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[bookmark: _Toc227656952]Executive Summary
Introduction and context
1. This study explores the experiences of volunteers within social care who transition into paid roles in the social care sector. It builds on previous research into the social care volunteering landscape in Wales and aims to deepen understanding of the factors that shape the experiences of these groups, and their journeys from being volunteers to paid workers. 
2. The 2020 ‘A Healthier Wales: our workforce strategy for health and social care’ (Social Care Wales and Health Education and Improvement Wales) made a commitment to the importance of volunteering and recognised that volunteers are an essential part of the wider health and social care workforce in Wales. The strategy encouraged the development of integrated workforce models that involve volunteers alongside paid staff from the statutory, private, and voluntary sectors.
3. The Social Care Workforce Delivery Plan 2024-2027 noted the major workforce challenges that continue to be experienced in social care, with challenges in recruitment and retention of staff. The most recent Social Care Workforce Report estimated sector vacancies of 6%. 
4. Robust data on the scale of volunteering in regulated social care in Wales is very hard to obtain with the best indication being the number of volunteers reported by regulated providers in Care Inspectorate Wales’ ‘Annual Return’. This shows volunteer numbers in regulated social care to be very low. For the 2024/25 financial year of the 70,600 staff reported by providers across 2,007 social care settings, only 80 volunteers were recorded, representing 0.11% of the workforce. Whilst this is likely to be an under-estimate it gives some indication of the scale of volunteer involvement. 
5. Both social care and volunteering are contested concepts that have fluid boundaries. For this study we focused on formal volunteering i.e. an activity which is unpaid; undertaken through an act of free will; of benefit to others or the environment and undertaken through a group, club or organisation. While it is recognised that informal volunteers make a significant contribution in social care, given that the specific focus of this study was on the regulated social care workforce (i.e. the part of the workforce that Social Care Wales has a responsibility to maintain a register of), the focus of our work was formal volunteering. 
6. The study was conducted through semi-structured interviews with social care staff, volunteers and other stakeholders with key roles in the recruitment of staff and volunteers in social care e.g. health and social care education providers, recruitment agencies specialising in social care, volunteering infrastructure organisations and managers responsible for recruiting paid staff into social care roles. A total of 31 interviews were completed.
7. While the initial intention was to focus only on regulated social care, it became clear that levels of volunteering in regulated roles and settings were incredibly low making recruitment difficult and therefore the criteria for inclusion in interviews was extended to include roles and settings that could be considered “adjacent” to those that are regulated, for example, befriending services, organisations supporting people with learning disabilities or support for carers.
Findings – connections between volunteering and paid work
8. The relationship between volunteering and paid work in social care is complex and rarely follows a neat, linear pathway from one to the other. Volunteering is undertaken alongside paid employment by some people in social care; in some cases, paid work in social care may follow volunteering; and in other examples people got involved in volunteering following periods of paid work in social care. Some also look to volunteering as a route back into paid social care work following a break or as an alternative to paid work, for example, after retirement. 
9. Motivations for social care volunteering are wide ranging and often centred around a desire to help others, to get involved in local communities or to use existing skills and experiences. Personal life histories, including personal experiences of fostering, caring or having parents actively involved in volunteering also influence involvement. Volunteering in social care is seen as aligning with personal values of helping others and kindness. 
10. For students and those looking to move into their first paid roles in social care, a key motivation for volunteering is to gain work-related experiences and to “boost” CVs. 
11. Social care volunteering is recognised by interviewees as helping individuals develop skills and experiences that are valuable and transferable to social care employment or social care courses in further/higher education. In particular, the ‘hands on’ nature of social care volunteering is viewed as central to these transferable experiences and the transition into the paid workforce.
12. Both current and former volunteers describe how their experiences of volunteering help them to develop confidence, including by interacting with different people, having new levels of responsibility and introducing them to different environments and activities. 
13. Volunteers and former volunteers highlight a range of relational skills developed through volunteering including communication, active listening, empathy, emotional awareness, trust-building, conflict resolution and acting professionally. Some interviewees currently in social care employment describe how they use skills initially developed through volunteering in their current roles and how these skills “paid dividends later on”. 
14. Some of the current paid social care workers that we spoke to report that volunteering has in some way influenced, shaped or re-affirmed the direction of their career in social care. Some interviewees say that without volunteering it is unlikely they would have pursued a career in the sector. They note how volunteering introduced them to the world of social care and provided insights into the different types of roles available.
15. Contacts and networks developed through volunteering can also be a route to finding out about job opportunities. It was noted that some roles in the social care sector could be “hard to access” and that volunteering is one way to get your “face known” and to open doors. 
16. Although their direct engagement with volunteers and volunteering was limited, recruitment agencies and recruiters in social care organisations reflect positively on the value of volunteering, recognising the practical experience and transferable skills volunteers can bring to social care roles. They suggest that volunteering signals to employers an individual’s commitment to working in social care and helps demonstrate personal attributes which social care employers look for, such as drive and determination.
17. While voluntary experiences are generally looked upon favourably and “taken seriously” in selection processes, there is a general sense among recruiters that paid work experience is more highly prized and personal experience of being a carer is more frequently foregrounded.  Here, volunteering is accepted as experience in lieu of paid work experience or caring experience, depending on the relevance, transferability and context. 
Findings – enabling volunteering pathways into paid work
18. Social care providers help to facilitate pathways for volunteers looking to move into paid work in social care in a range of ways. This is often as a by-product of organisational approaches and practices to volunteer involvement rather than a result of planned or strategic efforts to support volunteers into paid work. 
19. Where these pathways work well it is a coming together of well supported volunteer roles and paid social care opportunities, that also align with an individual’s volunteer experiences, motivations, interests and values. 
20. Positive examples of volunteers moving into paid roles tend to happen as a result of a key advocate or agent within a particular organisation. This can be a volunteer manager or co-ordinator who invests considerable time and energy to create, maintain and develop volunteering opportunities, facilitate a quality volunteer experience and support individuals to move into paid social care work if they want to do so. 
21. Collaboration and partnerships can create and facilitate pathways from volunteering opportunities to careers in social care in Wales. Examples include partnerships between social care organisations and County Voluntary Councils and/or universities. However, interviews also reveal considerable scope to develop and improve collaborative efforts to support the movement of volunteers into paid employment. 
Findings – misunderstandings, disconnects and fragmentation
22. A key challenge in exploring and growing volunteering in social care settings is the lack of a shared understanding of what is meant by “volunteering”. Different sectors and organisations use alternate terms including “work placement” and “work trial”, with various reasons for avoiding the term “volunteering”. The desire to be clear on the distinction between volunteering and “unpaid work” is particularly important to stakeholders in the voluntary sector. Similarly, the distinction between volunteering and work experience or placements is important to those in the field of education.
23. The growth of volunteering in (regulated) social care is further hampered by negative perceptions of volunteering and a view that volunteering is something only, or particularly, relevant to older, middle-class people. 
24. A lack of knowledge of the range of volunteering opportunities available and the benefits of volunteering for individuals is seen as a key barrier to volunteering in social care, with a number of interviewees calling for more promotional activity to raise awareness and increase understanding of volunteering. 
25. Interviewees also describe social care as not well understood and suffering from negative perceptions. Some potential volunteers were seen as lacking awareness of the breadth of paid social care roles and having an unhelpfully narrow belief that it was inflexible, poorly paid and involved predominantly personal care.
26. Taken together this lack of awareness and understanding of both volunteering and social care, alongside negative perceptions of one or both, create a challenging context in which to grow volunteering in social care, and particularly as a pathway to paid work in social care. 
27. The overall social care workforce context, and particularly the high vacancy rate, impacts the scale and growth of volunteering. In this context, employers and infrastructure organisations report that some potential volunteers perceive there to be less need to undertake volunteering to gain experience before moving into paid work. 
28. The overall system in which volunteering and paid work in social care takes place is characterised by disconnects. These include disconnects between education providers and employers, Social Care Wales and education providers, and recruitment agencies and voluntary sector infrastructure organisations. These disconnects are considered by interviewees to negatively impact pathways from volunteering to paid work in social care.
29. Social Care Wales registration requirements, particularly the requirement to hold or work towards a Level 2 qualification, can present a barrier to progression into paid social care work for some volunteers. In practice, the routes available to achieve this qualification, such as apprenticeships, often require individuals to be working at least 16 hours per week. This can limit progression for volunteers who are unable to commit to those hours, despite being motivated to move into paid employment. 
30. The relationship between higher education programmes in health and social care and the requirements of the Social Care Wales register was described by some interviewees as unclear. Degree programmes do not automatically map onto registration requirements for regulated social care roles, meaning graduates may need to undertake additional role specific training or employment-based qualifications. This lack of clear alignment is considered to influence some graduates’ career choices, with social care perceived as a more complex route into regulated practice than health roles.
31. Disconnects also occur within organisations that involve both staff and volunteers, with an absence of integrated workforce planning.  Overall, the understanding and undertaking of workforce planning, whether paid or volunteer, is generally low.
32. Ineffective working relationships between staff and volunteers in the same organisation can develop, in part, due to a lack of understanding of volunteering. Some staff do not understand what the volunteer role involves and what reasonable task a volunteer might be assigned. Others have concerns about volunteers replacing paid roles. As a result, volunteers can variously feel both "overused" and "underutilised”.
33. Candidates for paid roles sometimes fail to fully connect their own voluntary and paid experiences. Recruiters highlight how some applicants could draw more on evidence from their volunteering to support their applications. 
34. The disconnects between various stakeholder groups and sectors active in social care appeared largely unconscious and/or benign. However, there is some evidence of tension regarding views on the role of the voluntary sector in supporting the growth of volunteering in the private sector, and to lesser extent the public sector. For some, this is a point of principle about how appropriate it is for volunteer effort to be used to support profit making organisations.
35. External funding for programmes or activities specifically designed to support volunteering in social care have a positive but temporary impact. Organisations currently involving volunteers, and with plans to continue, recognise the need to manage volunteers well. However, they also recognise that they may not have the relevant resources available. Lack of resource is a barrier to the development and support of volunteering to paid work pathways in social care.
Conclusions and Implications 
36. Volunteering can work as a pathway to paid work within social care, through the experience and connections that volunteers develop. Participation in volunteering can help to build human and social capital, whilst also signalling to potential employers that the volunteer is experienced and committed.
37. However, it is hard to find examples of volunteering as operating a pathway to paid work within regulated social care. In part, this reflects the scarcity of volunteering within regulated social care settings in Wales. 
38. To strengthen volunteering as a pathway to paid work it would first be necessary to develop volunteering within regulated social care. This would require a strengthening of volunteer management capacity and capability across a more joined up system.
39. Developing volunteering as a pathway to paid work would require system readiness for volunteering success, which is currently lacking. A series of disconnects within the system create challenges for the development of volunteering. There are disconnects: within organisations between staff and volunteers; between key stakeholders such as Social Care Wales and education providers; between organisations such as colleges, employers, and volunteering infrastructure bodies; between the voluntary, public and private sectors. These disconnects act as gaps within the system through which volunteering falls. 
40. To ready the social care system for volunteering, it would first be necessary to heal the disconnects within and between organisations that have an interest in education, volunteering and employment within social care. This would require overcoming some challenging perceptions and dynamics. 
41. Developing volunteering as a pathway to paid work is contentious, both from a regulated social care workforce perspective and a volunteering perspective. There are misconceptions and myths from both sides. A challenging environment for social care combines with these misconceptions to create a series of tensions which can create barriers for volunteering as a pathway to paid work within social care. These tensions include: staff shortages and low paid entry level jobs (reducing the currency of volunteering); a lack of money in the system (contributing to fear that volunteering will replace paid work); requirements to gain experience whilst training for regulated roles  (contributing to a perception that volunteering is exclusionary); the dominance of private sector provision, (increasing fear of volunteering as exploitation). These are contentious issues that together make for a challenging environment within which to develop volunteering.
42. However, whilst contentious, volunteering can be beneficial to both volunteers and people accessing social care through, for example, building social connectedness, improving well-being, and quality of life. Yet volunteering remains notably under-developed. 
43. Efforts to develop volunteering within social care might be less contentious if they centred on enhancing care quality, user experience and quality of life outcomes, rather than pathways to work (although that might happen for some as a bonus!)


