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Executive summary 

Introduction 
The National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE)1 was funded by v2, the national 
young volunteers service, to run the vinspired students project to provide compelling evidence of 
the impact of volunteering on students, communities and institutions and to galvanise a step change 
in the quantity, quality and diversity of student volunteering in the English Higher Education (HE) 
sector.  The project began in October 2008 and finished at the end of March 2011.  
 
The project aims were to: 

 Inspire a shift in culture:  encouraging universities to recognise the value of student 
volunteering as part of their core strategy. 

 Increase capacity:  pooling the expertise of the student volunteering community, and 
working together to galvanise a step change in the quality, quantity and diversity of student 
volunteering. 

 Deliver high quality engagement activity:  enriching universities, their communities and the 
lives of the students involved. 

About this report 
Laura Grant Associates, in partnership with Edge Hill University, were commissioned to carry out a 
formative evaluation of the project. The evaluation was both participatory and reflexive, with 
considerable engagement with project stakeholders throughout.  In pulling together this report, the 
evaluation draws on learning and analysis presented in previous evaluation reports and activities 
conducted during the life of the project. However its main focus is a set of 25 stakeholder interviews 
conducted in December 2010 and January 2011, from which the outcomes described in this report 
emerged. 

Metrics 
vinspired students created 2116 new volunteering opportunities for students. The project worked 
directly with 50 HEIs through the different project elements, and a further 53 HEIs were engaged or 
consulted.  A total of 173 volunteer involving organisations (VIOs) were involved, and it is estimated 
that the project had over 4,400 community beneficiaries, plus over 30, 000 members of the public 
who participated in the BioBlitz events. 
 
The team have developed a list of 321 stakeholders that have been involved in different aspects of 
the project. In addition they have run a significant number of stakeholder engagement events. 
 
The project metrics are discussed in Section 3; a full list is provided in Appendix 5. 

Summary of project outcomes 
The evaluation yielded strong evidence for a range of project outcomes from vinspired students. 
These were grouped into four themes: 

 vinspired students enabled meaningful local impacts (i.e. for those that had been directly 
involved in the project); 

 vinspired students built new relationships and enhanced existing ones; 

 vinspired students added credible research to the evidence base; 

 vinspired students revitalised conversations about the value of student volunteering. 
 

                                                           
1
 www.publicengagement.ac.uk  

2
 www.vinspired.com 

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/
http://www.vinspired.com/
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The evaluation also found that these outcomes happened in changing environments for universities 
and for the community and voluntary sector. Sector-wide outcomes were less easy to attribute to 
the project at the time of the current evaluation.  

vinspired students enabled meaningful local impacts 

We’ve got a group of student volunteers now who have moved on to the next level. They’re 
less reliant on us to get projects going. They’ve got more insight as to what to do to get to 
where they want to be and the difficulty now is going to be how we quantify that legacy. 
(Student volunteering manger) 

 
The funding opportunities and reflective spaces that the project offered gave HEIs a starting point 
for change that may not have happened, or would have taken longer to happen, otherwise. Once 
activities were underway, the project provided support for different ways of working to maximise 
organisational learning for the HEIs and VIOs involved. This learning has also been captured in the 
project tools so that it might be shared with other institutions. This evaluation provided significant 
evidence that participation in vinspired students had led to lasting changes at HEIs. These included 
new ways of involving students, new ways of working that had become embedded and a more 
community-focused approach to student volunteering. 

vinspired students built new relationships and enhanced existing ones  

I’m hoping because we’re building up good relationships that we can continue that even once 
the vinspired project has finished.  (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The project provided opportunities for relationships and networks at local and national level, 
through funding calls such as the pilots; brokerage in the case of the national campaigns; and 
conferences, workshops and events that were open to all.  These opportunities for networking and 
partnership working were a strength of the project: they were seen as a way to enhance the 
activities that were initiated by the project, reflect on learning, and share lessons and good practice 
more widely. While the funders and the NCCPE both felt that the national campaigns did not realise 
their full potential, bringing together national VIO partners and universities was an innovative 
development for student volunteering and a valuable learning experience. Some participants in the 
national campaigns appreciated the sense of ‘being part of something bigger’. To some extent this 
was a feature for those that had the capacity to make the most of the networking opportunities 
offered to all by vinspired students, but it emerged most strongly for those involved in the 
campaigns. It is acknowledged however that communication beyond those involved in the discrete 
elements of the project has not yet been well developed, which had limited learning at sector level 
at the time of writing the current report. Participants in the evaluation were realistic about 
opportunities and threats to student volunteering. They hoped that partnerships (at both local and 
sector levels) would continue (indeed for some they were the most valuable lasting outcome from 
the work), and some felt that working in an intelligent and networked way would be crucial to the 
sector’s survival. 

vinspired students added credible research to the evidence base  

… if it’s contributed to kind of placing student volunteering more at the kind of  heart of what 
universities think of themselves as, I think again that’s a pretty, pretty valuable legacy – 
pretty hard to evaluate I think,  but pretty important in terms of what’s been done (Advisory 
Board member) 
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The project did this by providing up-to-date credible research about student volunteering through 
two pieces of commissioned research. Volunteering managers felt that senior managers in 
universities saw the NCCPE as a credible source of information. The initial literature review helped 
the project’s work to be informed by the sector’s existing knowledge and experience. Bursting the 
Bubble was seen as particularly useful as a baseline for measuring future levels of student 
volunteering and as a means of articulating the value for student volunteering within HEIs. The 
Manifesto for Public Engagement had only been launched a few weeks ahead of the interviews. 
Again perceptions were positive overall and the combining student volunteering and public 
engagement into one rather than two manifestos was accepted as a sensible move. A number of 
interviewees felt that the usefulness of the manifesto depended on the extent to which institutions 
would be held to account for the commitments they make in signing it. Due to the timing of the 
interviews, most interviewees referred only to the research and manifesto/pledge in the interviews, 
with little mention of the website tools which were launched after the interviews. However, this 
could be addressed in a review of the work at the end of December 2011. 

vinspired students revitalised conversations about value of student volunteering 

The manifesto has prompted our VC’s office to get in touch with me to say, ‘Well, what does 
this mean?’ It has initiated a conversation about how student volunteering plays a part in the 
public partnership agenda. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The evaluation points to two main ways that vinspired students has revitalised the conversation 
about student volunteering. Firstly, linking student volunteering with the public engagement 
agenda has helped initiate conversations between staff in areas of HEIs that may not have joined up 
before. The project’s work has also enriched the NCCPE’s understanding of how student 
volunteering forms part of public engagement and this has enabled them to embed it in their own 
current and future work. Secondly, vinspired students and the NCCPE have provided mechanisms 
through which volunteering managers and others can start conversations in their own HEIs. The 
Manifesto for Public Engagement and culture change tools are examples of this, although the timing 
of the evaluation meant that our interviewees had had little opportunity to put these into practice.  

The changing environment and sector-wide outcomes 

It’s only a first step. You can’t really make massive change in two years so it’s definitely on its 
way but it’s just that in the middle of it all there’s been these policy changes as well, which 
really doesn’t make things easier (Stakeholder) 

 
The project outcomes were helping some student volunteering managers to better articulate the 
value of student volunteering in their institutions. However, the evaluation also explored the 
changing environments for universities and for the community and voluntary sector. Some felt that 
the new environment might undermine a positive culture change with respect to student 
volunteering, while others felt that they would help make the work more resilient and sustainable.  
 
Many outcomes could be attributed to vinspired students at local level, but interviewees were 
uncertain about the project’s impacts at sector level. The extent to which vinspired students will 
contribute to inspiring culture change for student volunteering in universities, one of its three 
objectives, remains to be seen. The project team and our interviewees did not anticipate a sector-
wide change in culture to have occurred within the lifetime of the project and there were differing 
views about what this might look like in future. Some felt that sustaining the current level of student 
volunteering would count as success, while others were still hopeful of an increase in the quality, 
quantity and diversity of student volunteering. 
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The changing environment is discussed in Section 4 of the main report. The project outcomes are 
described in Sections 5, 6, 7 and 8, and sector-wide outcomes are explored in Section 9. 

Recommendations 
We have suggested six recommendations aligned to the current status of the project. These have 
been developed from contributions from Workshops 4 and 5, the stakeholder interviews, and 
discussion with the NCCPE and project team. 
 
I. Continue to work with the Advisory Board. Continuing to work with the vinspired students 

Advisory Board for the next 9 months will build on the learning developed through the project, 
enable effective tracking of changes taking place, and will support the development of realistic 
plans at local and sector wide level.  
 

II. Engage with the realities of changing context by developing an advocacy plan with key 
stakeholders. Communicate learning from vinspired students in order to articulate the value of 
student volunteering for students, HEIs and communities, and what is essential to support such 
work. Share advocacy plans and changes in student volunteering infrastructure, funding and so 
on with all stakeholders. 

 
III. Continue to champion student volunteering as a vital aspect of public engagement. The NCCPE 

has established a network of champions to take forward the work of public engagement and 
student volunteering up to December 2011 (Public Engagement Ambassadors) and it will be 
important that the part student volunteering can play is visible in their work.  
 

IV. Continue to build opportunities for student leadership. Recognise the existing roles of students 
and student volunteer managers and build on their capacity for leadership developed through 
vinspired students. The NCCPE plans to involve students as Public Engagement Ambassadors and 
should consider how learning from this approach will be shared, in order that the model could 
be adapted and used by others at local level. 

 
V. Continue to explore models for engagement of HEIs with national VIOs. Build on the learning 

from the national campaigns to explore the need for a brokerage role, how such a role could be 
supported and delivered, and by whom. 

 
VI. Communicate and create links to maximise the potential for culture change.  Build on existing 

e-communications (e.g. NCCPE newsletter) to communicate key messages and to highlight 
specific resources and the work plan of NCCPE over the next 9 months to all stakeholders  who 
have been involved in vinspired students project. The Engage 2010 conference was a valuable 
way to share learning and make connections between student volunteering and public 
engagement parts of universities. A similar conference planned for November 2011 will be 
useful to build on this and to identify future project and research agendas going forward. 

 
Section 11 of the full report also details recommendations for evaluating the legacy of vinspired 
students. 
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1 Introduction 
The National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE)3 was established in 2008 as part 
of a four year project to inspire a culture shift in how universities engage with the public. The project 
is made up of the NCCPE and six Beacons for Public Engagement.  In recognition of the important 
contribution that students make to how universities engage with the public, the NCCPE sought 
funding from v4, the national young volunteers service, to run the vinspired students project. The 
project aimed to provide compelling evidence of the impact of volunteering on students, 
communities and institutions and to galvanise a step change in the quantity, quality and diversity of 
student volunteering in the English Higher Education (HE) sector.  The project began in October 2008 
and finished at the end of March 2011. The NCCPE made a commitment in the original project bid 
that it would use the period following this to disseminate findings from the project, and embed the 
learning in its work with the sector, funded by the NCCPE as part of its wider work. 
 
The NCCPE commissioned an external organisation to carry out a formative evaluation of the project 
against its agreed outcomes and targets. The evaluation team comprised Laura Grant, Bella Williams 
(Laura Grant Associates) and Angie Daly (Edge Hill University). We wish to acknowledge the valuable 
input to the formative evaluation process of the project team and the range of stakeholders involved 
in the vinspired students project.  

1.1 Project aims and objectives 
The project aims were to: 

 Inspire a shift in culture:  encouraging universities to recognise the value of student 
volunteering as part of their core strategy. 

 Increase capacity:  pooling the expertise of the student volunteering community, and 
working together to galvanise a step change in the quality, quantity and diversity of student 
volunteering. 

 Deliver high quality engagement activity:  enriching universities, their communities and the 
lives of the students involved. 

 
In addition, the project had the following objectives and intended outcomes. 
 
Objectives 

 Create a vibrant network that pools collective knowledge and builds on existing effective 
practice; 

 Conduct in depth research to identify a baseline of student volunteering activity; 

 Conduct a mapping exercise to provide a coherent and in depth description of current and 
emerging activity; 

 Analyse the research and mapping activity, to identify opportunities and growth areas, but 
also gaps, issues or problems to be addressed; 

 Share findings with stakeholders, incorporate their feedback and fund pilot projects; 

 Articulate how student volunteering contributes to emerging policy drivers in the HE sector 
(particularly ‘public engagement’, ‘knowledge exchange’ and ‘third stream’ activity); 

 Scope growth areas, (including but not limited to ‘engaged learning’, ‘student-led activity’ 
and ‘national campaigns’); 

 Run up to 15 pilot projects to test the evaluation framework; 

 Run up to five larger projects of two types: National campaigns that work with 6-10 HEIs (up 
to two of these) and strategic relationships which will involve partnering with organisations 

                                                           
3
 www.publicengagement.ac.uk  

4
 www.vinspired.com 

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/
http://www.vinspired.com/
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to increase their capacity for working with student volunteers in the long term (up to three 
of these); 

 Apply the knowledge and lessons learned from the pilots to creating a strategic framework 
for student volunteering; 

 Liaise closely throughout the project with key funding bodies (HEFCE and v) to ensure 
appropriate, long-term funding is in place to support the strategic framework; 

 Create a manifesto to promote the framework and charter to the whole HE sector. 
 
