
https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/Cultural_Competency_Application_of_CCVI_2009.pdf
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1. Cross-sport collaboration and resource sharing

Sport organizations can benefit from the opportunity to collaborate and share 
resources related to volunteerism in order to relieve some of the stress on the 
limited resources of individual sport organizations.  Organizations should look 
to collaborate on strategies related recruitment and retention of volunteers. 
The Sportscape session identified a desire for a centralized volunteer database 
for sport sector volunteers. This would both streamline volunteer onboarding 
processes and create a master list of sport volunteers that could be accessed by 
all local and provincial sport organizations. viaSport’s strategic plan (2022-2027) 
outlines a priority to support the development of sector volunteer strategy and 
the development of an online volunteer resource hub. 

2. Supports or incentives for youth volunteers

The literature review demonstrates that engaging volunteers from a young age 
can increase volunteer retention. Since younger volunteers are often motivated by 
personal rewards and career development, the sector would benefit from looking 
into education, supports, and incentives to engage youth volunteers. This might 
involve collaboration between the B.C. sport sector and the B.C. school system to 
explore possible volunteer and leadership development opportunities. Possible 
initiatives could include targeted recruitment of high school students towards 
their 30 volunteer hours required for high school graduation or promotion of the 
External Sport Credentials Program. 

3. Recognition, appreciation, and incentives for volunteers

Volunteer recognition is important for volunteer motivation as it demonstrates to 
the volunteer that they are valued by the organization. Sportscape surfaced some 
ambitious ideas related to recognition of volunteers (e.g. – tax incentives), but 
highlighted a need for the sector to look at a broader range of ways to recognize 
volunteers. Appreciation for volunteers can come in a variety of forms, including 
thank you notes, gift cards, swag, travel vouchers, appreciation events and/or 
awards. 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/support/graduation/getting-credit-to-graduate/external-credentials/external-sport-credentials-program
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/support/graduation/getting-credit-to-graduate/external-credentials/external-sport-credentials-program
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 4.   Governance education

As outlined in the literature review, the management of sport organizations 
is becoming increasingly complex. The B.C. sport sector should continue to 
support governance education for board members and executives of provincial 
sport organizations and local sport organizations. This could include training 
opportunities such as CCES Governance Essentials program or utilizing viaSport’s 
governance resources to develop a plan for onboarding new Directors.



VOLUNTEERISM IN THE B.C. SPORT SECTOR EXAMINING THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE 25

ENDNOTES
1 “Monitoring & Tracking the Field: Volunteering in Sport,” Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle 
Research Institute, 2022. https://cflri.ca/sites/default/files/2022-03/CFLRI-TrackingTheField-
Sport%20Monitor-Volunteering-EN-Final.pdf 

2“Pathways to Sport: A Strategic Framework for Sport in British Columbia,” Province of British 
Columbia, March 2020. https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/sports-recreation-arts-and-
culture/sports/bc_sport_framework.pdf

3“The Volunteering Lens of COVID-19: Fall 2020 Survey,” Volunteer Canada, Volunteer 
Management Professionals of Canada, and spinktank, December 2020. https://volunteer.ca/
index.php?MenuItemID=433

4“Sector Impact Survey”, viaSport British Columbia, Summer 2022.

5Alison Doherty, “Sport Volunteerism: An Introduction to the Special Issue,” Sport 
Management Review 9, no. 2 (2006): 105-109. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1441-3523(06)70021-3

6Pam Kappelides and Tobi Johnson, “A Heavy Load: Challenges and Current Practices for 
Volunteer Managers in the USA, Australia, and Canada,” Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector 
Marketing 32, no. 1 (2020): 4-24. https://doi.org/10.1080/10495142.2019.1668329

7Katie Misener and Alison Doherty, “A Case Study of Organizational Capacity in Nonprofit 
Community Sport,” Journal of Sport Management 23, no. 4 (2006): 457-482. https://doi.
org/10.1123/jsm.23.4.457

8“Engaging Volunteers,” Volunteer Canada, 2020. https://volunteer.ca/index.
php?MenuItemID=314

9“Volunteer Rate and Average Annual Volunteer Hours, by Definition of Volunteering and 
Gender”, Table 45-10-0040-01, Statistics Canada, January 26, 2021. https://www150.statcan.
gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=4510004001