1. [bookmark: _Toc227656953]Introduction and Context
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc227656954]Background
The 2020 ‘A Healthier Wales: our workforce strategy for health and social care’ (Social Care Wales and Health Education and Improvement Wales) made a commitment to the importance of volunteering and recognised that volunteers are an essential part of the wider health and social care workforce in Wales. It noted that volunteers play a key role in delivering person centred and community-based models of care. The strategy encouraged the development of integrated workforce models that involve volunteers alongside paid staff from the statutory, private, and voluntary sectors. It also aimed to strengthen volunteering through partnerships with voluntary sector organisations, through initiatives like Helpforce Cymru. However, the strategy also recognised that there is a lack of robust data on volunteers’ roles, numbers, and impact within health and social care, and committed to a national “programme of work to understand the contribution of volunteers and carers to future workforce plans” (Social Care Wales and Health Education and Improvement Wales, 2020: 34, Action 32).
The strategy also identified several recruitment and retention challenges for the health and social care workforce in Wales. It highlighted significant workforce shortages across key professions, including social work and domiciliary care, and a growing reliance on agency staff, which drives up costs across the system. It recognised that there is an ageing workforce in Wales, meaning that increasing numbers of people are approaching retirement with insufficient new entrants to replace them. It noted that there is limited workforce data available, which makes it difficult to identify shortages early and respond effectively. The strategy also recognised that there are high workload pressures and inconsistent terms and conditions across sectors, which reduce job satisfaction and make retention harder.
Within this context, Social Care Wales commissioned a research study in early 2024 to understand how volunteering contributes to social care in Wales. The project was originally set out to understand volunteer experiences across social care but ended up focusing on care homes for older people, largely because volunteers in other parts of the regulated social care sector were difficult to find (Llewellyn et al., 2025). The study was funded by Welsh Government's Volunteering Wales Strategic Grant, administered by the Wales Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA). The research provided an understanding of how volunteering contributes to the delivery of care and support within care homes for older people. It highlighted areas of good practice in volunteer involvement but also identified where challenges exist and where lessons can be learnt. 
Following on from that study, Social Care Wales received further funding from the Volunteering Wales Strategic Grant. The additional funding was used to commission the study reported here, which builds on previous research into the social care volunteering landscape in Wales. In particular, the focus of this project was on exploring the experiences of volunteers within social care who transition into paid roles within the (regulated) social care sector in Wales. The aim of the study was to understand the factors that shape the experiences of these groups and their journeys from being volunteers to paid workers. It was intended to involve an examination of how specific events, interactions, and encounters influence recruitment, retention, and the overall effectiveness of volunteering as a pathway into paid social care employment. 
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc227656955]Context – social care in Wales
Over the past decade, Wales has introduced a series of major reforms intended to reshape the health and social care system. The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 established a statutory basis for preventative, person-centred, and co‑productive practice. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 strengthened this trajectory by requiring public bodies to adopt long-term, sustainable, and collaborative approaches to improving population well‑being. A Healthier Wales (Welsh Government, 2018) attempted to turn these ambitions into reality through a whole system vision centred on prevention, integration, and early intervention.
Despite the clarity of this policy direction, the intended system-level impacts have been slow to materialise. Rising demand, financial constraints, and persistent staff recruitment and retention challenges continue to limit progress. The Social Care Workforce Delivery Plan 2024-2027 noted that “social care continues to face major workforce challenges. It’s difficult to attract people into the sector, recruit enough staff and retain the existing workforce” (Social Care Wales, 2024a: 5). In the most recent Social Care Workforce Report, Social Care Wales estimated that 82,875 people were employed in the social care workforce, with vacancies estimated at 5,346, around 6% of the workforce (Social Care Wales, 2024b: 19).
Part of the issue in addressing these persistent challenges is that the social care workforce is employed by hundreds of different providers. Table 1.1 (overleaf) provides a snapshot of how the 3,350 different services in Wales are mapped across the regulated social care landscape. This includes providers in the statutory, independent (private) and voluntary sectors, making workforce planning particularly complex. The majority of social care in Wales is provided by the private sector. Data from Spring 2024 showed that more than 85% of adult care homes in Wales are in the independent (private) sector, with just under 10% in the public sector, and around 5% provided by the voluntary sector (Llewellyn et al, 2025: 19). 
These challenges are by no means unique to Wales, but they have exposed the gap between policy aspiration and system capacity. As a result, policymakers and sector leaders are increasingly exploring new levers to support delivery, including the strategic use of volunteering as a complementary workforce resource.
1.3 [bookmark: _Toc227656956]Definitions
Both social care and volunteering are contested concepts that have fluid boundaries. Our starting point (in this and our previous study) for defining volunteering is the three core characteristics or principles of volunteering (Ellis Paine et al., 2010). 

Table 1.1 - Number of regulated care services listed in Care Inspectorate Wales’s Care Service Directory on 10th February 2026 by type or care service
	Type of care service
	Number of regulated services

	Adoption services
	26

	Adult placement services
	8

	Advocacy services
	2

	Fostering services
	44

	Residential family centres
	4

	Secure accommodation service
	1

	Domiciliary support services
	774

	Care homes for adults: mental health
	482

	Care homes for adults: learning disabilities
	427

	Care homes for adults: personal care
	958

	Care homes for adults: nursing care
	248

	Care homes for children
	376

	TOTAL
	3,350



Volunteering is an activity which is: unpaid, undertaken through an act of free will, and of benefit to others or the environment. We utilised the widely referenced definition of volunteering as:
“… an activity that involves spending unpaid time doing something that aims to benefit the environment or individuals or groups (other than or, in addition to close relatives)” (Commission for the Compact, 2009).
Volunteering can be ‘formal’ (through groups, clubs and organisations) or ‘informal’ (e.g. helping a neighbour). It is recognised that informal volunteering is likely to be extensive in social care, and informal volunteers make a significant contribution. However, given that the specific focus of this study was on the regulated social care workforce (i.e. the part of the workforce that is registered with and regulated by Social Care Wales), the focus of our work was on formal volunteering, within social care organisations. 
The boundaries around what social care is are also difficult to establish. We used Brown’s definition (2021: 1) of social care: 
“Social care covers a wide range of support provided to children, young people, and working age and older adults, as well as their carers. This support can be provided formally, either by local authorities, private companies, charities, or other bodies; informally, by family members, friends, or neighbours; or through a combination of these”
The focus of this research was on a specific aspect of social care: that provided within regulated social care settings. This included the types and range of services as outlined in Table 1.1. Figure 1 represents this graphically. It offers a description of the part of the social care sector, combined with the area of volunteering, that the study focused on – where regulated social care provision (as per Table 1.1) and formal volunteering come together. 
Figure 1 – Focus for the study within volunteering and the social care sector
[image: ]
1.4 [bookmark: _Toc227656957]Scale of volunteering in social care in Wales
Volunteering is recognised as having the potential to lead to positive outcomes for people using care services, volunteers themselves, and wider communities. It is increasingly looked upon as a valuable resource in health and care provision, to improve well-being and to help move the system towards more preventative models of care. Volunteering in Wales, however, has also been changing. The ‘New Approach to Volunteering’[footnoteRef:2] sets out a vision, a delivery framework and an implementation plan, which is intended to ensure that volunteering becomes part of national identity in Wales. It is recognised, however, that the reasons that people give for volunteering, the types of roles that they want to undertake, the amount of time they have available, the support that they expect to receive, and the ways they relate to paid staff are changing (Kanemura, 2023). Whilst the overall proportions of people volunteering in Wales appear to be growing over recent years (32% in 2024/25 as opposed to 29% in 2021/22 as reported in the 2024/25 National Survey for Wales) there is little detail underneath these headline figures that is of use in the context of social care. Indeed, as the workforce strategy notes, there is a lack of robust data on volunteers’ roles, numbers, and impact within the social care system (Social Care Wales and Health Education and Improvement Wales, 2020). In short, we have no real idea as to the scale of volunteering within social care in Wales – within social care as a whole or within the regulated part of the sector which this report is particularly focused on.  [2:  https://wcva.cymru/the-new-approach-to-volunteering/ ] 