Outcomes 

 A robust evidence base and evaluation framework to monitor the ongoing impact of student 
volunteering; 

 A generic framework for accrediting service learning activities, endorsed by key stakeholders 
and the QAA; 

 Strategic endorsement of student volunteering built into a ‘Manifesto for PE, with sign up 
from Vice Chancellors and Principals sought in all UK Higher Education Institutions (UK HEIs); 

 Practical resources to support students, academic staff and university managers in improving 
quality and developing successful volunteering projects, including online guidance, printed 
material and events/training; 

 Alignment of external funding to sustain the project; 

 A significant increase in the number of students engaged in volunteering and service 
learning initiatives by 2011. 

 
In addition, the programme defined seven key principles: 

1. Embrace student involvement 
2. Quality assurance 
3. Embed equality and diversity 
4. Enable creativity and innovation 
5. Support skills development 
6. Encourage partnership working 
7. Maximise community impact 

1.2 Project delivery 
The main activities that the project delivered are summarised in Appendix 1. In brief, these are: 

 Partnerships and Networking: a range of consultation and networking events bringing 
together a wide variety of stakeholders 

 Research and evidence gathering5:  a mapping exercise to benchmark of current activity and 
Bursting the Bubble, which used in-depth case studies of six universities.  

 Pilot projects: funded and worked with ten pilot projects at different universities around the 
country. 

 Student involvement and leadership: through the Student Advisory Board (SAB), Pilot 
Projects, National Campaigns, Research and Evaluation activity. 

 Involvement of student volunteers in Festivals: a project exploring the involvement of 
student volunteers in festivals.   

 National campaigns: working with three national partners to explore the potential, benefits 
and challenges of universities working with external partners to deliver volunteering 
activities. 

 Manifesto and framework: a strategic framework that clarifies the scope of student 
volunteering and its connections, and shows how it adds value to key purposes of 

                                                           
5
 www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about/vinspired-students/about-our-project/research  

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about/vinspired-students/about-our-project/research
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universities. This forms part of the NCCPE’s Manifesto for Public Engagement, which invites 
universities to celebrate and share their public engagement activity. The Manifesto is 
supported by a self-assessment toolkit. 

 

1.3 This report 
This report is the final chapter of the evaluation reporting of the vinspired students project 
conducted by Laura Grant Associates and Edge Hill University. It draws on key findings derived 
throughout the participatory evaluation process involving stakeholders including the project team, 
the funders, students, student volunteer units, members of the Advisory Board and Student Advisory 
Board and the broader sector with an interest in student volunteering.  
 
This final chapter provides a look back at the vinspired students programme from participants’ 
perspectives. It is framed by two central evaluation questions identified for the final report by the 
project and evaluation teams in December 2010: 

 To what extent has vinspired students helped articulate the value of student volunteering? 

 To what extent has the project generated new conversations about student volunteering? 
 
A full list of the research questions that have guided our work throughout the evaluation can be 
found in Appendix 2. 

2 The evaluation 

2.1 Evaluation methodology 
Our evaluation used a participatory and reflexive approach to ensure that the stakeholders involved 
and interested in the outcomes of the project could participate in the research processes and reflect 
on data gathered. We hope that this has enabled stakeholders to contribute to the development of 
recommendations and future action.  We appreciate the time and energy that the project team and 
stakeholders have contributed to the evaluation, which we believe helped affirm its three underlying 
principles: 

 Enable critical reflection and learning; 

 Research relations underpinned by an inclusive approach and reflecting vinspired students 
project principles; 

 Gathering of meaningful data to tell the story of vinspired students as it unfolds and to 
influence future action. 

 
Our methodology comprised several work packages: 

1. Participatory workshops (Workshop 1, aspirations for the project; Workshop 3, interim 
findings; Workshop 4, national campaigns; Workshop 5, reflecting on findings) 

2. Measuring community engagement (a cost benefit analysis tool was developed and applied 
to three of the pilot projects) 

3. E-surveys (55 stakeholders and 274 students) 
4. In-depth stakeholder interviews (14 in December 2009, 19 in May 2010, 27 in December 

2010/January 2011) 
5. Student-led evaluations (Workshop 2, student evaluators’ training workshop) 
6. Communication, project management and reporting (Initial interviews report, December 

2009; Interim evaluation report, July 2010; Pilots evaluation report, October 2010; This 
evaluation report, March 2011) 
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A critical element of the methodology was a space for reflection for the evaluation team on our own 
practice within the project, especially in relation to its key principles.  To do this we established an 
advisory relationship with the Centre for Local Policy Studies (CLPS) at Edge Hill University to support 
the evaluation process. Six critical review meetings were held with CLPS and the evaluation team, 
three of which were also attended by the project team. We wish to thank Stuart Speeden and 
Mohammed Dhalech of CLPS for being critical friends, and to acknowledge the contribution of Bella 
Williams in earlier evaluation reports and workshops. 
 
In addition, we have collected digital narratives in the form of video vox pops from different stages 
of the project. A full list of outputs from the evaluation is given in Appendix 4. 
 
A schematic of the evaluation is provided below. 

 

2.2 Approach to this report 
The methodology for the current chapter of the evaluation draws on learning and analysis presented 
in previous evaluation reports and activities conducted during the life of the project (See Appendix 4 
for a list of evaluation outputs). 
 
Our analysis for this report has been grounded in data from the final round of 25 depth interviews 
conducted in December 2010 -January 2011. Subsequently, data from an interview with two 
members of the NCCPE team was added to offer an additional perspective. A set of distinct, but not 
discrete, themes emerged from this initial analysis. These themes were presented and discussed at 
evaluation Workshop 5. A second stage of analysis used the themes as a coding frame to re-examine 
the data from the interviews, the workshop and our earlier evaluation reports.  
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A full list of the research questions that have guided our work throughout the evaluation can be 
found in Appendix 2.  Further details on the stage 1 and stage 2 analyses are provided below. 

Stage 1 analysis 
The first stage of analysis of these interviews involved exploring the impacts of the project at three 
levels:  

 At local level (i.e. the students, communities, VIOs and universities who were directly 
involved in the pilots, the national campaigns, or the research);  

 Through project processes;  

 At sector level (i.e. wider stakeholders who have not been directly involved at local level).   
 
A set of distinct, but not discrete, themes emerged from this initial analysis.  As follows: 
 

 Project context: What are the changes in the project’s implementation environment? 
(Section 4) 

 Project outcomes:  
o How did the project enable meaningful impacts at local level, i.e. for universities, 

communities and students directly involved in the project? (Section 5) 
o How did the project build new relationships and enhanced existing ones? (Section 6) 
o How did the project add credible research to the evidence base? (Section 7) 
o How did the project revitalise conversations about the value of student 

volunteering? (Section 8) 

 Sector-wide outcomes: What approaches did the project take to culture change? (Section 9) 
 
These themes related to the evaluation questions established for the report and resonated with the 
big questions raised through the participatory evaluation Workshop 1 (See Appendix 3).  The four 
themes related to project outcomes as well as the project context were well evidenced; however the 
sector-wide outcomes were emergent, less easily attributable to the project, and more contested. 

Stage 2 analysis 
A second stage of analysis used the emergent themes as a coding frame to re-examine the data from 
the interviews as well as evidence from the participatory evaluation processes and our earlier 
evaluation reports. This allowed us to evaluate the extent to which meaningful impact is evidenced 
in the project, where gaps still exist, and what learning from the project means in the challenging 
context ahead.   
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3 Metrics 
A full list of project metrics is provided in Appendix 5. 

3.1 Volunteering opportunities 
vinspired students created 642 part-time and 1444 short–term volunteering opportunities. So in 
total 2116 new volunteering opportunities were created. The original project bid stated an initial 
aspiration to create 4000 volunteering opportunities. A revised target of 2124 opportunities was 
agreed with the funder as a result of finalising the objectives and bidding process for the pilot 
projects and national campaigns (during summer 2009). There were several reasons behind this 
change: 

 The level of funding allocated to the pilot projects would not be sufficient to generate the 
initial target number of opportunities – and it was important that number of opportunities 
did not become the driving factor in selecting projects to fund.  

 The aims of the national campaigns were revised at an early stage to focus more on 
developing strategic partnerships between national organisations and universities, and 
testing models for these, rather than delivering large, high profile, one-off events which 
could have met the initial target volunteering opportunities.  

3.2 HEIs 
vinspired students worked directly with 50 HEIs through the pilots, national campaigns, research, 
Advisory/Student Advisory Boards, festivals work, initial consultation and pledge. 
 
A further 53 HEIs were engaged or consulted as part of the project, bringing the total to 103, 87 of 
which were based in England. This compares to 165 HEIs in the UK and 131 in England as of August 
20106. In addition to these HEIs, the NCCPE has engaged a large number of HEIs in events, 
discussions and consultations about public engagement more broadly, which have included the work 
of vinspired students to varying degrees.  
 
vinspired students did not set targets for the number or proportion of institutions they planned to 
engage. However there is considerable diversity in the institutions (e.g. by region, pre- and post-92 
institutions etc.) which they did commit to from the outset. 
 
Through the joint approach of the NCCPE and vinspired students, twenty HEIs have signed the 
manifesto for Public Engagement as of 23rd February 2011, with a further seven that have committed 
to sign, compared to a target of 25. The project team have identified that universities are taking 
longer to build engagement within their institutions before signing up rather than afterwards. This is 
viewed positively by the project team. 

3.3 VIO and community beneficiaries 
vinspired students engaged with a total of 173 VIOs. This included 81 through the pilots, 32 through 
the research and 60 through the national campaigns. 
 
It is estimated that the project had over 4,400 community beneficiaries plus over 30,000 members of 
the public who participated in the BioBlitz events. 

3.4 Other stakeholder engagement 
The team have developed a list of 321 stakeholders that have been involved in different aspects of 
the project. In addition they have run a significant number of stakeholder engagement events: 

                                                           
6
 Data from Universities UK, available at http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/UKHESector/FAQs/Pages/About-HE-Sector-and-

Universities.aspx Figure excludes FE centres that offer HE qualifications. 

http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/UKHESector/FAQs/Pages/About-HE-Sector-and-Universities.aspx
http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/UKHESector/FAQs/Pages/About-HE-Sector-and-Universities.aspx
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 1 national launch event 

 1 national conference (in partnership with WiSCV) 

 vinspired students contribution to Engage 2010 (NCCPE national conference)  

 19 consultation meetings and events 

 3 research workshops and 3 research steering group meetings 

 2 community-based learning workshops 

 5 participatory evaluation workshops 

 8 Advisory Board meetings, 6 Student Advisory Board residential workshops 

 workshops at 12 national or international conferences organised by others 
 
vinspired students also contributed to the NCCPE’s consultation process to inform development of 
resources for practitioners and senior managers. This included 11 consultation events, involving 80 
participants from 49 institutions. 
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4 Project context: student volunteering in a changing 
environment 

Exploring the implementation environment has been a feature of our in-depth stakeholder 
interviews throughout the evaluation. Initial interviewees expressed aspirations for the future of 
student volunteering as a well-resourced part of higher education. The interim interviews were 
conducted around the time of the general election, when fears about the future of the sector were 
already apparent: 

There’s probably some element of putting our heads in the sand in the student volunteering 
sector about how bad the landscape of funding might be in the coming year. (Advisory Board 
member, interim evaluation report) 

 
With the subsequent changes in higher education and recent funding cuts to the community and 
voluntary sector, all of the stakeholders interviewed for this report reflected on the current 
uncertainties. This section summarises their views about the changes to the environment and 
potential implications for student volunteering. 

It’s about survival as well, it’s about what students want and ultimately they’re looking for 
the ‘best’ - particularly if, depending on what the outcome of fee increases has - you know, 
they’re looking for the ‘most’ university they can get for their money. (Student volunteering 
manager) 

 
vinspired students project has taken place against this backdrop of a changing relationship of civil 
society with the state. The roles of universities, the public sector, and the community and voluntary 
sector are still being defined and negotiated. The value of student volunteering not only has to be 
articulated to its own constituents, but in new emerging contexts and relationships. 
 
Implicit in the interviews and e-survey was an understanding that relationships focussed on the 
internal worlds of universities are no longer appropriate in today’s society, where large organisations 
are expected to be mindful of their social and community responsibilities. Access to knowledge and 
facilities by non-university constituents, widening participation in higher education, and the role of 
applied research continue to be live issues. The long tradition of student volunteering and student 
community action, with its range of connections and external relationships has much to offer 
universities in their public and community engagement efforts.  
 
This changing context has been discussed throughout the vinspired students evaluation, as 
illustrated by the ‘big questions’ generated by participants in Workshop 1 (see Appendix 3) and in 
the evaluation interviews in December 2010/January 2011.  
 
It is useful to reflect on the changing contexts of student volunteering within universities and within 
the community and voluntary sector as perceived by participants in the evaluation. Here we explore 
this through two themes: 

 Changes and drivers for student volunteering in HEIs; 

 Changes and drivers for student volunteering in communities. 

4.1 Changes and drivers for student volunteering in HEIs 
Changes to funding mechanisms for higher education are the most pressing drivers for change in the 
sector.  The rise in student tuition fees up to a maximum of £9,000 per year for undergraduate 
students  has a number of implications, including a continuing focus on employability. Volunteering 
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builds capacity and skills for the labour market in the short and long term and universities are 
measured on employability outcomes for students via the Graduate Destinations Survey and 
National Students Survey; the results of which are then made available to prospective students and 
form a vital part of recruitment.  Another implication is the growing expectation students have of 
their time at university, so the extent to which institutions can add value to the student experience 
is crucial. Student volunteering, in its diverse forms from service learning to one-off activity, was 
seen by the stakeholders we interviewed as an increasingly important part of what students do 
while at university.  
 