10Julie Sperling, David Lasby, and Michael H. Hall, “Giving, Volunteering, and Participating 
in British Columbia: Findings from the 2004 Canada Survey of Giving, Volunteering, and 
Participating,” Imagine Canada, 2007. http://sectorsource.ca/sites/default/files/resources/
files/bc_highlights_report.pdf

11“Vital Signs 2019: A Snapshot of Community Participation in BC,” Vancouver Foundation, 
2019. https://vancouverfoundationvitalsigns.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/VS2019_web.
pdf



26 VOLUNTEERISM IN THE B.C. SPORT SECTOR EXAMINING THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE

 12“Engaging Volunteers: Newcomers”, Volunteer Canada, 2020. https://volunteer.ca/index.
php?MenuItemID=344

13“Canadian Code for Volunteer Involvement,” Volunteer Canada, 2017. https://volunteer.ca/
vdemo/ResearchAndResources_DOCS/Volunteer_Canada_Canadian_Code_for_Volunteer_
Involvement_2017.pdf

14Glen Gumulka, Cathy Barr, David Lasby, and Barbara Brownlee, “Understanding the 
Capacity of Sports and Recreation Organizations,” Imagine Canada, 2005.  http://
sectorsource.ca/sites/default/files/resources/files/understanding_capacity_of_sports_rec_
report.pdf

15“Power of Sport: The True Sport Report,” Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport, 2022. https://
truesportpur.ca/sites/default/files/content/docs/pdf/truesportreport-2022-e.pdf 

16Erin K. Sharpe, “Resources at the Grassroots of Recreation: Organizational Capacity and 
Quality of Experience in a Community Sport Organization,” Leisure Sciences 28, no. 4 (2006): 
385-401. https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400600745894

17Paula S. Sladowski and Melanie Kientz, “Building Blocks for Engaging Newcomer Volunteers: 
A Guide for Organizations,” Volunteer Canada, August 2012. https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/
EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/Building_Blocks_for_Engaging_Newcomers_Guide_Orgs.pdf

18Haley Baxter, Russell Hoye, and Pam Kappelides, “Female Volunteer Coaches in Community 
Sport: A Scoping Review and Research Agenda,” Journal of Amateur Sport 7, no. 1 (2021): 
64-94. https://doi.org/10.17161/jas.v7i1.13774

19Bill Merrilees, Dale Miller, and Raisa Yakimova, “Volunteer Retention Motives and 
Determinants Across the Volunteer Lifecycle,” Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector Marketing 
32, no. 1 (2020): 25-46. https://doi.org/10.1080/10495142.2019.1689220’

20Geoff Nichols, Eddy Hogg, Caroline Knight, and Syan Storr, “Selling Volunteering or 
Developing Volunteers? Approaches to Promoting Sports Volunteering,” Voluntary Sector 
Review 10, no. 1 (2019): 3-18. https://doi.org/10.1332/204080519X15478200125132

21Nadina Ayer and John R. Cooper, “Exploring Retention and Rewards in Community Sport 
Volunteering,” in The Routledge Handbook of Volunteering in Events, Sport and Tourism, ed. 
Kirsten Holmes, Leonie Lockstone-Binney, Karen A. Smith, and Richard Shipway (London, UK: 
Routledge, 2021), 286-297. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780367815875



VOLUNTEERISM IN THE B.C. SPORT SECTOR EXAMINING THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE 27

22Chulhee Kang, Femida Handy, and Sang-uk Park, “London, Vancouver, and Pyeongchang 
Olympics: A Comparison of Volunteer Motivations,” in The Routledge Handbook of 
Volunteering in Events, Sport and Tourism, ed. Kirsten Holmes, Leonie Lockstone-Binney, 
Karen A. Smith, and Richard Shipway (London, UK: Routledge, 2021), 286-297. https://doi.
org/10.4324/9780367815875 

23James E. Johnson, Chrysostomos Giannoulakis, Nathan Felver, et al., “Motivation, 
Satisfaction and Retention of Sport Management Student Volunteers,” Journal of Applied 
Sport Management 9, no. 1 (2017): 30-50. https://doi.org/10.18666/JASM-2017-V9-I1-7450 

