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Manual on the measurement of volunteer work

This manual presents a data collection strategy for measuring volunteer work that is cost-effective and reliable.  
It provides a defi nition of volunteer work, a measurement methodology to identify volunteer workers and their 
characteristics, and an estimation methodology to value their work. The 18th International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians discussed and approved the Manual in 2008, making this the fi rst-ever internationally sanctioned 
guidance to national statistical agencies for generating offi cial statistics on volunteer work, using a common 
defi nition and approach.

The manual is meant to serve as a reference for statisticians to measure volunteer work, as well as a guide to 
researchers, policy makers and others who wish to understand and use the resulting statistics.  The manual 
is intended to help raise awareness of the need for statistics on volunteer work, a crucial labour resource 
that improves the quality of life everywhere in the world. The manual, therefore, is an integral part of ILO’s 
commitment to decent work. 

Under the auspices of the ILO Department of Statistics, the manual was prepared by researchers at the Johns 
Hopkins Center for Civil Society Studies in cooperation with an international Technical Experts Group and with 
support from United Nations Volunteers.  Its publication coincides with the 10th anniversary of the United 
Nations International Year of the Volunteer (IYV 2001), that called on governments to recognize and improve 
their measurement of volunteer work.



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Manual on the measurement of volunteer work  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Copyright © International Labour Organization 2011 
First published 2011 
 
Illustration courtesy of UNV and Volunteering England 
 
Publications of the International Labour Office enjoy copyright under Protocol 2 of the Universal Copyright 
Convention. Nevertheless, short excerpts from them may be reproduced without authorization, on condition that the 
source is indicated. For rights of reproduction or translation, application should be made to ILO Publications (Rights 
and Permissions), International Labour Office, CH-1211 Geneva 22, Switzerland, or by email: pubdroit@ilo.org. 
The International Labour Office welcomes such applications. 

Libraries, institutions and other users registered with reproduction rights organizations may make copies in 
accordance with the licences issued to them for this purpose. Visit www.ifrro.org to find the reproduction rights 
organization in your country. 
 

 
ILO Cataloguing in Publication Data 

Manual on the measurement of volunteer work / International Labour Office. - Geneva: ILO, 2011 

1 v. 

ISBN: 
978-92-2-125070-8 (Print) 
978-92-2-125071-5 (Web pdf) 
 
International Labour Office 

volunteer / voluntary service / unpaid work / definition / labour force survey / data collecting / measurement / 
developed countries / developing countries / guide 

01.01.8 
 
 

The designations employed in ILO publications, which are in conformity with United Nations practice, and the 
presentation of material therein do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the 
International Labour Office concerning the legal status of any country, area or territory or of its authorities, or 
concerning the delimitation of its frontiers. 

The responsibility for opinions expressed in signed articles, studies and other contributions rests solely with their 
authors, and publication does not constitute an endorsement by the International Labour Office of the opinions 
expressed in them.  

Reference to names of firms and commercial products and processes does not imply their endorsement by the 
International Labour Office, and any failure to mention a particular firm, commercial product or process is not a sign 
of disapproval. 

ILO publications and electronic products can be obtained through major booksellers or ILO local offices in many 
countries, or direct from ILO Publications, International Labour Office, CH-1211 Geneva 22, Switzerland. 
Catalogues or lists of new publications are available free of charge from the above address, or by email: 
pubvente@ilo.org 

Visit our web site: www.ilo.org/publns 

 

Printed in Switzerland  

mailto:pubdroit@ilo.org�
http://www.ifrro.org/�
mailto:pubvente@ilo.org�
http://www.ilo.org/publns�


 

  3 

PREFACE 
 

This Manual on the measurement of volunteer work is intended as a guide for countries in generating 
systematic and comparable data on volunteer work by means of regular supplements to labour force or 
other household surveys. The objective is to make available comparative cross-national data on a 
significant form of work which is growing in importance but is often ignored or rarely captured in 
traditional economic statistics. Doing so will help to fulfil the United Nations Secretary General’s 
recommendations in his follow-up to the implementation of the International Year of Volunteers report 
(United Nations, 2005) that governments “vigorously” pursue “actions to build up a knowledge base” 
about volunteer work and to “establish the economic value of volunteering.” 