The focus on employability has changed in relation to student volunteering, especially during the life 
of the vinspired students project. Student volunteer managers continue to feel the need to 
demonstrate explicitly links between employability and student volunteering to remain a central 
part of universities’ plans, particularly in the context of funding cuts.  

A couple of years ago… we were looked at very closely as to whether we paid our way as it 
were and at one point the answer was ‘this is a distraction from core business: that core 
business being the careers mission to get people into jobs and that volunteering was 
considered to be potentially a distraction from that work … thankfully that view has changed 
quite considerably and it’s now being seen as one of the enablers to that agenda.  So we’ve 
ended up going from quite a fragile position to actually being in a stronger position.  (Student 
volunteering manager) 

 
This push towards employability has its risks and prompts fears about a narrow perception of 
student volunteering prevailing in the future. 

The only way in which some of them may be engaged in volunteering now would be more 
through the service learning type activity which relates to their course and seeing that as a 
mechanism to gain relevant practical experience of the occupation they want to go in, rather 
than some of the more altruistic types of volunteering, which are about either serving the 
student community or the wider community. (Stakeholder) 

 
Other changes on the horizon perhaps hark back to student-led and community action 
interpretations of student volunteering. Perceptions of student volunteering experiences are 
changing with the acknowledgement that students build on previous pre-university volunteering 
experiences that include activism and a sense of civic duty. 

I think the other changes are around the community involvement and corporate social 
responsibility angle and our students being seen as active citizens and their greater 
involvement in community development but not just within organisations also in the council 
awards and coming up with their own projects to solve their own kind of needs. (Student 
volunteering manager) 

 
Despite the uncertainties of the changing context, pragmatic hopes for the future of student 
volunteering are offered: 

We need to think about how we redirect volunteering whether we need to look at more 
relationships with like schools and colleges and things that will continue to run, regardless of 
the cuts… (Student volunteering manger) 

And they do amazing things.  I know, I’ve talked to someone from the Guides recently … and 
she said we probably wouldn’t be able to run most of the Brownie units in South Manchester 
if it weren’t for students (Student volunteering manager) 

One of the questions is what sort of infrastructure is needed? Possibly the answer is that it is 
not anymore, there is a mature sector that can work for itself. (NCCPE) 
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4.2 Changes and drivers for student volunteering in communities 
The context in which student volunteering often takes place, that is the community and voluntary 
sector, is also experiencing a funding crisis as the state re-aligns roles and responsibilities for welfare 
provision. This was discussed in some of the interviews as well as evaluation Workshop 5. Challenges 
arise as changes in the way volunteering plays its part are understood and promoted, prompting 
questions such as: Does volunteering substitute professional services? Can volunteering offer stable 
services for communities? How will volunteering be managed? The role of student volunteering in 
contributing to welfare services and in community action in relation to geographical communities or 
communities of interest will be part of this ongoing debate.  
 
Community and voluntary sector organisations and student volunteer managers are aware of the 
potential for their relationship to be a mutually beneficial one. They are looking for opportunities to 
continue the work by ensuring they understand new drivers for volunteering in general, and where 
student volunteers fit into that.  

I hope it will continue to grow just because charities are losing out on money and volunteers 
are going to become even more invaluable and so hopefully they will link with universities a 
lot more. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The impact on the quality and quantity of student volunteering is a concern that some student 
volunteer managers hold for the future of student volunteering. 

I’ve always had a worry about capacity because it’s all very well saying let’s get more 
volunteers out into the community but actually a lot of our community partners can’t 
manage any more volunteers because you need a proper volunteer management system to 
actually manage them. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The question of who will support the infrastructure and policy thinking for student volunteering 
given the threats to the community and voluntary sector arose as an issue to be considered going 
forward. 

…most of the voluntary and community organisations we work with think that they’ve got 
round about three months left to operate or will change dramatically… (Advisory Board 
member) 
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5 Project outcomes: local impacts 

5.1 A starting point for change 
Many interviewees framed the impact of vinspired students as providing a starting point or focus for 
change at local level. This emerged as an opportunity for volunteering departments to take stock of 
their work and consider the direction in which they would like to move. In some cases vinspired 
students supported them to develop existing work more effectively.  

I think vinspired provided a particular focus for the Uni Volunteering department to re-look at 
what they were doing and how best to channel it. So maybe not all of it is down to vinspired 
but it definitely did have an impact and act as a focusing tool, if you like. (Student 
volunteering manager) 

 

Time was also a factor, both in terms of the project injecting funds at an opportune time, and in 
terms of acting as a catalyst for work. 

Would they have happened anyway, that’s always a difficult question to answer. But 
certainly what the vinspired student project did, it gave the creative space to allow it to 
happen and I’m absolutely certain the work happened sooner than it would have done 
without the vinspired student projects. (Student volunteering manager) 

5.2 Organisational learning 
vinspired students contributed to HEIs’ organisational learning in a number of ways. 

New roles for student volunteers 
vinspired students encouraged universities to work with student volunteers in new ways. Some of 
these were described as ‘student-led’ and it was clear that there were different levels of student-led 
work, from projects developed in consultation with students to those that were conceived and 
driven by students. 

I think there are much greater numbers of students volunteering and from a much broader 
spectrum across the University than was the case when I came into post and I think you can 
see students being involved in a number of roles they wouldn’t have been previously. (VIO) 

 
Some of these roles were new to students and to support staff, and there was considerable learning 
around the nature of the support required and how the value of these new roles could be 
articulated. 

We’ve got a group of student volunteers now who have moved on to the next level. They’re 
less reliant on us to get projects going. They’ve got more insight as to what to do to get to 
where they want to be and the difficulty now is going to be how we quantify that legacy. 
(Student volunteering manager) 

 
Some HEIs were able to work in a more student-led way during the various elements of the vinspired 
students project. For a few interviewees, it appeared that this way of working would continue. 

So the volunteers involved in the project had to go and come up with their own lesson plans 
and think about what they were going to teach and how they were going to deliver it.  So 
that sense of sort of independence I guess, has really changed what we expect of our other 
volunteers. (Student volunteering manager) 

Quality, quantity and diversity 
Interviewees were asked to comment on the project aim of ‘galvanising a step change in the 
quantity, quality and diversity of student volunteering’. Most respondents felt that their work on 
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vinspired students had led to improved quality or diversity of student volunteering opportunities, 
rather than increased numbers. When discussing diversity, some referred to offering new types of 
volunteering opportunities, while others described opening up opportunities to students that might 
have been less likely to volunteer in the past. 

It didn’t necessarily increase the amount of volunteering that happened but it certainly did it 
more efficiently and gave us more time to focus on the quality of work rather than scrabbling 
around making it happen. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The exception was one HEI that participated in the pilots, which had seen a steep increase in the 
number of volunteering opportunities. Their challenge was to continue to meet this demand in a 
way that was sustainable and did not compromise quality. 

I think it’s true to say we went from nowhere to being active in volunteering very quickly … so 
our systems were a bit overwhelmed at times I think by the activity that was going on and so 
we need to reflect on that and think whether a lower level of activity but one in which we can 
make sure we ensure the quality is more appropriate. (Student volunteering manager) 

Sustaining and developing organisational learning 
In the main, the legacy of the vinspired students work was linked to the continuation of work that 
was started through the pilots and campaigns.  

So it’s allowed us to kind of stabilise it, I suppose.  (Student volunteering manager) 

What we’ve now created is a model based on the work we’ve done with this particular school 
and we now take that model out to other schools and we now work with about four or five 
different schools which we weren’t working with before and wouldn’t be working with if it 
wasn’t for this project. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The interim evaluation report identified that vinspired students has been a developmental process 
for student volunteer managers, partners, participants and student volunteers. From the 
perspectives of student volunteering managers, there was evidence at the interim stage that the 
project had changed how they work within a broader context of community-university partnerships 
and this was reinforced during the current round of interviews and the e-survey.  

It gives us a good example of how we can engage a broader spectrum of volunteers and the 
roles that students can play in our organisation, with some clear lessons and what to do/not 
to do. (VIO, e-survey) 

 
For others, the legacy was related to embedding student volunteering within the institution, rather 
than sustaining the service provided to communities. 

I think for a permanent legacy you have to get it embedded by individuals that actually make 
a difference within the respective institutions so, for example, it needs to be harnessed by 
academics who can then take it back to their departments and institutions with a view to 
public engagement. And that would filter down to the culture of the department and the 
institution. (Stakeholder) 

 
Beyond simply sustaining the work, several HEIs described ways they hoped to develop student 
volunteering further at their institutions. Ideas included building in more student-led work and 
developing partnerships with other organisations (including other HEIs) locally. In one case, a new 
VC with an interest in student volunteering was helping to drive the developments. 
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We had a new VC arrive at the beginning of this academic year and it’s nice to think that I’m 
already on his hit-list being involved in things which is good news for volunteering; it’s good 
news for my team and for the students, too. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
On a larger scale, the policy and economic context is critical. HEIs, student volunteering 
infrastructure organisations and VIOs are all vulnerable to considerable reductions in public funding. 
Some interviewees feared that funding cuts would limit the extent to which they were able to 
continue or develop their student volunteering work. 

…it would be nice for it just to sort of continue as it is and perhaps one or two more projects 
to start up.  We’re limited unfortunately with the cuts that are coming, I’m not sure how 
staffing is going to work out. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
For some HEIs the growing conversation around public and community engagement appeared to be 
driving positive change and mitigating some of the risks of the funding cuts to the sector, e.g. by 
mainstreaming coordination posts. The link between student volunteering and public engagement is 
explored further in Section 8.1.  
 
The vinspired students evaluation included a synthesis of the key outcomes from the ten pilot 
projects. The key learning points are summarised in the box below.  

5.3 Box 1: Key learning points from pilots 

Innovation in context 
Innovation is strongly dependent on local context. Pilots that achieved some of the (arguably) 
most innovative work did so in a context of high level support for volunteering, community 
engagement and/or inclusion. The successes of these projects would not necessarily be 
transferable to other HEIs where this support was less pronounced. Other HEIs did (arguably 
again) work that was less innovative in the context of wider student volunteering practice, but 
nonetheless contributed greatly to any future step change at these HEIs. 

Project management 
The amount of time and effort required to deliver the changes that the pilots aspired to was 
greatly underestimated in the proposals. While this meant that the pilot funding model leveraged 
significant in-kind contributions from HEIs, it also suggests that the funding allocated to the pilots 
was not realistic to achieve even the relatively modest changes that the work aimed to effect.  

Student-led work 
In centres where student participation was already a feature to some extent, elements of this 
project such as the student evaluators were seen positively and worked effectively (on the whole). 
For others it was a greater difference in the way of working, which brought more challenges. 
Volunteering centres needed the capacity to take this on alongside the work in the pilots.  

Added value? 
Levels of individual and organisational capacity enabled HEIs to make the most of the wider 
project. Individual capacity related to the amount of staff time that volunteering centres could 
afford, and the priority placed on the work. Organisational capacity was expressed in different 
ways for different projects. For some, previous work at a strategic level, or work with v locally or 
nationally provided the contacts and experience to engage with discussions at sector level and 
influence culture change in their HEIs. For others, their willingness or ability to engage in these 
discussions was influenced by a range of factors including their level of project management 
experience and the extent to which they have support from senior management. 
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5.4 Factors that supported and limited impacts 
Each of the HEIs that were involved in vinspired students had a different organisational culture, and 
volunteering departments that were focused on different goals and at different stages of 
development. The extent to which student volunteering was supported was an important factor that 
drove change. The support took many different forms. For some it was a particularly committed 
volunteering manager who was willing to work the extra hours to see the project succeed. For 
others it was that volunteering was a strong priority for the HEI with senior backing or a particular 
champion to support innovation.  

I think it’s hugely helpful to have a senior champion, it certainly has transformed some of the 
things we’re doing, not that we suddenly have done a whole raft of new activities, it’s just 
thrown open endless doors, every time you want to get something done, you know, it’s 
bedded in at the senior level.  It makes a huge difference. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
In terms of the quality of volunteering, the Children’s University framework was cited by some as 
being particularly helpful, although a minority found it prescriptive.  

…the guidelines from the Children’s University, the criteria we use for validating clubs, has 
helped, because that would really raise the quality of what we offer together. (VIO) 

 
In HEIs that may have had less capacity, the amount of extra work that comes with an externally-
funded project was a limiting factor. 

… for the first time having a funded bid of that size and therefore all the extra monitoring 
and evaluation side of it.  Unfortunately, the number of hours in a day don’t increase so 
you’re still having to fit everything in. So from my point of view it’s a wake-up call in terms of 
capacity and maybe not throwing myself so quickly at any money that comes along (Student 
volunteering manager) 

  

Sustainability 
It is useful to think about the conditions for innovation and when these are right. Is it always 
appropriate to innovate or is it innovation for innovation’s sake? Where is the funding for solid 
work that builds long term relationships between student and local communities? With some of 
the pilots, we felt that this type of funding would be required to embed innovation and change, 
and others needed some volunteering work to become established before thinking about 
innovation. 