Currently, the best way to establish the scale of volunteering in regulated social care is to consider the number of volunteers reported by regulated providers in their annual return to Care Inspectorate Wales.[footnoteRef:3] The Regulation and Inspection of Social Care (Wales) Act 2016 requires registered service providers to submit an Annual Return following the end of each financial year. Within each of the workforce role categories,[footnoteRef:4] there is an option to identify how many volunteers are engaged within the setting. This is a problematic measure of volunteering, but it is currently the only source available.  [3:  Annual return | Care Inspectorate Wales]  [4:  The following potential roles are identified within the Annual Return: Service Manager, Deputy Service Manager, Other Supervisory Staff, Nursing Care Staff, Registered Nurses, Senior Social Care Workers providing direct care, Other social care workers providing direct care, Domestic staff, Catering staff, Other types of staff.] 

For the 2024/25 financial year, 2,007 settings provided an Annual Return to Care Inspectorate Wales (see Table 1.2). Of the 70,600 staff reported by providers across these 2,007 settings, only 80 volunteers were recorded, which represents 0.11% of the workforce. To put that figure into context, the figure of 43 volunteers reported by care homes in 2024/25 represents more than a 50% reduction on the 100 volunteers returned by care homes in the 2022/23 Annual Return (see Llewellyn et al., 2025: 21). 
Table 1.2 - Number of staff and volunteers reported within annual returns to Care Inspectorate Wales across all registered providers, Wales - 2024/25[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Source: Care Inspectorate Wales - based on 2,007 service responses (associated with 1,017 providers) to the Care Inspectorate Wales Annual Return, 2024/25: Microsoft Power BI] 

	Type of service
	Total no. in post
	No. of volunteers
	% of volunteers

	Care homes
	39,709
	43
	0.11

	Domiciliary care service
	30,345
	8
	0.03

	Other Adult and Children's Services
	546
	29
	5.31

	
	
	
	

	Total
	70,600
	80
	0.11

	
	
	
	


1.5 Report structure 
This report is divided into six main chapters. In this first, we have introduced social care volunteering and provided the policy context for Wales. Chapter two provides an account of the methodology for the study, and how we derived our sample of respondents. Chapter three summarises the evidence from our rapid review of the literature on volunteering as a pathway into paid work, with a specific focus on the social care sector. Chapter four explores the connections between volunteering and paid work, including how volunteering can shape career paths and help volunteers to build relevant skills and experiences transferable to paid work. Chapter five focuses on the enablers that exist which link volunteering opportunities with paid work, offering people the possibility of transition from one role to another. Chapter six outlines a series of ‘system complexities’ that our analysis identifies as barriers to volunteering in regulated social care. These barriers impede the optimum impact that can be achieved with volunteers. The final chapter identifies conclusions and outlines key implications of the study.


2. [bookmark: _Toc227656958]Methodology
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc225165130][bookmark: _Toc227656959]Research methods and sample size
The research involved a rapid evidence review and in-depth qualitative interviews with volunteers, paid social care staff and wider stakeholders in Wales.
The rapid evidence review focused on bringing together existing research and evaluation on volunteering as a route into paid employment, with a particular focus on social care. We explored evidence from databases, search engines, online academic journals and organisation websites. In total 37 studies were reviewed, most of which explored volunteering and employment/employability generally, rather than specifically in social care. This reflected the limited existing research focused on the relationship between volunteering and routes to paid work in social care. The evidence review helped inform the scope of the study, the development of research instruments and the identification of potential research sites and participants.
The in-depth interviews explored experiences and perceptions of volunteering as a pathway to paid work within adult social care. Interviews were undertaken with people with direct experience of seeking to make this move, those who had made the transition, and those working in organisations that played a role in the movement of volunteers into paid social care roles. The study was therefore conducted through semi-structured interviews with social care staff, volunteers and other stakeholders with key roles in the recruitment of staff and volunteers in social care. Stakeholders included health and social care education providers, recruitment agencies specialising in social care, volunteering infrastructure organisations and managers responsible for recruiting paid staff into social care roles. Interviews were undertaken between October 2025 and January 2026. Table 2 shows the total number of interviews planned and completed in each participant category. 
Paid staff working in social care were involved in a range of roles including Team Manager, Assistant Director, Project Co-ordinator, Project Worker and Assistant Project Officer. Example activities undertaken by volunteers interviewed included supporting community service activities for people with learning disabilities, supporting projects working with children and young people, including through befriending and supporting older people living with Alzheimer's at a local day care centre. 
Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed and subsequently analysed using a framework approach (Gale, 2013).
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc225165131][bookmark: _Toc227656960]Data collection challenges
The brief for this project focused specifically on transitions from volunteering to paid work in regulated social care roles and settings. The goal was to interview a) current volunteers in these roles and settings who were looking to move into paid roles, and b) current paid staff who had previously volunteered in regulated social care roles and were now working in them. Extensive work took place to source suitable interviewees, including 
Table 2 – Completed interviews
	Interviewee type
	Target no.
	No. completed

	Volunteers in social care
	6
	4

	Current paid staff in social care who also currently volunteer in social care
	0
	5

	Current paid staff in social care with previous volunteering experience
	6
	5

	Volunteer managers in organisations active in social care
	3
	3

	Social care employers and/or managers responsible for recruitment of paid staff into social care roles 
	6
	5

	Volunteering infrastructure organisations
	3
	4

	Higher education
	3
	3

	Recruitment agencies
	3
	2

	TOTAL
	30
	31



drawing on the networks and newsletters of the project Steering Group members and Social Care Wales, existing research team contacts and wider public recruitment via LinkedIn. Despite this, it became apparent that levels of volunteering in regulated roles and settings were incredibly low. This meant that it would be extremely challenging to complete a sufficient number of interviews if the focus remained specifically on regulated roles and settings. 
After three months of trying to source suitable interviewees in regulated settings, and in agreement with Social Care Wales, the criteria for interviewee selection was extended to include roles and settings that could be considered “adjacent” to those that are regulated. This included roles and settings such as befriending services, organisations supporting people with learning disabilities or support for carers. While the initial intention was to interview six volunteers from regulated social care settings, after extensive efforts we were able to interview four volunteers who were active in social care, but outside of regulated settings. We continued to focus on staff who were currently in a regulated paid roles and who had previous volunteering experience. All staff interviewed who had previous volunteering experience had volunteered in social care or related settings. Some staff interviewees were self-employed e.g. self-employed social workers.
The overall focus of the research remained as initially outlined: exploring pathways between volunteering and paid work in social care, developing an understanding of the barriers and enablers to this, and understanding the experiences of volunteers and staff in making that transition.
It is important to note that, even with the expanded recruitment criteria, identifying volunteers and current regulated social care staff members who had previously volunteered in these settings was particularly difficult. This appeared to be partly due to the overall low levels of volunteering in regulated settings, but also due to the absence of any monitoring of this transition. Monitoring transitions may have been possible if volunteers moved into paid roles within one organisation. However, where this move takes place between organisations there is no single source of data or clear data owner, making it particularly difficult to uncover and explore this transition. As one volunteering infrastructure organisation confirmed, “We just don’t have the data” (Infrastructure organisation, interview 23).


3. [bookmark: _Toc227656961]Evidence review
The rapid review of evidence explored what we currently know about volunteering as a pathway into paid work, with a specific focus on the social care sector. Overall, the evidence suggests that volunteering can help as a route into paid employment, but the effects are modest, uneven and context dependent. According to Ellis Paine et al (2013), volunteering has a significant but weak effect on employability in terms of entry into work, with outcomes affected by demographics and the frequency of volunteering (with positive effects if volunteering is not too regular or not too infrequent). This research found that volunteering had no effect on young people’s moves into employment. A different study, however, reports positive effects of volunteering on the likelihood of younger people (age 16 to 25) being in paid employment one year after volunteering (DCMS, 2025). This compares to negative employment effects of volunteering for older people (age 46 to 65), with the study noting that “volunteering may complement employment for younger people while potentially substituting for work for older people” (DCMS, 2025; see also Mao and Normand, 2022).
Some studies that link volunteering to employment outcomes suggest that volunteering can enhance employability through three different mechanisms:
· Skills (human capital) – development of skills and personal development growth such as confidence, communication and team-working skills (Giancaspro et al, 2021; Lindsay et al, 2018; Rego et al, 2016);
· Networks (social capital) - expanding contacts and access to information or job opportunities (Bashir et al, 2013; Giancaspro and Amelia, 2021); and
· Signalling to employers - conveying positive signals to prospective employers about being motivated, productive and caring (Handley and den Outer, 2024).
Qualitative evidence points to how volunteers feel more employable as a result of their volunteering experiences, with research reporting on improvements in the perception of personal employment prospects amongst volunteers (Bashir et al, 2013; Hogg and Smith, 2021). One research study based on two surveys of volunteers (more than 1000 adults), reports that 66% of 30- to 39-year-olds and 55% of 40- to 49-year-olds feel that volunteering has helped improve their employment prospects (Hogg and Smith, 2021). Volunteers feeling more employable is also reported in the social care literature. For example, Hill (2016) identifies how volunteers felt they improved their employability through volunteering in care homes. 
On the whole, research specifically exploring volunteering as a pathway into social care paid work is limited but does point to outcomes for volunteers linked to employability. This includes the growth of skills and learning such as communication, empathy, leadership skills and working with different groups of people as well as confidence and sense of agency (Llewellyn et al, 2025; Tinker et al, 2017). There is less evidence on the direct links between volunteering and employment in social care, although useful insights can be drawn from the health literature, including from evaluations of structured programmes to support volunteer pathways into health/medical careers. The ‘Volunteer to Career’ programme involved volunteers going through a career pathway, with training and support from clinical and volunteering teams (Helpforce, 2022). The evaluation of the programme found that amongst the 28 organisations participating, nearly three in four volunteers (72%) completing the programme moved into health and care jobs, education or training (Helpforce, 2022). Volunteering also helped to confirm career aspirations and maintained or increased participants’ interest in social care or NHS careers (Aneurin Bevan UHB, 2023).
The evidence suggests a series of challenges for volunteering as a pathway into paid social care roles. This includes the capacity of providers to engage, due to high demands and the commissioning environment, and the willingness of partners (such as universities) to work with private social care providers (Williams, 2025). Research also points to wider challenges for volunteering, which may act to limit pathways into paid roles. This includes challenges with resourcing and funding volunteering (Llewellyn et al, 2025), recruiting volunteers into social care settings (Cameron et al, 2020a) and, more broadly, inequities in access to volunteering for some groups (Southby et al, 2019). 


