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OVERVIEW 

Digital media have opened up new and exciting opportunities for Third Sector Organisations 

(TSOs).   TSOs are becoming increasingly proficient in the use of digital media for brand 

awareness, campaigning and advocacy, fundraising, and for recruiting volunteers. However, 

digital media are often less well integrated into supporting post-recruitment volunteer 

activities and engagement.  In early 2016, and with funding from the Open University, we 

interviewed representatives from a range of TSOs and TSO support organizationsii – some 

who use digital media extensively and some who are just starting out.  We wanted to 

ascertain what opportunities there are, what challenges and where the gaps in provision lie. 

This report summarises the main points from those interviews.   

POSITIVE ASPECTS OF DIGITAL MEDIA FOR VOLUNTEER ENGAGEMENT 

Our interviewees were generally keen to embrace the opportunities offered by digital 

media, despite also recognising the challenges. Whilst organisation size and available 

resources undoubtedly impact a TSO’s digital position, we also found that the presence of 

an enthusiastic digital advocate can make a real difference to the take-up of technologies 

and practices.  A further critical success factor was to tailor the digital media’s use to the 

organization’s goals. 

Ability to reach a wide and varied audience 

All our interviewees were enthusiastic about the ability to use digital media to reach a 

larger and more diverse audience and to encourage engagement with pressing issues of 

concern to the TSO.  Applications like Facebook can make volunteers visible to each other 

and support a feeling of belonging across greater distances and between volunteers who 

might not otherwise meet.  

Opportunities to develop dynamic ways of working 

We heard about innovative uses of digital media to coordinate volunteer efforts and to 

deliver services remotely, in ways that were often also oriented to making best use of 

financial resources.  For example allowing input from volunteers who live remotely or have 

rare skills that can be more easily shared or to provide round-the-clock help to other 

volunteers and clients.  

  



Ability to track volunteer engagement 

The use of social media and other technologies leaves a digital trace so that TSOs can more 

effectively track what their volunteers are saying, and even some of their volunteering 

activities.  This can be helpful in beginning to understand the volunteer experience, as well 

as providing an additional way to demonstrate impact for funders and the general public. 

CURRENT CHALLENGES 

While there was much positive feedback about the use of digital media, interviewees also 

raised concerns, particularly related to the wider use of digital media in the sector. 

Representing the TSO on digital media  

In general, employees are more trusted than volunteers to present the TSO in a positive 

light via digital media.  Volunteers, in turn, are more trusted than service users. Conversely, 

affirmative views and advocacy expressed by service users and volunteers are very powerful 

in generating a positive public view of the TSO.  A very real concern is how an organisation 

should respond if they experience a social media crisis, such as volunteers revealing 

confidential information or making unhelpful on-line comments about the charity which are 

easily picked up by news media and journalists.  How can TSOs engage and encourage the 

positive aspects of this communication while managing the risks?   

Managing the personal and the public 

Given the permeable boundaries (in terms of both time and identity) between work and 

leisure for TSO employees and volunteers, there are issues around how digital media like 

Twitter may merge the personal and the professional in ways that are sometimes positive 

but also can be unhelpful and even harmful.  Support may be required to help individuals 

with effective boundary management.   

Losing real engagement and encouraging peripheral contact 

Historically notions of effective volunteering have been associated with face-to-face time 

and with number of hours spent; some TSOs see risks in moving away from this.  There are 

also concerns about digital volunteering, including negative connotations of ‘slacktivism’ (or 

‘clicktivism’) and worries about self-organising volunteers operating outside (and potentially 

in competition with) the TSO’s remit.  How can we manage digital media to encourage long-

term volunteer engagement with the TSO or enable TSOs to flourish in the face of a more 

fragmented engagement with empowered and increasingly autonomous volunteers? 

Potential for the emergence of a digital divide between TSOs 

Use of digital technologies for activities like fundraising and campaigning is well established 

for the larger TSOs.  However there is a risk of a digital divide between these and smaller, 

less well funded, organisations, affecting their ability to adapt to new digitally enabled 

models of volunteer engagement.  Keeping abreast of developments in digital media was 

seen as demanding significant time and skills resource. Conversely, there was some 

recognition that smaller TSOs may develop innovative solutions, while larger TSOs may find 

it difficult to change quickly.  There was also concern that digital outcomes become used as 



measures of success in funding evaluations.  This is a particular challenge when the sector 

needs to work better together to achieve shared goals yet there is increasing competition 

between TSOs for scarce funding and for access to volunteers. How can TSOs work together 

productively to develop a shared digital future? 

FUTURE PRIORITIES 

As well as the challenges noted above, TSOs identified specific priorities for the future from 

their perspective.  However they also recognised that it is not clear how volunteers 

themselves may view their own digital experience and potential future digital 

developments, and recognised a need for their feedback. 

Rethinking volunteer roles through digital media 

There is increasing recognition that volunteer engagement needs to become more flexible 

and that digital technologies offer the answer for some forms of engagement. It was 

recognised that this might mean a complete overhaul of volunteer/employee roles rather 

than simply translating them into a digital form. 

Fostering active volunteer engagement over the longer term 

Digital technologies are seen to offer great potential for facilitating longer term 

engagement, though this may require some careful consideration around the choices of 

digital media for sustainability.  TSOs saw the dangers of treating audiences as passive, 

however, the benefit of digital reach is hard to develop into a two-way conversation.   

Capitalising on the benefits of volunteer self-management over digital media 

There is broad agreement that volunteer groups that self-organise are successful in terms of 

enabling mutual support for those involved.  This recognition however comes up against the 

issues of trust outlined above and the challenge of navigating personal and professional 

boundaries.  A priority is to find a balance between volunteer autonomy and TSO strategy.   

CONCLUSION   

Given so many TSOs are keen to more effectively exploit digital media, it is important to 

address the challenges raised and to prepare effectively for a more digital future.  Our 

research suggests three important immediate ways forward: 

 Establishing a network of diverse TSOs to collaborate on addressing these concerns 

 In-depth research into volunteers’ own perceptions and use of digital technologies  

 Work on interventions that can develop innovative solutions to the challenges raised 

If you are interested in the issues raised in this document and/or want to participate in our 

ongoing research please contact katrina.pritchard@open.ac.uk for more information 

                                                           
i
 A copy of this document is available via the project blog [https://volunteerexperienceinthedigitalage.wordpress.com/] 
If you wish to cite this summary please use the following acknowledgement:  Pritchard, K, Mumford, C.,  Symon, G. and 
Hine, C. (2016) Volunteer experience in the Digital Age: current issues and future priorities. May 2016. [online]  
ii
 We are very grateful to those who participated for sharing their views and perspectives on the use of digital media for 

volunteer engagement within the third sector. 
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