21 
 

6 Project outcomes: building relationships 
Collaborative working has been a strong feature of the way vinspired students operated and has 
emerged as a theme throughout the various phases of the evaluation. Here it is discussed from the 
perspectives of HEIs, VIOs and communities. 

6.1 Opportunities for relationships and networks 
The opportunity to network and share learning (which may not have been possible without vinspired 
students) was seen as a useful outcome for interviewees that had participated in various elements of 
the project’s work.  

So what I would say is that v’s been useful in terms of sharing best practice and learning 
about what’s going on in other institutions, so I think those sort of things are always very 
helpful. (Advisory Board member) 

 
Reflecting on how such networks and relationships could be sustained, some interviewees felt that 
these could be continued in a more cost- efficient way utilising the resources of the universities. 

It could be done in quite a cost effective way in sharing the costs and I certainly would 
support that and would be prepared to host periodic events as it were.  So I think there is an 
opportunity there for that network to continue.  (Student volunteering manager) 

 
From an HEI perspective, the opportunity to build partnerships was seen as a very important 
outcome that could be attributed to vinspired students for universities that had been directly 
involved in the project. Some described the most valuable links as being with external organisations, 
where vinspired students had enabled new partnerships to be brokered or existing connections 
strengthened. During workshop 5, a member of the group that discussed this theme commented: 

vinspired helped by giving me time and resources (and permission) to invest in building trust 
with local communities. (Workshop 5) 

 
Other interviewees described how vinspired students had enabled them to work more closely with 
other parts of the university. This was especially true for the BioBlitz and Children’s University 
campaigns, and for some of the pilots. Many described how difficult this had been in the past. 

So and then once we were working in schools I guess that the academic School kind of saw 
there was a link between what they could get out of it and what we were offering.  And so 
that’s – for us that’s quite groundbreaking because we’ve just – because they’ve been quite 
closed to the idea of working with us.  So that’s been – academic School wise, I mean there’s 
lots of progress to go and lots of people still to win over I think, but it’s a step in the right 
direction. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
Internal and external partnerships were highly prioritised during discussions between project 
stakeholders at Workshop 5. They were seen as important project outcomes that could be attributed 
to vinspired students. It was acknowledged that building partnerships takes time and resources, but 
that they are critical to the development of effective community engagement. Several barriers to 
this were discussed during workshop 5, including that many academics are unaware of the benefits 
from student volunteering and that institutional cultures and priorities are diverse across the sector. 
The flexibility to adapt and embed work in different ways was seen as a crucial consideration for 
success. The challenge of sustaining links and networks beyond the life of short-term funded 
projects is not new to those working in student volunteering.  

…in terms of engagement with the community what it needs is stability so the challenge is 
how to create those long term relationships when your building blocks for doing so are very 
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dynamic and change and have very short term involvement for volunteers.  (Student 
volunteering manager) 

6.2 Learning for Volunteer Involving Organisations (VIOs) and communities 

VIOs 
Echoing the findings for HEIs, VIOs highlighted the value of the mutually beneficial partnerships and 
relationships that had been built through the work on vinspired students, particularly through the 
national campaigns, but also at local level through the pilots. Through these partnerships, VIOs felt 
that they had developed a better understanding of universities. 

I mean we learned how complicated it can be in some ways and also how varied it is across 
universities.  One of the big things that we learned to ask by the end of the project was 
where the volunteer coordination sat within the university.  You know, was it in the 
department, was it the student union, was it nowhere at all? (VIO) 

 
In addition, VIOs had learned about the types of volunteering opportunities and support structures 
that are needed to work effectively with student volunteers. Again this finding was particularly 
strong for some of the partners in the national campaigns. There is greater detail on this learning in 
report about the national campaigns (see Appendix 4 for a list of evaluation outputs).  

So, for us it’s about learning how to be much more flexible and creative in terms of the 
volunteering opportunities we can provide for students. I think that’s quite a key point. 
Rather than expecting students to fill a regular role … we need to think more creatively in 
terms of projects they can get involved within a defined period of time or around creating 
more ad hoc, one-off volunteering opportunities and that kind of stuff. (VIO) 

 
One interviewee suggested that the vinspired tools could be used to articulate the value of local 
partner organisations’ work, as well as HEIs’. 

I think there’s some really important work to be done within the higher education institutions 
but also with key local strategic partners to perhaps utilise the tools that have been 
developed through the project to articulate the value of the work and to reinforce what will 
actually be lost if those kind of resources are taken away. (Advisory Board member) 

Communities 
Where interviewees mentioned benefits for communities, these were seen as less easy to attribute 
to vinspired students because the focus of the project was on working with HEIs. Where the 
volunteering opportunities involved schools, the role of students in helping raise aspirations was 
seen as important. 

I think it’s quite important for children to be around young people who are obviously 
eighteen, nineteen, twenty, who they almost aspire to almost, rather than there being a 
much older adult they perceive as a teacher. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
Some of the work appeared to have prompted consideration of the extent to which provision was 
truly meeting community needs. As with many of the outcomes, it is difficult to isolate the impact of 
vinspired students from other factors in prompting this. 

It’s hard to sort of pinpoint where it’s come from but we’ve been doing a lot of kind of 
thinking or rethinking of the way that we work.  And especially in terms of community 
volunteering, like the way that we actually are engaging with the community and whether or 
not we actually are addressing a need and are properly benefiting the community or if we 
really are just kind of set up to meet the needs of students really. (Student Advisory Board) 



23 
 

 
Some also discussed the role of student volunteering in terms of improving community-university 
relations and addressing studentification issues, which was identified near the start of the evaluation 
as a ‘hallmark’ of student volunteering7.  In workshop 5, one group came up with four suggestions to 
maximise the impact of this type of work: 

 Ensure equity in benefit between students and community to sustain the work 

 Consider the limits of community interest 

 Bring the community on board early to help define the project 

 Community groups could be part of award processes to show the impact of students       
                     (Workshop 5) 

6.3 National campaigns 
The national campaigns represented a different type of partnership to those that developed through 
other areas of vinspired students work, in that the relationships between HEIs and VIOs were 
brokered by the NCCPE.  

Development of the campaigns 
The national campaigns were an area of the project that did not fully meet initial expectations for 
the NCCPE or v. It appeared to have been difficult to agree on a shared realistic vision for the 
campaigns, which evolved considerably throughout the course of the project. Originally, the NCCPE 
had envisaged providing funding to add a student volunteering element to existing campaigns, while 
v had envisaged delivery of distinct vinspired students campaigns. The approach that was finally 
agreed on reframed two of the campaigns as strategic partnerships which focussed on developing 
and testing models for engaging HEIs with national partners, rather than large scale events. 

[the funder] expected those projects that they were funding as national campaigns to be 
vinspired students campaigns, not aligned to other national campaigns but distinct … and I 
think the three projects we chose I think were brilliant projects, I think we learnt lots about it, 
we learnt lots about different models of engaging with students but they never really realised 
their full potential.  (NCCPE) 

I think one of the shames is the campaign element which didn’t really ever come to fruition in 
terms of the original aspiration for the campaign and what was delivered in terms of volume 
of students, enabling national organisations to mobilise this huge army of volunteers to go 
and deliver their activities. (Stakeholder) 

 
While the campaigns did not deliver the volume of volunteering opportunities that the funders and 
deliverers hoped, they were a rich source of learning for those that participated, especially the VIOs. 
Capturing and sharing this learning was seen as essential to realising the value of the investment in 
the campaigns. 
 
The national campaigns were discussed in depth during participatory Workshop 4. These discussions 
highlighted the balance between local flexibility and national support that must be struck when 
working in this way. The value of the brokerage role had been in helping VIOs find a ‘way in’ to 
universities and student volunteers, as there is a lack of centralised information for national 
organisations to work with universities.  

                                                           
7
 Many of the projects funded by vinspired students aimed to address what we have termed ‘hallmarks’ for 

student volunteering.  These are the types of outcomes often evidenced as standard for student volunteering.  
Developing better community relations was a theme running throughout the pilot programme and national 
campaigns, and evidence for the ‘hallmarks’ was gathered throughout the evaluation.  
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How can individual HEI internal structures for student volunteering be identified and 
accessed by VIOs? (Workshop 4) 

 
Some felt there was value in continuing the brokerage role, while others felt they would be able to 
continue the work based on their learning from the process to date. 

Do VIOs/student volunteering units involved in the campaigns still need support? How can 
organisations build on and respond to students’ enthusiasm? And build on their own 
organisation’s experiences? (Workshop 4) 

Being part of something bigger 
The implications of being part of a bigger project came through most strongly for HEIs that were 
involved in the national campaigns. This had both benefits and drawbacks: it was felt to add 
credibility, but often also added extra bureaucracy.  

[BioBlitz] made me feel that I’m not trying to do this on my own actually, that I’ve got 
support, that there’s a sort of nationwide volunteering scheme for young people that we’re 
part of.  So that’s made me feel good and also a lot of the media tool kit and organiser’s 
note, all that sort of useful backup information has helped. (Student volunteering manager) 

The difficulty I’m now having is, you know, I’ve got a team, but I’m conscious of the fact that 
these students are starting to get a little fed up, if you like, of what seems like being 
constantly called on to give information. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
Some interviewees reported the prestige of being involved in a national project as a useful outcome 
from vinspired students. The additional support that students involved in some of these 
opportunities (such as National Trust Ambassadors) were able to access was also beneficial. 

I think probably vinspired has made students realise that it’s a sort of national thing rather 
than just at their local institutions and hopefully they’ll continue to be involved in some way 
and explore different possibilities when they come to do any voluntary work in the future.  It 
will have given them the sort of bigger view of it. (Student volunteering manager) 

Box 2: Key learning from national campaigns 

Approaches and models 

National Trust Children’s University BioBlitz 

Established a national network 
of Student Ambassadors who 
sought ways to promote 
student volunteering with the 
National Trust more widely in 
their universities. 

Deployed the Children’s 
University framework for 
students to design and deliver 
inspiring activities for children, 
and enabled student volunteering 
units to become accredited 
Children’s University providers. 

Developed roles for student 
volunteers in one-off 
events, also involving 
members of the public and 
the broader academic 
community. 

Key learning points 

A coordination role within the VIO is useful to build knowledge and understanding of the benefits 
of student volunteering and to offer practical support to student volunteers. 
 
The project team played a supporting role for the national campaigns VIOs in helping them to 
access universities. Guidelines for VIOs to understand university structures, cultures and timelines 
as well as how to access student volunteers through the appropriate channels could be useful. 
 
Student volunteer roles are dynamic and do not conform to one type of model; rather they are 
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dependent on the people involved and approaches they wish to use at the time and prevailing 
structures in the VIO/university. 

 
A national VIO student volunteering model that is stand-alone from existing university structures 
may be vulnerable when it comes to insurance, access to buildings/transport etc. or development 
of new ideas. Time should be set aside by the HEI and VIO to plan and prepare for student 
volunteering, jointly when necessary. This requires both organisations to be clear about the roles 
and expectations of the student volunteers and joint commitment to internal/external supports 
for students.  

 

6.4 Sustainability, opportunities and threats for relationships 
At local level, many interviewees hoped that the work they had begun with vinspired students would 
continue. Some felt that their involvement in the project had helped their work become more 
sustainable by building relationships and developing organisational learning about what works well 
(and what does not). 

I’m hoping because we’re building up good relationships that we can continue that even once 
the vinspired project has finished.  (Student volunteering manager) 

 
Some of the national partners also hoped that they would be able to build on the vinspired students 
work to further develop their links with universities. 
 
VIOs identified a couple of factors that supported and limited impact. In the case of the National 
Trust, the campaign was taking place at a time of considerable organisational change. While this led 
to some problems with staff changing, it also provided an opportunity to reflect on issues around 
student volunteering and potentially build learning into the new structure. 
 
For other VIOs at both local and national level, uncertainties with funding were a big barrier to 
continuing or developing the work begun with vinspired students.  

I’m hoping it will leave behind an ongoing relationship although exactly what will happen 
with that is difficult to tell because of the funding going.  I won’t be here and we as an 
organisation don’t have the funding to replace me. (VIO) 

 
At workshop 5 participants acknowledged the funding cuts as seriously problematic to partnership 
working. However, it was recognised that student volunteering units could use their skills to work in 
a more networked way locally and regionally. As universities operate on an increasingly 
individualistic basis, maintaining networks and relationships could be inhibited by limited time 
available and a possibility of increased competition between projects. 
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7 Project outcomes: adding to the evidence base 

7.1 Research, manifesto and tools 
Due to the timing of the interviews, most interviewees referred only to the research and 
manifesto/pledge in the interviews, with little mention of the website tools. 
 
Perceptions of Bursting the Bubble were very positive. It was seen as credible and useful in informing 
thinking about the way that student volunteering is run. 

Bursting the Bubble has been quite useful, I have to say, from the point of view of us looking 
at - we’re going through a review at the moment - so looking at the importance of things like 
staff support and embedding volunteering programmes and evidencing, so Outcome No. 1 
has been quite useful. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
Although a few felt there was a risk of that headline figure (that 63% of students volunteer) could be 
taken out of the context of the rest of the report.  