4. [bookmark: _Toc227656962]Making the connections between volunteering and paid work
This chapter explores interviewees’ experiences and perspectives on the relationship and connections between volunteering and paid work in social care. It examines how volunteering can support volunteers’ movement into paid roles and shape or influence career paths in social care. The findings point to the value of volunteering in helping some individuals transition into paid social care roles. However, the challenges we had in identifying active volunteers looking to move into social care paid roles raise questions about the extent to which these experiences are occurring at scale.
4.1 [bookmark: _Toc227656963]Understanding the connections 
The relationship between volunteering and paid work in social care is complex and rarely follows a neat, linear pathway from one to the other. It is shaped by personal motivations, individual circumstances and opportunities at different points in time. In our research, volunteering was sometimes undertaken alongside paid employment in social care; this may connect to social care related activities but not always. In some cases, paid work in social care may follow volunteering, with the growth of skills, confidence and networks opening-up paid opportunities. In other examples, people got involved in volunteering following periods of paid work in social care, drawing on prior life and work experiences and skills. Some also looked to volunteering as a route back into paid social care work following a break or as an alternative to work, for example, after retirement. 
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc227656964]Motivations for social care volunteering
The reasons people give for getting involved in social care volunteering are wide ranging. Motivations are often centred around a desire to help others, to get involved in local communities or to use existing skills and experiences. Similar motivations are cited by the paid workforce. By far the most common reason for deciding to work in social care initially is wanting a role in which they would make a difference (Social Care Wales, 2025).
It was common for volunteers and former volunteers to reflect on the ways their personal life histories, including their experiences of fostering, caring or having parents actively involved in volunteering influenced their involvement. They spoke of how volunteering in social care aligned with their values of helping others and kindness. 
For some, typically students and those looking to move into entry level roles or their first paid roles in social care, a key motivation for volunteering was to gain work-related experience or skills and to “boost” CVs. Volunteers, however, reflected on how their reasons for staying involved evolved as they spent more time volunteering, noting that volunteering was more than just a pathway to paid work and careers: 
"Initially it was to get out of the house and to do something that would lead to 	getting a job, but I wasn’t prepared for what I would end up gaining, like self-confidence and just being happy to help somebody” (Current volunteer, interview 2).
For other volunteers, typically those in their mid or late careers, volunteering motivations tended to focus on giving back and using existing skills and experiences to help others:
“For me now at my stage in my career I am not looking to plug gaps, I am looking for opportunities to hopefully give from my experiences, from my skillset, from my knowledge. So that is what I am looking for practical outlets for that skill set so I am not looking for somebody to open a door” (Self-employed and current volunteer, interview 10).
Some of those who volunteered alongside working in the sector suggested that a key driver for volunteering was a desire to stay “grounded” and ensure they remain connected to people and communities. A senior manager working in social care highlighted the importance of this:
“What [volunteering] has done I think is keep me grounded. So one of the reasons why I felt very strongly I should continue to do voluntary work is that I spend time with ordinary people who need stuff. When you’re a senior manager in a social services department in a big organisation, whether you’re a director or at the top of the organisation you have quite a lot of distance from the day job and I think you can lose perspective” (Paid staff and current volunteer, interview 11).
4.3 [bookmark: _Toc227656965]Transferable skills and ‘hands on’ experiences
Participants suggested that social care volunteering helped individuals develop or build skills and experiences that are valuable and transferable to social care employment or social care courses in further/higher education. Individuals used metaphors to describe the value of volunteering, suggesting their experiences were a ‘building block’, a ‘feather’ to their bow or a ‘tool’ in their toolbox. 
Questions surfaced about the potential added value of volunteering for those who might be further from the job market, including those with learning disabilities or life limiting conditions. Social care volunteering was seen by some as an important stepping stone towards paid work, helping to give individuals a sense of purpose, routine and social interaction.
Across the interviews there was a strong emphasis on the role of social care volunteering in building relevant experiences and skills, for example, volunteering directly with young people and their families or in group settings. In particular, the ‘hands on’ nature of social care volunteering was highlighted as central to their transferable experiences and the transition into the paid workforce. Volunteers spoke of being ‘immersed’ in working with people face to face and the insights and understanding of others this gives:
"Because it's given me experience, I'd love to be a social worker for people, with like, adults with additional needs complex needs. I think it's given me a good insight into supporting people with complex needs, additional needs, and it's giving me a better insight on how to support somebody… So it's given me hands on experience on how to deal with different scenarios” (Current volunteer, interview 3). 
The value of practical and hands on volunteering experiences was similarly highlighted by other interviewees including those facilitating social care courses. Volunteering was seen as key to enabling students to connect theory and practice:
"You know, it's the practical element that's really important and that's what you get from volunteering. That's what you get from being in settings, being immersed in it, seeing that everyday practise. You can have all that knowledge and that, you know, the understanding and the theory. It's whether you can bridge the gap between how that is applied and what it looks like on paper" (Higher education staff, interview 17).
When reflecting on the transferable skills gained through social care volunteering, interviewees typically highlighted two dimensions: confidence building and the development of relational skills (such as communication and professionalism).
Current and former volunteers described how their experiences of volunteering helped them to develop confidence. They shared how volunteering encouraged them to interact with different people, gave them new levels of responsibility and introduced them to different environments and activities, all helping to build self-confidence. In some cases, those in paid work felt the confidence they developed through volunteering substantially supported them as they moved into their paid social care role: 
"Volunteering did make me a lot more confident and I don't think I could do this role if I hadn't built that up with volunteering… transitioning slowly from volunteering into more and more responsibility did help me build my confidence and made me realise that I was competent at things as well” (Paid staff, interview 12).
"The key areas would have been around confidence and working with disparate client groups, and the confidence to talk to anybody really and I did gain a lot of that from some of my volunteering roles as a lot of my volunteering was community based… I got to the point I think with confidence where I wasn’t fazed at all and they saw that when I first started working as a social work assistant... I would credit a lot of that to some of the volunteering I did” (Self-employed and current volunteer, interview 10).
A recurring theme in the research was how social care volunteering can help individuals to build, maintain and navigate relationships and connections with other people. Volunteers and former volunteers described a range of relational skills they developed through volunteering including communication, active listening, empathy, emotional awareness, trust-building, conflict resolution and acting professionally. The context in which individuals were volunteering was important and influenced how much they felt skills were directly transferable, for example if volunteering involved work with specific groups such as young people or those with disabilities. Some interviewees currently in social care employment spoke of how they used skills developed through volunteering directly in their paid social care roles and how these skills “paid dividends later on”. This seemed to be particularly relevant for those in the early stages of their careers. Reflecting on the importance of ‘soft skills’ gained through volunteering, one former volunteer noted:
“When you say soft, it makes it, it downplays it. It's the stuff that's key, like how to spend time, be at ease, be with kids, listen to them, talk to them, sit in silence, all of that… It gave me like just some really good building blocks, foundations to kick on from" (Paid staff, interview 8).
Another noted:
“Communication and working with disabled adults that really translated into the role directly... I think, the stuff at the core part of the role I had developed as skills from the volunteering" (Paid staff, interview 12).
4.4 [bookmark: _Toc227656966]Volunteering shaping career paths
It was not uncommon for those that we spoke to who were in paid social care work to report that volunteering had in some way influenced, shaped or re-affirmed the direction of their career in social care. In a few cases, interviewees said that without volunteering it is unlikely they would have pursued a career in the sector. They noted how volunteering introduced them to the world of social care, provided insights into the different types of roles you can do and opened doors to opportunities:
"I wouldn't have thought to do a social work degree if I hadn't have dipped my toe in social care through the befriending scheme" (Paid staff, interview 8).
Others described how their volunteering experiences shaped their thinking on the direction of their career including the client groups they wanted to work with, the type of setting or the role they wanted to do in social care. Interviewees, for example, highlighted that through volunteering they realised their passion for working in the third sector or with people with learning disabilities. One volunteer with a long-term illness recounted that volunteering helped her realise she was capable of working in a community setting directly with people rather than pursuing an administrative role.
It was noted that volunteering enables individuals to try out social care and “test the water” in different settings or undertaking different activities without the “pressure” of being in paid employment. As expressed by a volunteer manager:
“So I think volunteering is a lovely way to try on different hats and find out actually, I love this element of doing a role, but I don't really like this sort of thing and it helps you to almost like refine what you actually want to do” (Volunteer Manager, interview 31).
It was also highlighted that volunteering provides ‘first hand exposure’ to working in social care and those experiences can help some people realise that a career in the sector is not for them:
"It's almost a way of trying things out and if it doesn't work, oh well, that's not for me. But...I haven't invested anything. I haven't had a job that I'm now leaving and a gap in my CV. I've just volunteered for something" (Paid staff, interview 14).
For others working in social care, volunteering has reportedly helped to reinforce the direction of their careers. Interviewees spoke of their experiences as “validating”. They felt confident they had the skills and experiences to pursue their desired role and it had helped reinforce their interest and passion for working in the sector:
"I do love working with children, so I know I always wanted to work with children. So, there I think that's definitely been reinforced through [volunteering]" (Current volunteer, interview 4).
4.5 [bookmark: _Toc227656967]Using volunteering to pursue paid roles
On the whole, volunteering is seen as valuable for those pursuing paid employment in social care, particularly when the volunteering experience is closely related to the paid role or setting. Reflections typically focused on how volunteering can help volunteers to find paid social care roles or supports them in the recruitment process. 
Paid staff highlighted how volunteering can provide an avenue for individuals to find out about paid social care opportunities in the same organisation or with partners. In some cases, organisations actively informed volunteers about employment opportunities, encouraged volunteers to apply or offered paid roles directly to volunteers:
“I can give you countless examples throughout my working life where voluntary work has enabled me to upskill and then to apply for or I have been offered a role on the back of that” (Self-employed and current volunteer, interview 10).
Contacts and networks developed through volunteering could also be a route to finding out about job opportunities. It was noted that some roles in the social care sector could be “hard to access” and that volunteering was one way to get your “face known” and to open doors. 
The broad view across the findings was that volunteering was useful as a way of demonstrating relevant experience and skills when applying for paid social care roles. There were examples of paid staff who said they had drawn on their volunteering experiences in job applications, CVs or interviews and felt this made a difference to securing roles. This included using volunteering to demonstrate their familiarity with social care settings, their experience of working “hands on” with particular groups and their transferable skills as well as wider personal attributes and values. Volunteering provided examples and stories they could draw on and talk about through the recruitment process:
"So when I went to the interview I was able to talk a lot about my volunteering experiences of working with an individual with ASD [autism spectrum disorder]. So just really learning strategies on just how you can help manage their environment and how you can take away any stresses that they had… If you want to work with children, you also need to show that you've really worked with families as well" (Current volunteer, interview 4).
Similar benefits were noted by those making the transition from volunteering to further/ higher education social care courses. Some courses require a certain level of experience before applying and students commented on being able to draw on volunteering in their personal statements and university interviews. 
When prompted, recruitment agencies and those responsible for recruiting staff in social care organisations typically reflected positively on the value of volunteering, recognising the practical experience and transferable skills volunteers can bring to social care roles. It was suggested that volunteering signalled to employers an individual’s commitment to working in social care and helped demonstrate personal attributes which social care employers looked for. As expressed by a recruitment agency staff member:
"Going out of your way to do something for free shows that you want to do that role, or you want to be involved in that profession… it shows that you've got drive and determination, you want to learn... in comparison to, you	know, paid experience" (Recruitment agency, interview 16).
Those recruiting for paid roles often talked about the value of relevant ‘life experiences’, with volunteering talked about as one of those experiences alongside, for example, caring for a family member or fostering. It was felt that these life experiences could help candidates to “stand out”, particularly when paired with relevant qualifications. The type of paid role or activity seemed to have a bearing on whether volunteering experiences were seen as distinct from other life experiences.
There were mixed reflections from employers and recruiters concerning the extent to which they actively looked out for or asked about volunteering experiences as part of the recruitment of new paid staff. While voluntary experiences generally seemed to be looked upon favourably and “taken seriously” in selection processes, there was a general sense that paid work experience was more highly prized. Here, volunteering was accepted as experience in lieu of paid work experience, depending on the relevancy, transferability and context. When recruiting for regulated social care roles, for example, it was suggested that paid staff are more likely than volunteers to have direct experience in those settings: 
"In children's services, for example, the thing with the volunteering versus the paid work is that the paid work would possibly give more of the types of experience we were looking at. So, for example, you wouldn't expect a volunteer to be carrying out personal care, care plans, and all of that kind of stuff… And the paid candidate would probably get the advantage in that they would have done more elements of the role than a volunteer” (Social care employer, interview 28).