This Manual was developed, under the auspices of the Department of Statistics of the International 
Labour Organization (ILO) in collaboration with the United Nations Volunteers, by the Johns Hopkins 
University Center for Civil Society Studies, which has been involved in the measurement of the nonprofit 
sector and of volunteer work in countries throughout the world for close to two decades.1 The Hopkins 
Center was assisted by a Technical Experts Group assembled by the ILO. The Group met at ILO 
headquarters in Geneva on 4 and 5 July 2007 and 11 and 12 October 2010 and communicated with the 
Hopkins Center between meetings via a series of memoranda and emails. The Manual was also informed 
by the experience of the Joint UNECE/Eurostat Volunteer Standardization Task Force and the workshop 
it co-hosted with the Hopkins Center in July 2007.2 The current draft has benefited from initial testing of 
a draft survey module in six countries: Brazil, Canada, France, Republic of Korea, Poland and South 
Africa . Desk reviews were conducted in France and the Republic of Korea and eleven cognitive 
interviews in Canada. Finally, over 100 labour force statisticians took part in an intensive review of an 
initial draft of this Manual during the 18th International Conference of Labour Statisticians in Geneva in 
November 2008, when the draft was unanimously approved in principle. 

The International Labour Organization wishes to acknowledge the contributions of the following 
individuals who played a significant role in the preparation of this document: Lester M. Salamon, 
director, and Megan Haddock,  S. Wojciech Sokolowski and Helen Tice, staff members, of the Johns 
Hopkins University Center for Civil Society Studies; Adriana Mata-Greenwood of the ILO Department of 
Statistics; the members of the Technical Experts Group (Edith Archambault, University of Paris, France, 
Jacqueline Butcher de Rivas, Mexican Centre on Philanthropy (CEMEFI), Mexico, Peter Buwembo, 
Statistics South Africa. South Africa, Lee Byungsik, Statistics Korea, Republic of Korea, Elizabeth Davis, 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Australia, Elizabeth Belo Hypolito, Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics (IBGE), Brazil, Bengt Oscar Lagerstrom, Statistics Norway, Norway, Olivier Marchand, 
National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (INSEE), France, Yandiswa Mpetsheni, Statistics 
South Africa, South Africa, Sławomir Nałęcz, Central Statistical Office, Poland, John Murimi Njoka, 
University of Nairobi, Kenya, Tae-Kyu Park, Yonsei University, Republic of Korea, Justin Davis Smith, 
Institute for Volunteering Research, United Kingdom, Ato Mekonnen Tesfaye, Central Statistical 

                                                      

1 See, for example, Salamon, Lester M. et al. (2004). 

2 UNECE Volunteer Standardization Task Force (2007).  
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Authority, Ethiopia, and Agnieszka Zgierska, Central Statistical Office, Poland; and a number of 
observers (Lorna Bailie and  Tom Dufour, Statistics Canada, Canada, Robert Leigh and Mae Chao, 
United Nations Volunteers, and Catherine Martin, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), France). Substantive review was provided by Brendan Mai, Statistics New 
Zealand, New Zealand, Eivind Hofmann, Norwegian Directorate of Immigration (ILO retired), Gustavo 
Verduzco, Colegio de México, Mexico, and Jeffrey Brudney, Cleveland State University, United States. 
The International Labour Organization would also like to acknowledge the contributions of Sylvester 
Young, former director, and Bob Pember, staff analyst, of the ILO Department of Statistics for their 
efforts in initiating this work. Finally, the ILO wishes to express its gratitude to the United Nations 
Volunteers and to the Ford and Skoll Foundations for financial support without which the preparation of 
this Manual would not have been possible.  

The ILO is pleased to have been involved in this effort to promote the more effective measurement of 
volunteer work, which it sees as an important part of its commitment to the concept of “decent work” as a 
means of promoting human agency, dignity and self-respect. It sincerely hopes that the Manual will be of 
assistance to countries around the world in bringing this important but long neglected aspect of work into 
more effective view. 

 

 

Rafael Diez de Medina, Director 

ILO Department of Statistics 
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