…it is a high number, and, taken out of context of that incredibly detailed and well 
researched report, my theory is it could be used as a stick for people like me because we’ve 
got participation data here of about 6% of students… (Advisory Board member) 

 
The Manifesto for Public Engagement had only been launched a few weeks ahead of the interviews. 
Again perceptions were positive overall, but several interviewees felt that the usefulness of the 
manifesto depended on the extent to which institutions would be held to account for the 
commitments they make in signing it. 

I’m always a little bit suspicious of bits of paper I have to say, because I know it’s easy for 
people to sign a bit of paper but not necessarily… - and say we’ve got the right intentions - 
but then I don’t think it necessarily always translates into action or into the right sort of 
budget or whatever, especially at the moment. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
A strong aspiration for the manifesto and resources was that they would be used to effectively 
articulate the value of student volunteering in HEIs. Indeed, some were beginning to use the 
Bursting the Bubble research in this way. 

I’ve certainly looked at the research and that’s fed into all sorts of bits of our understanding 
of the landscape and very useful for funding bids and articulating a case within the 
university. (Advisory Board member) 

 
However the extent to which the tools had actually achieved their goal was unclear as yet. 

… if it’s contributed to kind of placing student volunteering more at the kind of  heart of what 
universities think of themselves as, I think again that’s a pretty, pretty valuable legacy – 
pretty hard to evaluate I think,  but pretty important in terms of what’s been done (Advisory 
Board member) 

 
Interviewees were concerned that if the resources and manifesto developed through vinspired 
students were not effectively communicated, the impact of the project would be limited. Effective 
dissemination of the manifesto and tools was seen as crucial, but interviewees were unsure what 
was planned for this. The Engage 2010 conference was seen as a useful channel, but there were 
concerns that staff and student volunteers may not find the NCCPE website. 



27 
 

I think my concern would be that we’ll get to the end of the year and they’ve just basically 
written a whole bunch of resources that’ll just sit on a website somewhere and no-one will 
ever find them.  (Student Advisory Board) 

 
Despite these concerns, the resources were seen as having potentially valuable future impacts at 
sector level as well as locally. 

But the major, major, major positive for us has been the research which has been absolutely 
outstanding, that’s been a massive plus and something which we are – we continue to use 
and will use in the future to try and lobby and influence and it’s played a big part in our 
understanding of longitudinal approaches. (Stakeholder) 

 
One interviewee highlighted the risk to the knowledge base in student volunteering given the sector-
wide cuts. He felt that the resources could capture this learning to prevent it being lost and to help 
the sector recover as quickly as possible. 

…the task is for us to facilitate how that knowledge base survives, I mean it can survive 
through NCCPE continuing nurture of it on one level with the resources that they will have. 
(Advisory Board member) 

 
In summary, the research was valued highly, many interviewees seemed to be withholding 
judgement on the manifesto until they could see how universities would be held to account, and 
very few were aware of the other tools which were launched during or following the interviews. It 
would be helpful to revisit these questions around the manifesto and tools in the next nine months. 

7.2 Evidence for future impacts 
A number of interviewees discussed issues around collecting evidence for the future impacts of 
vinspired students. The usefulness of Bursting the Bubble as a baseline for measuring future levels of 
student volunteering was identified, and some went on to suggest other indicators for success. 
Again, the nature of ‘success’ was contested; some felt that maintaining the current level of student 
volunteering (‘survival’) would count as success, while others were more ambitious. 

I guess success would look like there hadn’t been a decrease and that we could do a similar 
survey and [find] pretty high levels of volunteering among students in a couple of years’ time 
(Stakeholder) 

I’d be looking for organisations who signed up to the manifesto to be able to articulate the 
changes that had taken place and the impact those changes have made … I would be looking 
for evidence of copycats of the pilot projects or ways in which it was clearly evident that the 
pilot projects had influenced behaviour.  I’d be looking for any evidence of any national 
campaign activity that could be attributed back to learning that had been uncovered from 
this process. (Stakeholder) 
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8 Project outcomes: revitalising conversations about the value of 
student volunteering 

The evaluation points to two main ways that vinspired students has revitalised the conversation 
about student volunteering. Firstly, by linking student volunteering with the public engagement 
agenda; and secondly by providing mechanisms through which volunteering managers and others 
can start conversations in their own HEIs. 

8.1 vinspired students, student volunteering and public engagement 
The very nature of vinspired students, in that it was conceived and delivered by the National Co-
ordinating Centre for Public Engagement, drew student volunteering and public engagement 
together. The notion of public engagement itself is contested: 

I guess the difficult thing is it has to do with what people think public engagement means 
and if you talk to researchers it’s about how they undertake research and do community-
based research, and if you talk to lecturers it’s all about public lectures, and you talk to other 
people and it’s about cultural assets, you know, the museums and the other cultural assets 
that universities own, and to other people it’s about volunteering.  (Student volunteering 
manager) 

 
vinspired students operated within this ‘messy’ context of differing perspectives and experiences 
and worked through two important processes. Firstly, the project has provided a space for further 
thinking about the public engagement of higher education in relation to student volunteering and 
community engagement. Secondly, the project has been developing a dialogue between vinspired 
project elements and the broader work of NCCPE. This is an ongoing task and communicating the 
complexity of the project has been a challenge. 

I first came across BioBlitz and I thought BioBlitz was just a sort of standalone thing and then 
I realised that it was part of this consortium in Bristol and then Bristol was involved with the 
National Centre for Public Engagement and then it just seemed to get bigger and bigger …  
and the community and voluntary sector were in there somewhere as well…. So I think the 
whole sort of structure of it is a bit complex (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The stakeholder e-survey that was conducted in December/January 2010/2011 (see Appendix 6 for a 
detailed analysis) explored perceptions of the linkage between student volunteering and public 
engagement. A vast majority supported the link, although a minority felt that more work was 
required or that it could be difficult defining the boundaries between public engagement and 
student volunteering. 

Student volunteering is one of a range of important tools to support HEI public engagement. 
More needs to be done to help bridge the gap between student volunteering coordinators, 
academic staff, and community organisations wishing to engage student volunteers. (VIO, e-
survey) 

 
Some felt that the two areas of work were already linked at their institution, while others 
highlighted how student volunteering can make an important (to some, the most important) 
contribution to universities’ engagement in their communities. 

Student volunteering plays a huge role in public engagement for universities. The student 
population is the life-blood of a HEI and it is in the interest of the university and potentially 
even the wider community to encourage and support student volunteering. (SAB, e-survey) 

 
From the perspective of the NCCPE team, vinspired students had significantly influenced their own 
thinking about the role student volunteering plays in public engagement. 
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The initial thinking was that the two are integrated, that you can’t consider public 
engagement without considering students, which is why we went to get the funding in the 
first place.  I think what came out of the project was a deeper and broader understanding of 
student volunteering which then helped us see where the two were most closely aligned and 
how to join forces in order to make a really compelling case for universities to take these 
agendas forwards. (NCCPE) 

8.2 Starting conversations  
There was some evidence that the manifesto and other work had started or developed 
conversations about student volunteering at senior levels in HEIs. 

Well, like I say, the manifesto has prompted our VC’s office to get in touch with me to say, 
‘Well, what does this mean?’ It has initiated a conversation about how student volunteering 
plays a part in the public partnership agenda   I think we’re lucky in that that conversation is 
already happening though I would imagine in some universities that’s going to be very useful 
if it’s the first time that connection is being made. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
A number of interviewees commented on how their involvement in vinspired students had helped 
them reflect on and articulate the value of student volunteering. This in turn fed into some of the 
conversations at senior level that were beginning within HEIs. 

So I think what’s happened is, in the main, that the volunteering service are now more able 
to conceptualise kind of an aggregate benefit around a neighbourhood and a choice of 
working in a particular area, that they then slot in individual opportunities to it.  (Advisory 
Board member) 

 
Some felt that vinspired students and the NCCPE had credibility which added weight to the cases 
being made by volunteering departments. For those where this was not yet happening, there was a 
great deal of aspiration that this would happen. The manifesto is therefore one mechanism through 
which the aspired-for legacy could be achieved. 

I think it’s important that that kind of conversation of where volunteering fits in with the 
university’s big plan is something that we speak about at length and I think the tools are 
important; the tools will be good to kind of prompt that I think. (Student volunteering 
manager) 

 
It is also important to bear in mind the university planning cycle. While this worked in favour of 
some HEIs that had been involved in the project, for others it may be a barrier. 

This coincided with a strategic planning round and so student volunteering has found its way 
into strategic planning, really, which commits the institution to trying to make sure that it 
continues. (Student volunteering manager) 

 
The extent to which volunteering managers were able to start those conversations often depended 
on the extent to which there were others also willing to have the conversation. In cases where 
conversations were already happening, or there was nowhere for the conversation to occur, impacts 
were limited. Impacts were most strong in institutions that fell between these extremes.  
The NCCPE also framed the desired long-term impacts of the project as supporting meaningful 
conversations. 

We’ve helped people have more meaningful and more purposeful conversations about the 
value of student volunteering. And it’s through those conversations that change will happen.  
So I feel proud of the way we’ve given people tools for that.  (NCCPE) 
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9 Sector-wide outcomes: culture change? 
vinspired students did not aim to create a sector-wide change within the funded period, but rather 
to develop a platform on which future changes could be built. The plan within the original project 
bid was that the project would deliver a range of outputs by March 2011, and the NCCPE would 
commit to disseminating these and embedding the learning in its work with the sector during the 
period up to December 2011. It is therefore unsurprising that outcomes at sector level are, at this 
stage, more contested than those at local level. The NCCPE acknowledged that there may have been 
a greater need to manage expectations around what the project was intending to achieve within the 
initial time frame. 

[Colleague’s] view was that lots of people in the sector thought that we were going to 
stimulate a culture change immediately … and I think for me that was really interesting in 
terms of managing expectations around what we were going to deliver, given that we knew 
that in 18 months or two years’ time the best we would be able to do was develop some 
really good resources and some really good evidence that could inform the sector in its work 
going forward. (NCCPE) 

9.1 Sector-wide outcomes 
Interviewees and Workshop 5 participants were more comfortable talking about change in the 
contexts of their own organisations and many felt unable to extrapolate to the sector as a whole. 
However some felt that the project had helped the sector come together to reflect on the value of 
student volunteering, which was necessary prior to the value being better articulated.  

…in my experience in the past a lot of the focus has been on saying what a good thing it is 
and really trying to sell the value of student volunteering, whereas vinspired students has 
really looked at how do we ensure that we make student volunteering valuable which is a 
subtly different way of looking at it I think. That’s been really interesting.  (Student 
volunteering manager) 

 
As described in Section 4, some interviewees felt that their involvement in vinspired students had 
contributed to a step change in student volunteering in their institutions. Unsurprisingly given the 
time of the evaluation, none felt that this had yet translated into a step change across the sector, so 
most of the comments were framed as aspirations or concerns for the future. 
 
In the changed environment for student volunteering, some felt that simply sustaining the current 
level of student volunteering nationally would count as success, while others rejected that idea. 

I think it’s provided a really important catalyst for student volunteering to face the challenges 
that it’s going to face.  So the step change might actually just be – might be mainly 
sustainability - to maintain the achievements that have taken place so far. (Advisory Board 
member) 

Is “sustainability” [i.e. maintaining the current level of student volunteering] a step change? 
(Workshop 5) 

 
Others noted that the project had been running for a relatively short time, and accepted that 
effecting significant change in two years is not realistic. 

It’s only a first step. You can’t really make massive change in two years so it’s definitely on its 
way but it’s just that in the middle of it all there’s been these policy changes as well, which 
really doesn’t make things easier (Stakeholder) 



31 
 

9.2 Project processes 
The evaluation interviews were an opportunity to reflect on how the project was set up, and the 
effect this had on its impacts. The NCCPE began with a belief that any systemic change in the ways 
that universities engage with communities would need to involve students; however it was less clear 
how this belief would be translated into project delivery. As discussed in the initial and interim 
evaluation reports, it took time for a shared vision for the project to be developed between v and 
the NCCPE. Added to this were delays in recruiting project staff which led to pressure on the opening 
phases of the project. With the benefits of hindsight, funders and the project team reflected on how 
they might have worked differently. 

…if we’d spent more time together really thrashing through the minutiae from the outset and 
almost doing a complete timeline knowing exactly where we were going to be and getting 
the outputs and measurables… (Stakeholder) 

It has been challenging in many ways… the tension between having a project that has both 
had some steep targets for delivery but is also about doing something that is reflective and 
about learning and strategic.  At times it has been quite difficult to get the balance right. 
(NCCPE) 

 
The productive working relationship that was developed later in the project was called upon when 
developing the student volunteering manifesto. In the initial proposal, this was to be a separate 
document to the Manifesto for Public Engagement, but the NCCPE felt it would be more powerful if 
student volunteering were embedded within the Manifesto for Public Engagement, as a single, 
strong message would be easier for universities to take on board. There was some concern about 
taking this to the funder as it represented a change to one of the major deliverables on the project. 
However, both organisations agreed that this was the most productive way forward. 