5. [bookmark: _Toc227656968]Enabling volunteering pathways into paid work in social care
This research suggests that particular conditions or support can help volunteers convert their volunteering experiences into paid social care employment. These enablers typically focused on two key areas: a) organisational approaches and practices and b) collaboration, partnerships and structured programmes.
5.1 [bookmark: _Toc227656969]Organisational approaches and practices
The research revealed a range of ways social care providers helped to facilitate pathways for volunteers looking to move into paid work in social care. This was often a by-product of organisational practices and approaches to volunteer involvement rather than the result of planned or strategic efforts to support volunteers into paid work. We did, however, find examples of where strategic efforts to support volunteers into paid roles were happening within organisations, typically in the third sector but also in local authorities. One HR manager described their process of actively supporting volunteers to move into the paid workforce: 
“What we say as part of our Safer Recruitment policies, if you currently volunteer for us, you will always be given an interview where you meet the minimum criteria for the role… The purpose behind that is that, we want to speak to our volunteer workforce, because we know they share our values… so we want to guarantee an interview. But also, that's because we want to support the development of our volunteers, so where we do interview, and if a candidate is unsuccessful, we will ensure full face-to-face, teams-to-	teams, feedback for that individual, so that they have an opportunity to take that feedback away, develop whatever experience they might need to develop, and then hopefully come back to us, so they continue to be part of our talent pool" (Social care employer, interview 28).
Where these pathways worked well volunteers were well supported and paid social care opportunities aligned with their volunteer experiences, motivations, interests and values.
The positive examples we found of volunteers moving into paid roles typically happened as a result of a key advocate or agent within a particular organisation. This included volunteer managers or co-ordinators who invested considerable time and energy to create, maintain and develop volunteering opportunities, facilitate a quality volunteer experience and support individuals to move into social care paid work if they wanted to. 
Within this context, current and former volunteers identified specific practices, events, encounters and opportunities in their volunteer journey which they felt supported pathways into paid work in social care. These included:
· a straightforward and seamless initial entry into social care volunteering opportunities
· meaningful volunteer roles that align with volunteer motivations and values
· opportunities to learn and take on more responsibility within volunteer roles or flexibility to change roles to help build skills and confidence
· ongoing training opportunities that can be transferred to paid social care roles
· opportunities and encouragement for volunteers to reflect on skills and experiences gained through volunteering and how these could be transferable to paid social care roles
· timely information about job opportunities shared directly with volunteers
· support for volunteers through the recruitment process, such as help with job applications, advice and practice with interview questions; and provision of references
· guaranteed job interviews for volunteers interested in paid roles, with feedback if they are unsuccessful
· support for volunteers transitioning into paid social care roles, such as shadowing, mentoring or additional training to help fill gaps in skills or knowledge. 
5.2 [bookmark: _Toc227656970]Collaboration, partnerships and programmes
The research identified examples of collaboration and partnerships between organisations that helped to facilitate volunteer pathways into paid social care roles. However, the interviews also revealed considerable scope to develop and improve collaborative efforts. Effective partnerships identified included those between social care providers, County Voluntary Councils and/or universities. These reportedly enabled meaningful volunteering opportunities for students, quality volunteering experiences and the “easy” and straightforward recruitment of social care volunteers into organisations and settings. Trusting relationships and shared objectives were identified as key to these partnerships. As described by an interviewee responsible for delivering a social care higher education course:
"I think the biggest thing for us is that partnership is the collaboration between settings, the student and ourselves. I think that is the kind of foundation for a positive experience for all… I harp on about this to my students all the time, but everything for me comes down to relationships and communication" (Higher education staff, interview 17).
Collaboration was also seen as a key dimension of structured programmes which look to create and facilitate pathways from volunteering opportunities to careers in social care in Wales. One such example is an eight-week programme which includes formal training and ‘hands on’ volunteer placements (two to three hours a week) in a social care setting. A key focus of the programme is getting people ready for employment through building knowledge, confidence and practical experience:
"I think that's where they've got a really,really good thing here is that although you are still learning on paper, but you're having that hands on experience as well, and I think that's needed, especially if you haven't had experience within the health and social care sector before" (Current volunteer, interview 3).
Collaboration with a local job centre was seen as key to recruiting individuals onto this programme and ultimately their progression into social care employment. Describing this relationship with the job centre, the manager notes:
"They realise that we're actually helping them to enable people to get into work, you know. So… they're helping us by spreading the word and sending people along and vice versa. So it's sort of a good little partnership there" (Volunteer manager, interview 30).