24Shannon Hamm-Kerwin, Katie Misener, and Alison Doherty, “Getting in the Game: An 
Investigation of Volunteering in Sport Among Older Adults,” Leisure 33, no. 2 (2009): 659-685. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14927713.2009.9651457 

25Melanie Hientz and Paula S. Sladowski, “Building Blocks for Boomer Volunteer Engagement,” 
Volunteer Canada, November 2011. https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/
Building_Blocks_for_Boomer_Volunteer_%20Engagement.pdf 

26Katie Misener, Alison Doherty, and Shannon Hamm-Kerwin, “Learning from the Experiences 
of Older Adult Volunteers in Sport: A Serious Leisure Perspective,” Journal of Leisure Research 
42, no. 2 (2010): 267-289. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2010.11950205 

27James A. Busser and Cynthia P. Carruthers, “Youth Sport Volunteer Coach Motivation,” 
Managing Leisure 15, no. 1-2 (2010): 128-139. https://doi.org/10.1080/13606710903448210

28Kirstin Hallmann, “Modelling the Decision to Volunteer in Organized Sports,” Sport 
Management Review 18, no. 3 (2015): 448-463. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.smr.2014.12.003

29Myra R. Enriquez, “Volunteerism in Canadian Organized Sport: A Human Resource 
Management Approach,” University of Guelph Theses & Dissertations, May 2022. https://hdl.
handle.net/10214/26976

30“Using Information and Communication Technology for Inclusive Volunteering,” Volunteer 
Canada. https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/Technology_support_
inclusive_volunteering.pdf 

31“Making Volunteer Opportunities Inclusive,” Volunteer Canada. https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/
EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/Making_volunteer_opportunities_inclusive.pdf 



28 VOLUNTEERISM IN THE B.C. SPORT SECTOR EXAMINING THE CURRENT LANDSCAPE

32“Annual Report 2020-2021,” Volunteer Canada. https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/AGM/AGM2021/
annual-report-2020-2021%20final.pdf

33Geoff Nichols, “Volunteering in Community Sports Organisations and Associations,” in The 
Routledge Handbook of Volunteering in Events, Sport and Tourism, ed. Kirsten Holmes, Leonie 
Lockstone-Binney, Karen A. Smith, and Richard Shipway (London, UK: Routledge, 2021), 
286-297. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780367815875 

34Graham Cuskelly and Michelle Hayes, “Designing a Volunteer Program,” in The Routledge 
Handbook of Volunteering in Events, Sport and Tourism, ed. Kirsten Holmes, Leonie Lockstone-
Binney, Karen A. Smith, and Richard Shipway (London, UK: Routledge, 2021), 286-297. https://
doi.org/10.4324/9780367815875 

35Torsten Schlesinger, Eric Fab, and Peter Ehnold, “The Relevance of Migration Background for 
Volunteer Engagement in Organised Sport,” European Journal for Sport and Society 17, no. 2 
(2020): 116-146. https://doi.org/10.1080/16138171.2020.1737423 

36Denise S. Bortree and Richard D. Waters, “Race and Inclusion in Volunteerism: Using 
Communication Theory to Improve Volunteer Retention,” Journal of Public Relations Research 
26, no. 3 (2014): 215-234. https://doi.org/10.1080/1062726X.2013.864245 

37Graham Cuskelly, Tracy Taylor, Russell Hoye, and Simon Darcy, “Volunteer Management 
Practices and Volunteer Retention: A Human Resource Management Approach,” Sport 
Management Review 9, no. 2 (2006): 141-163. https://doi.org/10.1016/S1441-3523(06)70023-7

38Pam Kappelides, Gillian Sullivan Mort, Clare D’Souza, and Bob McDonald, “Volunteer 
Recruitment, Activation, Commitment, and Retention: An Introduction to the Special Issue,” 
Journal of Nonprofit & Public Sector Marketing 32, no. 1 (2020): 1-3. https://doi.org/10.1080/104
95142.2020.1719324

39“The Value of Volunteering in Canada,” The Conference Board of Canada, April 5, 2018. 
https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/Campaigns_DOCS/Value%20of%20Volunteering%20in%20
Canada%20Conf%20Board%20Final%20Report%20EN.pdf 

40“Removing Barriers to Inclusion,” Volunteer Canada. https://volunteer.ca/vdemo/
EngagingVolunteers_DOCS/Removing_barriers_volunteering.pdf