Once we’d worked out that it made better sense to integrate them, v were actually really 
open minded about it… …I think the advisory board got really quickly behind it and so 
therefore actually that fear that it was going to be a really difficult thing, it wasn’t because 
of how it was managed. (NCCPE) 

I suppose it was a little bit of a shame it was so late in the day but I think the resolution that 
we got to was a positive one and I think there was actually probably greater benefit from 
having them as a single entity and having the student bit as a core pledge within that. 
(Stakeholder) 

 
Student involvement was a key principle of the project and many interviewees agreed that this was 
important, for example as part of the Student Advisory Board. Members of the project team and 
Advisory Board felt that the SAB was valuable as a check for their work and that the individual 
members were becoming champions for student volunteering at a range of levels. Some of the 
students also reported taking ideas from the SAB back into their own institutions.  

I do think that the learning and energy that they put into our thinking and also in terms of 
their local delivery, in terms of inspiring their own agendas locally has been really, really 
beneficial to the project.  And I think the real challenge for us is going forward without the 
resource to be able to have a student advisory board with that very sensitive advising on our 
student project, how can we continue to support students who care about this agenda? 
(NCCPE) 

 
Some of the students felt that they could have been asked to work harder for the project, and while 
they valued the skills and connections they had developed through their involvement, beyond that 
they were unclear about the usefulness of the contribution they had made to the work overall. 
However, it should be noted that these interviews were carried out before the final Student Advisory 
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Board workshop, which included reflection and analysis of the contributions that the SAB had made 
to the project. 

… at times I’ve thought this is great but is this actually useful for you guys or are we just – are 
you just trying to like get us to develop personally at the moment?  (Student Advisory Board) 

 
Student involvement was discussed in greater detail in our interim report, where stakeholders 
identified it as a key strength and a hallmark of the embedded principles within the overall 
programme. The numbers of students with a high level of involvement in the project was probably 
greatest around the time of the interim evaluation report; students were engaged in the Bursting 
the Bubble research and as pilot project evaluators as well as through the SAB.  

9.3 Continuing challenges 
Section 4 describes a number of impacts at local level for the project, and it is clear that this 
influence has not yet been felt sector-wide. This was true for most of our interviewees, who felt 
uncomfortable talking about the project overall. In addition, some interviewees were unclear about 
the distinctions between vinspired students and other work funded by v, for example the v awards. 
The NCCPE may find this useful to bear in mind when sharing the learning and other outputs from 
the project. 

I don’t think anyone in the sector really sees it as a programme as a whole apart from those 
who have been directly involved in it. (Stakeholder) 

 
A big challenge facing the NCCPE in the next nine months will be how to cascade the use of 
resources and the associated changes to HEIs that have not been directly involved in the project, and 
how to evidence what difference this has made. This challenge is exacerbated by the fact that the 
environment will continue to change until the new tuition fees structure is introduced in 2012, and 
beyond.  

The impact on people we have worked with directly I hope can be seen, what might be 
harder to judge is what impact we have had on other people we haven’t had direct contact 
with but who may have come across us indirectly. And that is going to come across to the 
effect of the manifesto and the pledge and how much it is taken up by people who haven’t 
actually done any work with us. (NCCPE) 

 
This challenge was identified by stakeholders at Evaluation Workshop 5, which was attended by 
representatives from some HEIs that had not been closely involved in the work. Participants 
articulated the difficulty of sharing this sense of ‘being something bigger’ with HEIs that have not 
been directly involved in the project through a pilot, campaign or the research. 

Maybe that [being part of something bigger] doesn’t ring true for everyone. It depends on 
the ownership each HEI feels they have over the results. (Workshop 5) 

9.4 Looking forward 
There was a strong aspiration that the NCCPE would continue to champion and lobby for student 
volunteering beyond the lifetime of vinspired students. Several mechanisms for effective 
championing were identified: using drivers that were becoming increasingly important to 
universities, including external/partner organisations as champions and helping those that had been 
involved in the vinspired students work help advocate student volunteering to others. 

…when it comes to cold, hard facts, especially at the moment, I think institutions need to 
know volunteering is going to help because they have to know we have to do it because it’s 
going to improve our NSS rating, it’s going to support our widening participation agenda 
(Student volunteering manager) 
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…it’s really important to have advocates for student volunteering, who are external 
organisations who haven’t partnered with universities before. (VIO) 

 
Several felt that the NCCPE had created a valuable platform through which the messages about the 
benefits of student volunteering could be heard by HEIs. This was echoed by the NCCPE themselves: 

I think it’s given us the platform on which we are now working, so the tools, the manifesto, 
and the pledge, they are just kind of bread and butter now to what we’re doing for the next 
nine months.  It’s utilising those to support as many places to experience the ways of working 
that have been revealed to be successful over the last two years. (NCCPE) 

 
However some feared that the student volunteering message risked being lost in the work about 
public engagement more widely. 

…can they ensure within that they become champions and advocates of student volunteering 
as a composite component as opposed to just for public engagement as a good? 
(Stakeholder) 

 
And some were concerned about the longevity of the message beyond the lifetime of the NCCPE, 
given the cuts facing infrastructure organisations in the sector. 

Beyond that end point, though, there again it’s a worry, particularly given what is happening 
in Volunteering England, you know, who’s going to be the voice of student volunteering? And 
yes, that’s a rhetorical question so I don’t know the answer to that. (Advisory Board member) 

 
Some interviewees valued the role the NCCPE had played in, for example, brokering relationships 
between national partners and universities. It was assumed that NCCPE would not be able to 
continue this role indefinitely. One interviewee felt that dividing the work so that different 
organisations coordinate different aspects could be an option. 

I think some of it could be integrated by the NUS for student-led work.  I think the research 
councils could may be take on some of the work and HEFCE could play a key role in aligning 
some of the work with their work, and maybe promoting the language and importance of it.  
I think, other umbrella bodies like Universities UK could try and influence what’s involved 
with vice- chancellors. I think they’re some of the key bodies but not exclusively.  (Advisory 
Board member) 

 
Others questioned whether national coordination was the best approach and felt that working 
locally was likely to be much more effective. 

I think actually in terms of the maintenance of useful work, the local level is actually much 
more important than the national level in that sense.  (Advisory Board member) 

 
A couple of interviewees felt there may be a role for the NCCPE to engage with employers around 
recognition for student volunteering. 

I think vinspired might have to sort of review what they’re doing and make it maybe more 
employment friendly in a way, make sure that employers are recognising the awards given to 
students and maybe even develop more work based volunteering. (Student volunteering 
manager) 
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10 Conclusions 
We summarise the main project outcomes in Section 10.1 below. An assessment of the extent to 
which the project met its aims and objectives is then discussed in Section 10.2. Finally a reflection on 
the scope and mechanisms for articulating the value of student volunteering is offered by the 
evaluation team in Section 10.3. 

10.1 Summary of project outcomes 
The evaluation yielded strong evidence for four project outcomes from vinspired students: 

 That it enabled meaningful local impacts; 

 That it built new relationships and enhanced existing ones; 

 That it added credible research to the evidence base; 

 That it revitalised conversations about the value of student volunteering. 
 
These outcomes were already helping student volunteering managers to better articulate the value 
of student volunteering in their institutions. However the evaluation also found that these 
outcomes happened in changing environments for universities and for the community and voluntary 
sector. Some felt that the new environment might undermine a positive culture change with respect 
to student volunteering, while others felt that they would help make the work more resilient and 
sustainable. 

vinspired students enabled meaningful local impacts 
The funding opportunities and reflective spaces that the project offered gave HEIs a starting point 
for change that may not have happened, or would have taken longer to happen otherwise. Once 
activities were underway, the project provided support for different ways of working to maximise 
organisational learning for the HEIs and VIOs involved. This learning has also been captured in the 
project tools so that it might be spread to other institutions in the future. This evaluation provided 
significant evidence that participation in vinspired students had led to lasting changes at HEIs. These 
included new ways of involving students, new ways of working that had become embedded and a 
more community-focused approach to student volunteering. 

vinspired students built new relationships and enhanced existing ones  
The project provided opportunities for relationships and networks at local and national level 
through funding calls such as the pilots, brokerage in the case of the national campaigns and 
conferences, workshops and events that were open to all.  These opportunities for networking and 
partnership working were a strength of the project: they were seen as a way to enhance local 
impacts, reflect on learning and share lessons and good practice more widely. While the funders and 
the NCCPE both felt that the national campaigns did not realise their full potential, bringing together 
national VIO partners and universities was an innovative development for student volunteering and 
a valuable learning experience. Some participants in the national campaigns appreciated the sense 
of ‘being part of something bigger’. To some extent this was a feature for those that had the 
capacity to make the most of the networking opportunities offered to all by vinspired students, but 
it emerged most strongly for those involved in the campaigns. It is acknowledged however that 
communication beyond those involved in the discrete elements of the project has not yet been well 
developed, which has limited learning at sector level. Participants in the evaluation were realistic 
about opportunities and threats to student volunteering. They hoped that partnerships would 
continue (indeed for some they were the most valuable lasting outcome from the work) and some 
felt that working in an intelligent and networked way would be crucial to the sector’s survival. 

vinspired students added credible research to the evidence base  
It did this by providing up-to-date credible research about student volunteering through two pieces 
of commissioned research. Volunteering managers felt that senior managers in universities saw the 
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NCCPE as a credible source of information. The initial literature review helped the project’s work to 
be informed by the sector’s existing knowledge and experience. Bursting the Bubble was seen as 
particularly useful as a baseline for measuring future levels of student volunteering and as a means 
of articulating the value for student volunteering within HEIs. The Manifesto for Public Engagement 
had only been launched a few weeks ahead of the interviews. Again perceptions were positive 
overall and the idea to combine student volunteering and public engagement into one rather than 
two manifestos was accepted as a sensible move. A number of interviewees felt that the usefulness 
of the manifesto depended on the extent to which institutions would be held to account for the 
commitments they make in signing it. Due to the timing of the interviews, most interviewees 
referred only to the research and manifesto/pledge in the interviews, with little mention of the 
website tools. However, this could be addressed in a review of the work at the end of December 
2011. 

vinspired students revitalised conversations about value of student volunteering 
The evaluation points to two main ways that vinspired students has revitalised the conversation 
about student volunteering. Firstly, linking student volunteering with the public engagement 
agenda has helped initiate conversations between staff in areas of HEIs that may not have joined up 
before. The project’s work has also enriched the NCCPE’s understanding of how student 
volunteering forms part of public engagement and this has enabled them to embed it in their own 
current and future work. Secondly, vinspired students and the NCCPE have provided mechanisms 
through which volunteering managers and others can start conversations in their own HEIs. The 
manifesto for Public Engagement and change tools are examples of this, although the timing of the 
evaluation meant that our interviewees had had little opportunity to put these into practice.  
 
These outcomes emerged in a changing environment for universities and for the community and 
voluntary sector. Many outcomes could be attributed to vinspired students at local level, but this 
was more problematic at sector level. The extent to which vinspired students will contribute to 
inspiring culture change for student volunteering in universities, one of its three objectives, remains 
to be seen. 

10.2 Achievements against the project aims 
This section discusses the evidence the evaluation has collected against the project aims. These 
extended versions of the project aims are taken from the vinspired students website8. 
 
Broadly speaking, the project has delivered all of the outputs described in the specific objectives 
against each aim. However, the three outcomes defined in the three main aims are ambitious and 
there is not sufficient evidence available at the time of writing this report to address them fully. 
 
We suggest there is an additional level of outcomes that were not articulated in these aims that the 
evaluation provides strong evidence for (summarised in Section 10.1 above). Some of these are 
related to mechanisms – the ways in which the project was delivered - and were captured in the 
project principles, while others have been implicit in the project’s way of working. Against each aim, 
we have therefore drawn together the evidence at three levels: 

 Evidence for delivery of the outputs specified; 

 Evidence against the over-arching aim; 

 Evidence for related outcomes that were not fully articulated in the aim. 
 
This represents an alternative framework for evaluating the project overall to the one described in 
Section 10.1 above. 
 

                                                           
8
 www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about/vinspired-students/about-our-project/project-aims 

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about/vinspired-students/about-our-project/project-aims
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Aim: Deliver high quality engagement activity 
We will enrich universities, their communities and the lives of the students involved by: 

 engaging over 2,000 students in helping to develop the strategy, running projects that 
support the development of effective models, and making a significant contribution to the 
communities they live in 

 initiating a number of national campaigns with external organisations, working across the 
HE sector, and developing effective models for this type of engagement activity 

Evidence against objectives 

vinspired students created 2,116 volunteering opportunities. Of these, 2,069 were created through 
the pilot projects and national campaigns, and 47 were through involvement in the Student Advisory 
Board and research. It is estimated that around a further 100 students were engaged in the project 
through attending consultation events. This exceeds the revised target of engaging 2,000 students. 
 
Three national campaigns were developed as part of the project, with three external organisations. 
They represented very different models and were a rich source of learning, which has been captured 
in the NCCPE toolkit. 

Evidence against overarching aim 

For those HEIs that participated in the vinspired students project work, there was evidence of 
enrichment for participating students and communities. The pilot projects in particular were an 
opportunity to invest in organisational learning and improve the quality and diversity of student 
volunteering. They provided a useful starting point and focus for changes that became embedded in 
some cases. 

Related outcomes 

Within this aim there is an emphasis on the development of effective models. Evaluation activities 
throughout the programme have explored how this worked.  
 