6. [bookmark: _Toc227656971]Misunderstandings and disconnects: a fragmented system
Notwithstanding the positive experiences shared in this report, examples of a pathway between volunteering and paid work were relatively rare and particularly hard to find in regulated settings. This chapter explores the fragmented environment in which attempts to develop volunteering as a pathway to paid work in social care take place. It highlights the way in which misunderstandings, disconnects and tensions across organisations, actors and sectors (in volunteering and in social care) come together to create a very challenging context for any growth in volunteering in regulated social care and particularly as a pathway to paid work.
6.1 [bookmark: _Toc227656972]The absence of shared language and understanding
One of the difficulties in identifying volunteers active in regulated social care settings was the lack of a shared understanding of what is meant by “volunteering” in this context. Organisations and sectors typically used different terms to describe similar activities that would be considered volunteering by some but not by others. In education the preferred term appeared to be “placement”, in part as a conscious choice to differentiate the unpaid activities undertaken by health and social care students from other forms of volunteering:
“I think the main difference here is that if perhaps I just decided to go and volunteer in the local charity shop for a couple of hours on a Saturday. I'm going to do that just to pay back goodness of society, aren't I? I'm just giving my time to help run the shop and raise some money… But when our students go there, we want them to be very clear in terms of what they need to set some learning objectives. So, on day one, they'll meet with whoever's going to be supervising them. They will set three or four learning objectives, and those learning objectives will be tied to the learning objectives and the assessment material of the module” (Higher education staff, interview 19).
Here what is perceived to differentiate student placements from other volunteering activities is the planned approach linked to specific learning outcomes related to a clear academic programme and the absence of a fully altruistic motivation. 
Voluntary sector infrastructure organisations also felt it important to distinguish between student placements and volunteering, which they also saw as different things:
"… my biggest concern is the things that get called volunteering that are possibly, like a student on work placement… a work experience, or a student placement, people wanting to get real honest work experience, where they're learning a role. That's not volunteering" (Infrastructure organisation, interview 21).
The choice to avoid using the term “volunteering” was also made in some public sector organisations, where referring to a “work trial” was considered helpful in avoiding any challenge from benefits agencies regarding the amount of time spent volunteering:
“I suppose… we package it more as in terms of, like, a work trial very often, because it won't affect their benefits, really. You know, it's kind of permitted, really” (Social care employer, interview 24).
Amongst recruitment agencies specialising in social care there appeared to be a limited understanding of the difference between formal volunteering (the focus of this study), informal volunteering (not through a group, club or organisation) and undertaking care activities for family members. In interviews exploring perceptions of the value of volunteering as a route into paid work in the sector some recruitment agencies would respond positively, before going on to describe examples that were either informal volunteering or care for family members:
“Interviewer: Can you think of an example of a candidate that you have placed into a paid social care role… where their volunteering experience has been part of what's enabled you to place them?
Interviewee: We've… got a lot of paid staff who have come to us from looking out for family members. We have a particular young lady [from the local area], who came to ourselves on the back end of having her own child who had severe autism... learning disabilities” (Recruitment agency, interview 16).
In the voluntary sector there was also reluctance to use the term “volunteering” when it was considered that the activity was in fact unpaid work, something seen as distinct from volunteering:
“I think there's a lot of places where they're calling it volunteering when it's unpaid work. I think that's the main concern that we have" (Infrastructure organisation, interview 21).
For this voluntary sector interviewee the “blurring” of boundaries between unpaid work and volunteering was particularly problematic when the activity was taking place in the private sector:
“If you are a business who distributes profit [e.g. to owners/ shareholders] then use the most appropriate tools to support your business and develop your future workforce e.g. work experience, student placements, apprenticeships etcetera." (Infrastructure organisation, quotation from follow-on email with interviewee 21).
6.2 [bookmark: _Toc227656973]Negative perceptions of volunteering
While both social care and volunteering were not consistently understood or described, they also both suffered from some negative perceptions and “misconceptions” which were considered barriers to the growth of volunteering in social care by a number of interviewees. 
For one public sector interviewee the term “work trial” was specifically used in place of “volunteering” as it was considered helpful in engaging potential volunteers who may have negative preconceptions about volunteering:
“… there's a lot of people who are very anti-volunteering, if I'm honest, because they're like, ‘well, I'm not going to do something for nothing’… ‘I'm not willing to do that.’ So again… it's trying to package it in a way to say, well, actually, it's an opportunity for you to try something, you know, a new… an experience, something that maybe you've not considered before” (Social care employer, interview 24).
There were also concerns that volunteering was seen as something relevant only to a particular demographic group: 
“I think there are a lot of perceptions out there in terms of, you know, who volunteers and what a volunteer looks like… you know, that it’s going to be an older person, an older middle-class person… There's more work that needs to be done to kind of… to highlight the benefits of volunteering, really, you know, for a whole host of people” (Social care employer, interview 24).
Some interviewees felt there was a need to raise awareness of volunteering generally and not just in relation to social care. They spoke about a need to position volunteering as more than just an activity that is undertaken when it has not been possible to secure a paid role:
"I think it would be really beneficial if there was more knowledge about volunteering and why someone might do it, and it's not just ‘Oh, it's because you can't find a paid job’" (Paid staff, interview 12).
One current staff member reflected there was a lack of clarity on how potential volunteers would access information on potential voluntary activities:
"I don't know whether people do you know, how do you find out about volunteering? How do you, how do you know that there's those opportunities...out there?" (Paid staff, interview 14).
Lack of awareness or understanding of volunteering was considered particularly the case for those “who are furthest away from the labour market” because “they may have never known anybody else who has volunteered” (Social care employer, interview 24).
In education the notion of voluntary work was considered such a barrier for some students that it could prevent them choosing to join a relevant health and social care course: 
"How do they take 200 days… of providing their time on a voluntary basis for the local authority? I think that sort of stops a lot of them from coming on the course in the first place because they see this huge five-month black hole really, where you'd really need to have some savings up front to get you through that" (Higher education staff, interview 18).
This highlights potential unequal access to health and social care education programmes and therefore careers. Here, requirements for high levels of volunteering, in part designed to aid transition into careers in social care, may in fact have the opposite effect. One staff member, reflected on this both in terms of her own experience and for those looking to enter the sector:
"And I had no wage for two years doing my master's and part of that course was 200 days in placement, driving far to do a placement where I'm not paid for doing that. You know, I still got to take my lunch… yeah, that bit I find difficult that there's like this expectation of that kind of free labour" (Paid staff and current volunteer, interview 9).
6.3 [bookmark: _Toc227656974]Negative perceptions of social care
There is a need to challenge the “stereotypical” views of what is involved in social care work which were described as including beliefs that the sector is low paid and has limited opportunities for career progression:
“I'd say big barriers are probably the like underfunding and low pay in social care… even if you've absolutely adored what you do here and want all of those things, when there are other jobs that are open to you that pay much better, then that's a massive life choice, isn't it, that you're making pretty early on. So definitely that in terms of a barrier” (Infrastructure organisation, interview 22).
Interviewees referenced a need to "bust some of those myths that it's not just about personal care" and to highlight the wider range of jobs that exist in social care (Social care employer, interview 24). One interviewee felt there was a clear need for a holistic overhaul of the way in which social care careers are described and presented, particularly for young people:
“… there's things that we can do in South Wales to look at this narrative… you know, look at the images and the language that is used. Like, I think so many people think of it as poorly paid… you can always see people, like, switching off… but it's gonna take… we need stuff on the telly, we need adverts… I believe we need to really look at the recruitment of health and social care, and how we encourage younger people to see it as much more cool and fresh and fun and interesting, and that there are opportunities within it, and that you don't come in and just stay at that level. Like, you can progress, and you can go and do really great stuff” (Infrastructure organisation, interview 20).
The sector was also perceived to lack the flexibility that some potential employees were seeking, due to a belief social care work may require work at unsociable hours:
“It depends on what kind of setting really, but again, I suppose in terms of if it's kind of residential social care, obviously you're more likely to have, like, shift work, or weekend work, and things like that… I think they can be seen as barriers sometimes” (Social care employer, interview 24). 
Taken together this lack of awareness and understanding of both volunteering and social care, alongside negative perceptions of one or both, create a particularly challenging context in which to grow volunteering in social care, especially as a pathway to paid work.
6.4 [bookmark: _Toc227656975]Voluntary experience: relevant, required or unnecessary?
While it was challenging to find volunteers active in regulated social care settings, it is important to acknowledge that when taking a wider view of social care volunteer involvement is higher. One volunteering infrastructure organisation confirmed that approximately three quarters of the organisations that they work with who engage volunteers would be connected with social care in some way. 
It is also important to acknowledge the overall social care sector workforce context and the impact of this on volunteering. Vacancy levels for paid work in social care are high (see chapter one) and in this context there is perhaps less need to undertake volunteering as a means to gain experience before moving into paid work. Recruitment agencies, for example, described being open to taking on staff with personal lived experience of supporting people with care needs in place of paid or voluntary work experience. They also described recruiting for attitude rather than experience in some cases: 
“… a lot of our clients will look at the right attitude. If you're working with young people, it’s having that level of engagement, level of fitness… because you are… active a lot. When you're dealing with other people, it's having that compassion and real sort of… personality, persona, which comes across in attitude” (Recruitment agency, interview 16).
It was clear that some entry levels roles do not always require previous experience in social care and therefore, as one interviewee commented, 
“Why would they volunteer when they can get paid to do, to get a life experience and work experience in the care sector?" (Social care employer, interview 27).
While those responsible for recruitment at times indicated experience may be more valuable than qualifications, it is important to note that for some current volunteers this was not their understanding or experience. One commented:
"Some people like me might have all the experiences for a job but they might not have it in paper. They might have everything to succeed in that role, but they don’t have the paper, the qualifications to go on to succeed in their application, but they’ve got so much to give” (Current volunteer, interview 2).
There is clearly a potential disconnect between the understanding of those seeking work in the sector and the practice of those recruiting to it. 
6.5 [bookmark: _Toc227656976]A disconnected system 
Evidence from our interviews suggests the overall system in which volunteering and paid work in social care takes place could be considered largely disconnected. These disconnects appeared at various levels and between various parts of the system. For one staff member and current volunteer this was about the need for “better links with… health and social care colleges”, including through greater use of placements and work experience (interview 7). A staff recruiter also highlighted the need for more support from local colleges to create a pipeline for young people moving into social care as workers and volunteers. They reflected on how there used to be a course that offered an introduction to working in social care, but this was no longer available.
In another part of the system, staff recruitment agencies described having no contact or relationship with voluntary sector infrastructure organisations. While recruitment agencies were theoretically open to taking voluntary experience into account for candidates, the practical challenge of securing references for volunteers was considered a potential barrier to doing so. 
The requirements for registration were also a barrier for progression in social care work for some, highlighting another key disconnect, as one manager of staff and volunteers in a social care setting explained:
"But with social care in Wales changing so that everybody has to be on the Social Care Wales register, and that means doing… at least a Level 2 in that kind of line of work, they have to get that funded. They have to do at least 16 hours a week. And so that means that various people can't work for us… or can't work in social care, because they don't have 16 hours a week spare. So, we have had people going, oh, well, there we are, I'll… can I volunteer just for a bit till I find something else? So, we have tried to do that, although it's been tricky because they can't start till they get the DBS [Disclosure and Barring Service] check done, and sometimes the DBS has taken so long that they've gone off and found out the work while we're waiting for the DBS. And that's been a bit frustrating. And we do understand why it's important that people are qualified and are, you know, well-trained in what they're doing. But we think it's a massive shame that it is so restricted like that" (Social care employer, interview 26).
Here, the requirement to be active for 16 hours a week (which is linked to apprenticeship funding and designed to ensure training and qualification pathways have sufficient time to build competence, confidence and consistency in practice), was reported to act as a barrier to achieving the qualification and thereby inhibiting progression in the sector. When people then seek volunteering experience, while looking for alternative paid work, the amount of time taken to complete required DBS checks becomes a barrier to volunteering in social care. The cumulative impact of the various and related disconnects is clear.