The pilot projects report reflected on the efficacy of that way of working as a means to test new 
ideas. Pilot projects were selected against three criteria defined by the project team: enhancing 
good practice, tackling gaps and barriers and promoting innovation and growth. While these themes 
were soundly derived from the literature and policy review conducted during the early stages of the 
programme, they were rather arbitrarily applied by projects and in fact all projects could be said to 
fall into most of the themes.  The result was that identification of new ideas from the projects’ point 
of view was less well articulated at the start, and pilots struggled to relate meaningfully to these 
themes in their reporting. We suggest that while these themes were a useful way for a shared vision 
for the pilots to be developed between the NCCPE and v, they were less valuable to student 
volunteering managers and others in HEIs. 
 
Evidence from the pilots report, our interim evaluation report and the current report suggests the 
pilots were a valuable mechanism for organisational learning. In the contexts of host institutions, 
innovative working practices (such as those with a focus on partnership working, co-development of 
activities with communities, student-led work and inclusion of students from diverse backgrounds) 
were trialled and in some cases embedded. At the WiSCV/NCCPE student volunteering conference in 
June 2010, the wider student volunteering community was able to hear what the pilots were doing 
and to make connections between these and other parts of the vinspired students programme. This 
was a valuable opportunity to share learning for those that attended. 
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At the time of writing this report, the learning from the national campaigns is still emerging. They 
provided opportunities to work in different ways and with different HEIs compared to the pilots. 
The nature of the campaigns in working with more than one HEI means that while they were not 
always such strong opportunities for organisational learning at HEIs as the pilots, they have greater 
potential for learning that is transferable to other HEIs and for other organisations that wish to work 
with student volunteers. That is, there may have been greater learning for the partner organisations 
than the HEIs involved, which if effectively captured and shared could make a valuable contribution 
to other aims of vinspired students and to the sector as a whole. 
 
In summary, the pilots and national campaigns were two approaches to developing models that had 
different strengths and weaknesses. The pilots provided a starting point for change and delivered 
strong benefits in highly localised contexts. The campaigns provided less strong impacts for some 
HEIs, but generated learning that (if effectively captured and shared) may have greater relevance 
across the sector in the long term. 
 

Aim: Increase capacity 
We will pool the expertise of the student volunteering community, and work together strategically 
to galvanise a step change in the quality, quantity and diversity of student volunteering by: 

 developing a knowledge base of existing resources to support student volunteering, and 
developed new resources to fill any gaps in provision 

 developing a web resource that will provide intelligent searching to help people find the 
tools they need to develop student volunteering projects 

Evidence against objectives 

Up-to-date research commissioned by the project was seen as credible and has been highly valued 
by student volunteering managers and stakeholders. 
 
The tools were only just being shared at the time of writing this report. So while it is clear that the 
project has delivered the target output, it was not possible to gather much feedback on 
stakeholders’ perceptions of them. 

Evidence against overarching aim 

This overarching aim to ‘galvanise a step change in the quality, quantity and diversity of student 
volunteering’ is ambitious and it is not clear how the development of the knowledge base and web 
resource alone will lead to the desired outcome. Clearly this outcome is dependent on the extent to 
which the research and tools are taken up and used by the student volunteering community. At 
Workshop 5 there was some evidence that this was taking place with those that had been closely 
involved in the project, but communicating the tools and monitoring their effectiveness with the 
wider community remains crucial. The NCCPE has acknowledged that this is a priority for the NCCPE 
in the next 9 months. 

Related outcomes 

The networking and partnership elements of the project are not explicitly mentioned in the aims, 
but they were powerful mechanisms for building capacity and sharing learning. We suggest that 
these were important in the way the NCCPE and student volunteering communities ‘worked 
together strategically’ to develop the models and tools that represent the project’s outputs. The 
Advisory Board and the SAB have also had strong roles in advising on project development and have 
been an additional mechanism through which the NCCPE has worked with the sector. 
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Learning and impacts were maximised in HEIs where staff had the capacity (and/or permission) to 
engage fully with vinspired students and the networking opportunities it afforded. In interviews 
where this engagement had been limited, there was a lack of understanding of how the various 
parts of the project fitted together. This may have limited the benefit of feeling ‘part of something 
bigger’ that was articulated by participants in the national campaigns. 
 

Aim: Inspire a shift in culture 
We will encourage universities to recognise the value of student volunteering as part of their core 
strategy by: 

 producing a well articulated and resourced manifesto that will help Vice-Chancellors to 
determine how they can embed student volunteering as part of their strategy 

 initiating a movement in how HEIs view student volunteering to help many more students 
to engage in volunteering over the coming years 

Evidence against objectives 

The project has met its objective to produce a ‘manifesto that will help Vice-Chancellors to 
determine how they can embed student volunteering as part of their strategy’ although this 
happened differently to how it was originally envisaged. Initial plans were to have a manifesto for 
student volunteering that was separate to the Manifesto for Public Engagement. However a decision 
was made to embed student volunteering within the single manifesto, as VCs were unlikely to 
engage with two.  
 
This strategy has a number of benefits, but also some risks. The interim evaluation highlighted 
stakeholders’ desire for a ‘unified voice’ for the sector that would help them strongly articulate the 
case for student volunteering in their HEIs. Participants in this final stage of the evaluation felt that 
the Manifesto for Public Engagement (incorporating the vinspired students pledge) was an effective 
way of achieving this. However, alongside this was a fear that by being subsumed into the public 
engagement agenda, needs and benefits specific to student volunteering would be overshadowed or 
lost. 

Evidence against overarching aim 

There was evidence from some HEIs that had participated in vinspired students of an increased 
recognition for student volunteering, although it is difficult to assess the contribution that the 
programme made to this outcome: these HEIs were often the ones that were already moving in this 
direction. The evaluation revealed that vinspired students had revitalised conversations around 
student volunteering and provided tools for volunteering managers to articulate a strong case in 
their HEIs. 
 
The evaluation also highlighted the changes to the student volunteering sector outside HEIs. These 
changes could limit the extent to which a movement in how HEIs value student volunteering 
translates into an increased number of students engaging with volunteering over the coming years. 
Throughout the evaluation, but especially in the fieldwork that contributed to this report, the ability 
of community organisations/VIOs to survive the current round of funding cuts was questioned. As 
well as undermining partnerships or ways of working developed through vinspired students, it was 
suggested that even if more students wanted to volunteer there would be fewer places where such 
opportunities were available. Some stakeholders also predicted that competition between HEIs 
would intensify, making it more challenging to connect individual institutions with a sense of shared 
mission regarding student volunteering.  
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Related outcomes 

As well as the points raised above, the evaluation identified ways in which the aspired-for movement 
was beginning. Learning and change are clearly emerging at local level; the challenge is to build on 
local impacts to achieve sector-wide change. This has begun through the NCCPE’s work with VCs, 
and through the Engage 2010 conference.  Currently 28 universities have signed up to the Manifesto 
for Public Engagement and the processes by which they are doing so are interesting. Some VCs are 
signing up very quickly, but others are taking time to discuss the ideas with others in their 
institutions, only signing up when they are confident that structures are in place to honour the 
commitment. Participants framed the movement as ‘conversations’ about the value of student 
volunteering within institutions and across the sector. While some of these conversations were 
already taking place, vinspired students has added new voices and new evidence, which has 
energised discussions. This idea is explored in greater depth in the next Section. 

10.3 Evaluators’ reflections: articulating the value of student volunteering 
 
Throughout the project, the team has used the idea of starting conversations through which the 
value of student volunteering can be articulated. We can extend this metaphor to consider the ways 
in which the project has had an influence. We find that the project helped volunteering managers 
develop an effective case for student volunteering; has potential to open up communication 
channels internal and external to HEIs; and has created spaces and developed shared language for 
student volunteering. 
 
Several preconditions to articulating the value of student volunteering have been supported by 
vinspired students. Firstly, capacity (to develop an effective argument for student volunteering) was 
built through organisational learning from pilots and campaigns, and enhanced by sharing ideas and 
networking. In addition, partnerships and relationships with other organisations were rich sources of 
learning; when these worked well they offered a ‘safe’ way to try new ways of working which in 
some cases became embedded in HEIs’ practices. Finally, through the research, credible evidence for 
the value of student volunteering was gathered which added weight to volunteering managers’ 
arguments and reinforced the learning from their own experiences. 
 
However in order to have an effective conversation, volunteering managers need internal and 
external communication channels, which link them to parties that are also interested in having the 
conversation.  Linking to the public engagement agenda through an organisation that is seen to have 
credibility with HEIs may have acted as a driver for senior managers to be open to or initiate 
conversations about the value of student volunteering. External events such as Engage 2010 and the 
joint WiSCV/vinspired conference supported student volunteering managers to channel external 
learning inwards to their HEI. There are also other drivers, such as the increasing importance of 
employability and student experience on which NCCPE could open up further debate. 
 
In addition to well-formed arguments, capacity and communication channels, there needs to be a 
space and shared language through which the conversation can take place. vinspired students 
created spaces for discussion about student volunteering in several ways. The prestige of gaining 
funding for a pilot, or opportunity to present at a conference or other event created profile for those 
closely involved in the project, and some of the work opened up opportunities to collaborate with 
others inside HEIs as well as external partners. Some felt (and others hoped) that the Manifesto for 
Public Engagement would be an effective tool to create space for conversations among those that 
had not participated in the project directly. The idea of a shared language for student volunteering 
that linked to key drivers for senior managers (e.g. employability, student experience, brand 
identity) and used to explain the messages in the manifesto and pledge was also highlighted as 
important. Volunteering managers, students and community partners are potentially able to use 
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these tools and this shared language to confidently articulate the value of student volunteering to 
senior managers and others. 
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11 Recommendations 
The evaluation made a series of recommendations in July 2010. Apart from those that refer 
specifically to the manifesto development which is already completed, we feel that the essence of 
these recommendations is still useful both for the NCCPE and others involved in student 
volunteering.   

11.1 Updated recommendations 
We have suggested six recommendations aligned to the current status of the project. These have 
been developed from contributions from Workshops 4 and 5, the stakeholder interviews, and 
discussion with the NCCPE and project team. 
 
I. Continue to work with the Advisory Board. Continuing to work with the vinspired students 

Advisory Board for the next 9 months will build on the learning developed through the project, 
enable effective tracking of changes taking place, and will support the development of realistic 
plans at local and sector wide level.  
 

II. Engage with the realities of changing context by developing an advocacy plan with key 
stakeholders. Communicate learning from vinspired students in order to articulate the value of 
student volunteering for students, HEIs and communities, and what is essential to support such 
work. Share advocacy plans and changes in student volunteering infrastructure, funding and so 
on with all stakeholders. 

 
III. Continue to champion student volunteering as a vital aspect of public engagement. The NCCPE 

has established a network of champions to take forward the work of public engagement and 
student volunteering up to December 2011 (Public Engagement Ambassadors) and it will be 
important that the part student volunteering can play is visible in their work.  
 

IV. Continue to build opportunities for student leadership. Recognise the existing roles of students 
and student volunteer managers and build on their capacity for leadership developed through 
vinspired students. The NCCPE plans to involve students as Public Engagement Ambassadors and 
should consider how learning from this approach will be shared, in order that the model could 
be adapted and used by others at local level. 

 
V. Continue to explore models for engagement of HEIs with national VIOs. Build on the learning 

from the national campaigns to explore the need for a brokerage role, how such a role could be 
supported and delivered, and by whom. 

 
VI. Communicate and create links to maximise the potential for culture change.  Build on existing 

e-communications (e.g. NCCPE newsletter) to communicate key messages and to highlight 
specific resources and the work plan of NCCPE over the next 9 months to all stakeholders  who 
have been involved in vinspired students project. The Engage 2010 conference was a valuable 
way to share learning and make connections between student volunteering and public 
engagement parts of universities. A similar conference planned for November 2011 will be 
useful to build on this and to identify future project and research agendas going forward. 

 

11.2 Continuing the conversation 
vinspired students had ambitious objectives, which were largely met, but there were limits to what 
could be achieved against some of the broader aims of culture change within a relatively short 
timeframe.  Neither the project team nor our interviewees expected the project to have delivered a 
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‘step change’ in student volunteering by the time of writing this report. However interviewees 
identified a number of factors that might contribute to a future step change: 

 Effective deployment of the manifesto, research and tools to articulate the value of student 
volunteering both at sector-level through the work of NCCPE and at individual HEI level by 
those responsible for student volunteering policy and practice. 

 The extent to which volunteer co-ordinators and others are able to leverage drivers of 
emerging importance such as employability and student experience.  

 How effectively student volunteering becomes embedded in the public engagement 
agenda; and to what extent aspects of student volunteering independent of university 
structures can be sustained, such as Student Community Action and Students’ Union led 
work. 

 The capacity of some sections of the sector such as infrastructure organisations, student 
volunteering units, community and voluntary sector organisations, and individual 
universities to survive in times of funding cuts.  

 
NCCPE should consider these factors in exploring what success looks like for the remainder of the 
project. 

11.3 Evaluating the legacy of vinspired students 
vinspired students operated within a rapidly changing context. Understanding contexts remains 
essential. The implementation environment is in flux with changes happening for students, HEIs and 
the community and voluntary sector. With this in mind, we make the following suggestions for 
evaluating the legacy of vinspired students. 
 
Evaluate the extent to which NCCPE was able to combine student volunteering and public 
engagement in its campaigning work in the 9 months after vinspired students ended 

 What roles have student volunteering champions/ambassadors taken on and how have 
these been effective? 