Disconnects were also visible within organisations that involved staff and volunteers, with an absence of integrated workforce planning at this level:
"Our strategy around volunteering doesn't necessarily include our volunteer workforce as a talent pool. That's not to say we don't view them as a talent pool, and we do have people who move from volunteering into… being a paid worker, but we don't necessarily have a fixed… strategy around volunteers as a talent pool. It's something we aspire to, it's just not something… we do at the moment" (Social care employer, interview 28).
In some cases, large social care organisations did not involve volunteers at all. When considering working with volunteers in the future their focus was also on roles outside of social care:
Interviewer: To what extent is volunteering thought about internally as part of the solution to any workforce challenges…
Interviewee: Unfortunately, we don't have a volunteering system right now in (organisation name). Or at least nothing that I've heard of. I know [organisation name UK] in general do have volunteers, but mainly for retail. And I know we are now discussing about our business plan, business strategy for 2030, and we are hoping to get retail to Wales as well, so maybe that's gonna open a gate for more volunteering for us in Wales (Social care employer, interview 25).
This interview took place with a staff recruiter for the Wales arm of a large charity operating across the UK with high numbers of volunteers in a wide range of roles. There was an apparent disconnect between the wider UK organisation and Wales operation, and between staff and volunteer recruitment.
The awareness of workforce planning described in interview 28 is from a large employer and volunteer involving organisation providing social care and was notable in being rare. In other organisations understanding of, and practice in, workforce planning, whether paid or volunteer, was generally low. This again reflects findings from our previous work on volunteering in residential care homes (Llewellyn et al, 2025) and suggests this is more widespread across different areas of social care.
However, where staff and volunteers were both involved in the same organisation there was also evidence of disconnects in understanding and effective working relationships, in part due to the lack of understanding of volunteering as outlined in this report. One volunteering infrastructure organisation described how some of the volunteers they place in health and social care settings reported that they felt the staff they worked alongside did not understand their role as a volunteer. This meant that they did not understand what was a reasonable task to give a volunteer, and/or that staff had “concerns over whether people are going to come in and take their jobs” (interview 20). One volunteer with experience in a number of organisations described how they sometimes felt "overused" and sometimes "underutilised". In one organisation:
“... [volunteers] were asked what they wanted to get out of the voluntary placements and then they were kind of given the opportunities to fulfil those things, whereas I think it's quite easy to just use volunteers" (Current volunteer, interview 1).
This is contrasted with other experiences:
"They were on a social work course, and you know… they weren't paid. They were there training, but sometimes they were given all the kinds of roles that really weren't in my eyes, part of a social work training course, but all the things that somebody else didn't want to do. And I think that was a bit abusive" (Current volunteer, interview 1).
Staff recruiters also highlighted the way in which candidates for paid roles themselves also fail to fully connect their own experience. One staff recruiter commented on the way in which some applicants don’t draw on their volunteering as evidence in support of applications as much as they could. One manager responsible for recruiting paid staff suggested that applicants simply need to show relevant experience and it matters less if this is from paid work or volunteering:
"… it's just about... do you meet the person spec of the job? Do you meet the job description and can you evidence that in whatever way, whether that's through work experience or whether that's through voluntary and you're showing that it's transferable skills… when I'm shortlisting, if they're, if that's part of the evidence of meeting a criteria then I absolutely would tick, yeah, they've met that criteria" (Paid staff and current volunteer, interview 9).
Some volunteers expressed frustration at the challenge of trying to connect their voluntary experience with paid careers in the sector, commenting on the need for a wider range of routes into the sector:
"… there needs to be more opportunities. There needs to be, I think it's done really wrong, I think because there's one path into things. I think there needs to be multiple paths that you can take to be able to get where you need to be, whether to be a long road, a short road, or I just don't think it's right that there's one tunnel. And I think that's what I found really frustrating as well about social work is just this one tunnel" (Current volunteer, interview 3). 
Highlighting the specific challenges of moving into social work the volunteer continued:
“… You have to go to university, but why? Why can't you do a hands-on in-house training? I've never understood it. I don't get it because I think you'd have far better nurses, social workers and so on… surely learning in the field would give you more empathy, more hands-on experience, more than everything?" (Current volunteer, interview 3).
The ambition of this volunteer and their desire to move into paid work in the sector was not met with a clear pathway.
6.6 [bookmark: _Toc227656977]The Social Care Wales register – a particular disconnect with education
A key disconnect within the social care system is the relationship between formal higher education programmes in health and social care, and the requirements of the Social Care Wales register of workers able to operate in regulated settings. Interviewees highlighted the way in which the content of degree programmes in health and social care do not automatically connect to the requirements of the Social Care Wales register. They spoke about the way in which this reduced the numbers of people moving into social care roles, as some opted to transition to health care instead:
"I think our social care students would be more employable if they were able to get onto the Social Care Wales register easier. I think that is our massive stumbling block here and this is maybe why we see students realise how difficult it is to work in social care and then switch over to healthcare at some point, unless they're on a pathway that gives them automatic registration” (Higher education staff, interview 18).
Working in social care is described as difficult and with a need for a more "streamlined" and "direct" route for higher education programmes into paid work. The specific requirements of Social Care Wales were considered excessive, given the breadth of experience higher education students gather through their degree programmes and work placements and/or volunteering:
“Social Care Wales require [a] very specific undertaking to register. So, it's usually like an NVQ at Level 2, which is usually work based. Our students don't do that. So, they come here, they do our three-year degree pathway, which isn't recognised by Social Care Wales. They'll have the academic ability, they'll have undertaken almost 300 hours of placement. Maybe they've worked somewhere in the periphery of the sector as well, you know, that didn't require registration. So often when we'll hear back from students and they'll say, ‘well, I've just been through a three-year degree pathway to prepare me for working in social care and now I've got to do a Level 2 NVQ to qualify to go on the register,’ which is really for them… it's sort of really demoralising" (Higher education staff, interview 18).
One volunteering infrastructure organisation that worked closely with students described this situation as “a huge sort of stumbling block”:
“… a lot of those HE [higher education] qualifications aren't mapped over… I would find it so frustrating. If I went to university, I was doing a degree, and I truly thought, you know, health and social care degree, that's going to help me, or have things recognised. To then find that they usually are asked as a requirement to do the Level 2 in Health and Social Care, and obviously, if you've just done a Level 6 or more in a degree setting, I can imagine why that's really frustrating” (Infrastructure organisation, interview 20).
It is crucial in this context to consider the part of the social care sector candidates are seeking to enter; for example, whether roles are entry level or at a more senior level. While there are clear disconnects between formal education and registration status, there were also considered to be many "myths" about needing qualifications to get into other roles, such as unregulated roles or roles in unregulated settings. Some interviewees noted that for entry level roles "hands on experience" is in fact more valuable than "sitting in front of a lecturer talking to you about what could be happening out there" (Recruitment agency, interview 16). This recruitment agency leader felt strongly that it was unhelpful that it is "not promoted" that you don't need to have a qualification to begin work in social care and that the sector generally needs to be "shouting about" the opportunities that exist in social care.
6.7 [bookmark: _Toc227656978]Inter-sector tensions
The disconnects between various stakeholder groups and sectors active in social care appeared largely unconscious and benign. However, there was some evidence of tension regarding views on the role of the voluntary sector in supporting the growth of volunteering in the private sector, and to lesser extent public sector. For some voluntary sector organisations this was linked to their funding, which was seen to be for a very specific purpose:
"We're here to support the third sector. We're not here to support public sector. We're not here to support private sector" (Infrastructure organisation, interview 23).
“My role is funded by the Welsh Government through the Third Sector Support Wales element of the funding that comes in, through WCVA [Wales Council for Voluntary Action] to CVCs [county voluntary councils], so we support the third sector, which sometimes strays a little bit into helping public sector but doesn't really go in towards much work with the private sector” (Infrastructure organisation, interview 21).
In some cases, this was also a wider point of principle about how appropriate it is to use volunteer effort to support profit-making organisations. One interviewee reflected on this in detail and following our interview emailed the research team with further thoughts:
“I reflected back on my core concerns, and one of them is clearly about ‘profit’ (and what is done with it)… I also find myself asking why would it be OK to have volunteers in a residential care setting but not at Waitrose? People want to work in supermarkets, they also want to be plumbers or delivery drivers, but somehow I can’t envisage me ever being comfortable asking Evri (or the like) to recruit volunteers – where is the public/community benefit?” (Infrastructure organisation, quotation from follow-on email with interviewee 21).
It was also considered easier for volunteering infrastructure organisations to work with voluntary sector social care organisations because of their alignment in values. One interviewee commented "we just get it" when describing the ease of working across voluntary sector organisations (Infrastructure organisation, interview 23). For private sector organisations to develop the knowledge, skills and confidence to effectively involve volunteers was considered a significant task due to the need to “educate” them on appropriate roles for volunteering. One volunteering infrastructure interviewee also felt it was inefficient to look to private sector employees to develop this capability:
“Why ask businesses to undertake (potentially) a whole new system and layer of complexities (policies, procedures, managing expectations etc.) which may not be wholly appropriate for their business model?” (Infrastructure organisation, quotation from follow-on email with interviewee 21).
For this interviewee it made more sense for private sector organisations to focus on using routes into employment that they were likely to be more familiar with:
“There are a lot of entities willing to help get more people into paid work, and to support businesses with recruitment, such as back to work schemes, colleges, Careers Wales, Job Centres, Business Wales, and of course Social Care Wales” (Infrastructure organisation, quotation from follow-on email with interviewee 21).
The disinclination to promote or support the growth of volunteering in the private sector found in this research, echoes findings from our previous work exploring the nature and impact of volunteering in residential care homes in Wales (Llewellyn et al, 2025). With the private sector accounting for a significant proportion of social care provision (85% of care homes in 2024, for example), this has considerable implications for the development of volunteering in social care. 
6.8 [bookmark: _Toc227656979]Time limited funding, time limited impact
A further finding in this study, which echoes that of our work on residential care homes, is regarding the positive but temporary impact of external funding to support volunteering in social care. Interviewees described the way in which specific funding had supported the growth of volunteering, but noted this was often time limited, and essential:
“we're not able to run the programme without the funding because we're such a small charity, you know" (Volunteer manager, interview 30).
Organisations currently involving volunteers, and keen to continue to do so, identified the need to manage volunteers well as a potential barrier to volunteering growth. These interviewees expressed that their organisations are committed to ensuring volunteers have a positive and professionally managed experience and feel that in some cases this requires dedicated staff resource, something not always affordable for small organisations: 
“It's a huge commitment and you have to have a dedicated person to manage those volunteers because they need to be managed just as much, if not sometimes more than paid workers… getting the funding to fund the right person to manage the volunteers” (Social care employer, interview 27).
Shortage of funds impacted not only volunteer involving organisations, but also wider infrastructure organisations. Recent funding cuts had also had a negative impact on the volume and range of volunteer recruitment activities one infrastructure and volunteering brokerage organisation had been able to undertake. This included the closure of a specific programme targeted at recruiting volunteers who might transition into paid roles in social care:
“We used to run here… social services volunteering schemes. So, we'd recruit volunteers, we'd train them, and then social services would refer in individuals who needed a bit of befriending support, and we'd match the volunteer up with them. And those volunteers were usually your future health (and) social care kind of paid workforce, but they were using this as a stepping stone, really. But as funding cuts happened within the local authority, that was one of the services that they withdrew” (Infrastructure organisation, interview 23).
In contrast, another volunteering infrastructure organisation had recently received a "strategic grant" from a national volunteering infrastructure body to work with a partner charity. This involved developing career pathways for students studying health and social care that specifically included undertaking volunteering to support them to move into health and social care careers. 
While in some areas funding to support transitions from volunteering to social care is coming to an end, in others it is just beginning. Our research did not identify any integrated approach to these types of funding programmes or schemes, nor funding that focused on ensuring a sustained impact or legacy, further reinforcing findings from our previous study of volunteering in residential care homes for older people (Llewellyn et al, 2025).


7. [bookmark: _Toc227656980]Conclusions and implications
This research set out to explore the experience of volunteering as a pathway to paid work within regulated social care settings. The difficulties faced in conducting the research reflect the challenging context for volunteering and the wider social care workforce that interviewees described. We reach three clear conclusions, each pointing to implications for the future development of volunteering in (regulated) social care. 
7.1 [bookmark: _Toc225165152][bookmark: _Toc227656981]Volunteering as a pathway to paid work
Volunteering can work as a pathway to paid work, but it is hard to find examples within regulated social care. The initial intention was to focus the research on volunteering as a pathway to paid work solely within regulated social care roles and settings. The difficulty of doing so quickly became apparent: it was hard to find volunteers within regulated social care settings, and even more of a challenge to find volunteers who were or had used volunteering as a pathway into paid work. Broadening the parameter of the research, to encompass volunteering in non-regulated social care settings, enabled us to capture examples of people who have volunteered and then moved into paid roles within social care. 
This showed that volunteering can play an important role in shaping pathways to paid work within social care. It can help to develop skills, confidence, networks, opportunities, and evidence for potential employers of their experience, motivation and dedication (see also Llewellyn et al, 2025; Tinker et al, 2017; White et al, 2010). Together, these participation and signalling effects of volunteering can smooth the transition into paid work for volunteers within social care (see also Hill, 2016; MacInnes and Smith, 2022).
When volunteering acted as a pathway into paid work, this was enabled by supportive organisational practices and wider volunteering initiatives which both helped to get people into volunteering and/or into work.
It is important to note, however, that whilst volunteering can and does provide a pathway into paid work for some people within social care, it is hard to find examples of this from within regulated social care settings. This is mostly because it is hard to find volunteers in regulated social care settings in Wales in general. Although there is no data available to accurately report on the level of volunteering within regulated settings, our research suggests it is minimal, with a lack of volunteering capability.
Implication: To strengthen volunteering as a pathway to paid work it would first be necessary to develop volunteering within regulated social care, and this would require a strengthening of volunteer management capacity and capability across the more joined up system.
7.2 [bookmark: _Toc225165153][bookmark: _Toc227656982]System readiness for volunteering success 
Developing volunteering as a pathway to paid work would require systems readiness for volunteering success, which is currently lacking. The research reveals a fragmented and disconnected context for any attempts to develop volunteering in regulated social care, and limited capacity and capability to do this well (see also Williams, 2025). Various elements of the system are not connected, with disconnects occurring in at least four areas:
· within organisations – for example staff and volunteers working alongside each other with only partial understanding of the role of volunteers, or with the absence of integrated workforce planning
· between key stakeholders – for example between Social Care Wales and education providers 
· between organisations – for example the limited connections between colleges and employers or recruitment agencies and volunteer involving organisations
· between sectors – for example between voluntary organisations and private sector providers. 
There is clear recognition of the need to support and manage volunteers effectively if they are going to be involved more meaningfully in regulated social care. However, there is limited capacity to do this, particularly on an ongoing basis where the availability of resources is often dependant on external and time limited funds. 
Implication: To ready the social care system for volunteering it would first be necessary to heal the disconnects within and between organisations that have an interest in education, volunteering and employment within social care. This would require overcoming some challenging perceptions and dynamics.
7.3 [bookmark: _Toc227656983][bookmark: _Toc225165154]Points of contention 
Developing volunteering as a pathway to paid work is contentious from a regulated social care workforce perspective and from a volunteering perspective. There are several complex factors which feed into the disconnects within the social care system. These factors affect both volunteering and its potential to act as a pathway into paid work. They include some challenging dynamics, which can be fuelled by misconceptions and myths about both what volunteering is and what social care is, but which also reflect the hard reality of an over-stretched system.
There is a lack of clarity or agreement on what volunteering is and isn’t within the context of social care. Volunteering can easily be confused or conflated with other things: with placements, work experience, and/or unpaid care. Whilst some people don’t see any boundaries between these different sets of activities (all are undertaken without pay, for example), others work hard to maintain the distinctions and boundaries between each. Within the wider context of increasingly privatised provision, stretched finances, staff shortages, low pay, and stringent experience-based requirements these boundary issues contribute to a series of barriers to volunteering acting as a pathway to paid work within regulated social care: 
· staff shortages and low paid entry level jobs reduces the currency of volunteering 
· lack of money in the system contributes to fears of volunteering as job substitution 
· requirements to gain experience whilst training for regulated roles, contributes to perceptions of volunteering as exclusionary 
· dominance of the private sector within social care provision contribute to fears of volunteering as exploitation.
These are contentious issues that together make for a challenging environment within which to develop volunteering as a pathway to paid work, and indeed to developing volunteering. 
However, whilst contentious, volunteering can be beneficial to the individual volunteers (including employability gains for some, but more commonly in terms of wider well-being and social capital) and perhaps more importantly for people accessing social care. Although the evidence base isn’t as strong as it might be, it suggests that volunteering can help to build social connectedness, reduce loneliness and social isolation, improve well-being and quality of life for people accessing social care services (Llewellyn et al, 2025; Andrew et al, 2022; Dayson et al, 2022; Farrell, 2011; Cameron et al, 2020b; Georghiou et al, 2016; Handley et al, 2022; Baker et al, 2017; Haaksma et al, 2022; Westerhof et al, 2018; Laging et al, 2022; My Home Life England et al, 2023).
Yet volunteering remains notably under-developed within regulated social care. To develop volunteering would require significant investment in building volunteering leadership capacity and capability across the system. There is a need to work to change attitudes, build connections, and facilitate pathways into and out of volunteering. Such investments would currently be hard to justify on the grounds of volunteering acting as a pathway into paid work. Conversely, it could be argued that it is hard to justify not making such investments given the potential of volunteering to enhance the quality of life of people accessing social care across Wales. 
Implication: Efforts to develop volunteering within social care might be less contentious if they centred on enhancing care quality, user experience and quality of life outcomes, rather than pathways to work (although that might happen for some as a bonus!)
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