 How many HEIs have signed the manifesto and how many have developed a vinspired 
students pledge? In what ways has this interacted with the PE elements of the manifesto to 
stimulate action? 

 Analysis of student volunteering activity committed to in pledges, comparison with delivery 
if possible. 

 What are the barriers/reasons for those that do not wish to sign up to the manifesto and 
pledge?  

 
Identify further changes in practice by those involved in vinspired students 

 Have they reduced, maintained or developed project work? 

 Are there any examples of HEIs implementing ideas developed by others in the project, i.e. 
transferability of ideas from pilots and campaigns?  

 Identify changes in the place of student volunteering in HEIs’ policy; explore the interaction 
between the organisational learning and capacity developed through the project and how 
the value of student volunteering was articulated. 

 
Identify further changes in practice by those not directly involved in vinspired students 

 To what extent have the tools been picked up and used by those not funded to participate in 
the project? 

 What factors support and limit the extent to which this has taken place? 
 
Identify changes in local and national strategic implementation environments for student 
volunteering  



43 
 

 Any changes in local context for student volunteering – impacts of cuts on relationships, the 
community and voluntary sector etc. 

 Views on student volunteering links to pre-university activity, e.g. National Citizens Service, 
Corporate Social Responsibility of employers,  youth employability agendas, student 
community action. 

 Any changes in infrastructure support – Volunteering England, WiSCV, v, local VIOs – and the 
NCCPE role in helping take this forward. 

 What has been the longer-term impact of vinspired students for the VIOs that were 
involved? E.g. have the national partners significantly increased their levels of student 
involvement? 
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Appendix 1: summary of project activity 
 
 

 
 
The NCCPE vinspired students programme was set up to provide compelling evidence of the impact 
of volunteering on students, communities and institutions, and to demonstrate the unique 
contribution that universities can make through the strategic management of volunteering. 
 
Aims of the vinspired students programme: 

 Inspire a shift in culture:  encouraging universities to recognise the value of student 
volunteering as part of their core strategy. 

 Increase capacity:  pooling the expertise of the student volunteering community, and 
working together to galvanise a step change in the quality, quantity and diversity of student 
volunteering. 

 Deliver high quality engagement activity:  enriching universities, their communities and the 
lives of the students involved. 

 
Partnerships and Networking: 
We have delivered a range of consultation and networking events bringing together a wide variety of 
stakeholders, including academics, senior managers and professional staff, students and graduates, 
community groups and national charities, and policy makers.  These events aimed to stimulate new 
connections in universities, providing space and opportunities to try new ways of working and to 
learn from and develop these ideas in sustainable ways.  Through our events and programmes we 
strived to build on and develop the capacity of the sector to share experiences and expertise, 
deepening our understanding, and that of our stakeholders, of ways to approach common 
challenges.   
 
Research and evidence gathering:    
We have undertaken a mapping exercise to describe current volunteering activity and impact. This 
provided: a benchmark of current activity; a clear description of the different types of approaches 
that have evolved; and captured the tools, resources and methodologies that underpin them. 
 
We commissioned the Institute for Volunteering Research (IVR) to further explore the motivations 
for, routes into, experience and perceived impacts of volunteering among students.  This research 
was carried out through in-depth case studies of six universities, and involved over 3,000 students 
and 5,000 alumni, making this the largest piece of systematic research into student volunteering 
ever undertaken in the UK.  A report of the research, Bursting the Bubble, can be downloaded from 
the NCCPE website at www.publicengagement.ac.uk  
 
Pilot projects:  

We funded ten pilot projects at different universities around the country.  Each project tested new 
ideas and advanced our learning about student volunteering around the themes of enhancing good 
practice, tackling gaps and barriers, and promoting innovation and growth.  A showcase of the 
projects took place during our national conference in June 2010. 

 

 

 

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/
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Student involvement and leadership:   
Our Student Advisory Board has helped us to develop our strategy and shape and deliver the project.  
The Board consists of 12 student volunteers from a range of universities around the country, who 
are becoming powerful national champions for volunteering. 
 
Involvement of student volunteers in Festivals: 

We commissioned a team from the University of Cambridge to lead a project exploring the 
involvement of student volunteers in festivals.  Many universities are currently engaged in some sort 
of festival-based activity. This includes: universities organising their own festivals (e.g. Cambridge’s 
Festival of Ideas); universities participating in other festivals (e.g. UWE and University of Bristol 
participating in the Bristol Festival of Nature); and students working with organisations at music 
festivals such as Glastonbury (e.g. through Oxfam). 

 

National campaigns: 
We have been working with three national partners to explore the potential, benefits and challenges 
of universities working with external partners to deliver volunteering activities on a large scale, and 
to develop effective models for this type of engagement activity. 
 
National Trust 
We have recruited National Trust Student Ambassadors at eight universities around the country.  
Student Ambassadors are hosting events at their universities and National Trust properties, 
promoting the National Trust to students, and developing new student-led volunteering 
opportunities. 
 
National BioBlitz 
A BioBlitz is a 24 hour survey of a specific area to determine the number and variety of species 
supported in that area. The survey is conducted by members of the public and supported by 
scientific experts and volunteer guides. Working with the Bristol Natural History Consortium, we 
have been supporting the involvement of students in BioBlitz events around the country, including 
some BioBlitzes run by universities themselves. 
 
Children’s University 
The project has worked with seven universities to establish links with local Children’s University 
centres, and to develop and pilot structured, student-led after school activities for 7-14 year olds. 
Through the development of these activities, we have been testing a ‘framework’ for student-led 
Children’s University activities to deliver inspiring activities for local children.  
 

Manifesto and framework:  
We are developing a strategic framework that clarifies the scope of student volunteering and its 
connections, and shows how it adds value to key purposes of universities including: teaching and 
learning; research; the student experience; public engagement; and recruitment and retention. 
 
This forms part of the NCCPE’s Manifesto for Public Engagement, which invites universities to 
celebrate and share their public engagement activity. The Manifesto is supported by a self-
assessment toolkit, which can help universities to embed public engagement as part of their core 
strategy – including the involvement of students in volunteering and community engagement. 
 
We have published a range of resources on the NCCPE website to support practitioners. These 
include case studies from our pilot projects and other work, guides for involving students in public 
engagement activities, and toolkits based on our experience of research and evaluation of student 
volunteering projects. 
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Beacons for Public Engagement 
The NCCPE is part of the national Beacons for Public Engagement initiative. Our role is to inspire a 
culture change in how universities engage with the public. We work with six university-based 
beacons to promote best practice in public engagement and provide a single point of contact for the 
whole higher education sector. We also work strategically with our key national partners to help 
develop work across the sector. 
 
To find out more, visit www.publicengagement.ac.uk or email nccpe.studentvol@uwe.ac.uk 

  
   

  

http://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/
mailto:nccpe.studentvol@uwe.ac.uk
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Appendix 2: Evaluation questions 
The evaluation questions evolved from the research questions outlined in the original invitation to 
tender for the work. As the project has progressed, we have been guided by the project team to 
focus on different questions at different points. 
 

1. Evaluation of outputs, outcomes and impacts 

a. What was the project’s value for money? 

b. How is the student volunteering project perceived across the sector by both students 
and professionals?  

c. Did the project significantly increase the number of students engaged in volunteering by 
2011? 

d. What are the impacts on the individuals involved in the project? (i.e. students, 
academics) 

e. What are the impacts on the institutions involved in the project? (i.e. HEI culture and 
institutional support and reward for volunteering/community engagement) 

f. What are the impacts on the communities involved in the pilot projects? 

g. What is the impact at sector level for HEIs, Youth and Community sectors? 

h. To what extent has the project been able to articulate value of student volunteering and 
encourage engagement in the work?  What are the indicators for this? What will happen 
after the project period? 

 
2. Evaluation of project development and delivery 

a. Did the project successfully map existing activity and was this mapping exercise useful to 
key stakeholders? 

b. How effective were the methods and approaches of project delivery? 
c. To what extent did the project usefully engage with key stakeholders?  
d. To what extent did it create and support a vibrant network that was able to contribute 

to the direction of the project and ensure its outcomes were valued within the 
volunteering sector? 

e. To what extent did the project gain support and sign off from stakeholders? 
f. How useful were the practical resources developed for key stakeholders? 
g. How effectively did project delivery address the seven key principles?  

i. In what ways and how effectively were young people engaged in the project 
processes? 

ii. What does the project mean by ‘quality’ and how is this assured in the various 
elements of the project? 

iii. What mechanisms were used to ensure equality and diversity, and how effective 
were they? 

iv. How were creativity and innovation encouraged, identified and rewarded?  What 
does innovation look like in the context of this initiative? 

v. How effectively were skills needs identified, and how was the development of skills 
supported? 

vi. Was the partnership inclusive and effective?  What benefits and challenges did 
working in partnership bring? 

vii. How did the project negotiate the tension between maximising community impact 
during the project lifetime, while promoting innovation? 

h. How effectively did the project integrate with the work of the NCCPE? 
 

3. Strategic learning and future developments 
a. To what extent did the tools created for this project help HEIs in their work?  
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b. Were the methods used to identify knowledge gaps robust and did they enable the 
project to contribute significant new knowledge to the sector?  

c. What have been the key successes and challenges with the project from the 
perspectives of the project team and stakeholders? 

d. What shape should the work of the project take following phase 3? 
e. How effective were the key principles in shaping the project, and should they be 

amended in any way for future delivery? 
f. What models could be used to scale up or roll out the project most effectively? 
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Appendix 3: Big Questions from Workshop 1 
 
A range of issues were articulated through discussion and noted comments during the first 
participatory workshop. These have been interpreted by the evaluation team as eight ‘big 
questions’. It is clear the big questions are around understanding the notion of ‘a shift in culture of 
student volunteering’. 
 

? To what extent are existing cultures of volunteering acknowledged and how are ‘aspired 
for changes’ articulated? 

 

? How does the programme explore what communities want from the student volunteering 
aspect of public engagement? 

 

? What kinds of evidence support the assumption that student volunteering is a good thing? 
 

? How does the project communicate the lessons from the project effectively to 
stakeholders in the pilots and the policy and practice arenas? 

 

? What are the variation of experiences of students and communities gained through 
involvement in this project?  

 

? How does the knowledge base being developed support effective capacity building?  
 

? To what extent does the project acknowledge and challenge contradictory policy and 
practices in public engagement, particularly in the area of access to knowledge? 
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Appendix 4: List of evaluation outputs 
 
 
The evaluation has generated a number of outputs. 

Workshop reports 
 Workshop 1 report (November 2009) 

 Workshop 4 report (National Campaigns) (February 2011) 
 
Workshop 2 was training for the student evaluators. The outputs from Workshop 3 were 
incorporated into the interim evaluation, and the outputs from Workshop 5 are included in this 
report. 

Evaluation reports 
 Initial interviews report (December 2009) 

 Interim evaluation report (July 2010) 

 Pilots evaluation report (October 2010) 

 This report (March 2011) 

Videos 
 Project aspirations vox pops (September 2009) 

 Interim vox pops (June 2010) 

 Mini BioBlitz film (October 2010) 

 National Campaigns vox pops (January 2011) 

 Project reflection vox pops (February 2011) 

Other outputs 
 Indicators framework 

 Guide on student volunteer evaluators 
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Appendix 5: vinspired student metrics  

Volunteering opportunities 

 
Part-time Short-term TOTAL 

New 
part-time 

New short-
term 

NEW 
TOTAL 

SABs 18 
 

18 18 
 

18 

Research 22 
 

22 22 
 

22 

National Trust 25 30 55 25 30 55 

Pilot Projects 408 789 1197 337 638 975 

BioBlitz 27 640 667 27 640 667 

Children's University 135 15 150 135 15 150 

TOTALS 642 1474 2116 571 1323 1744 

 
(“New” indicates students who had not previously volunteered through that HEI’s volunteering 
service. All the opportunities created were new.) 

VIOs and beneficiaries 

 VIOs 
Beneficiaries (inc. Staff organisers on 

some occasions). 

Pilot Projects  81 
1,263 

(no figure for Newman) 

Research  32  

National Trust National Trust 10 No figure 

BioBlitz 
Summer 
events 

22 
1,835 school children 

838 community volunteers 
30,850 public 

 
Mini-BB Royal 

Holloway 
No figure 77 

Children’s 
University 

 28 431 

TOTALS  173 35,217 

HEIs  
Indicator Target Actual 

Range of HEI 

units/offices 

involved 

 

50 HEIs involved in different elements of the project. 

 

Each element of the project had a good spread across mission 

group, region, campus/city, HEI/SU. 

# HEIs/VCs engaged 

in manifesto 

development 

 

45 HEIs involved in consultation. A range of staff at different 

levels from these HEIs were involved, many of whom were 

senior managers. 

# HEIs/VCs that sign 

up to manifesto/ 

pledge 

25 VCs sign 

manifesto by 

Dec 2010; 

further 25 

by Mar 2011 

figures at 23rd February: 

 20 HEIs have signed the Manifesto 

 7 universities have agreed to sign, but have not yet 

completed the sign up process 

 33 HEIs are actively considering signature at the moment. 

Of these, we are anticipating that 8 - 10 will have 
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committed by the end of March, with a further 10 

committing by May. 

 17 HEIs have expressed interest in the small fund to 

support the Student Volunteering Pledge 

 8 HEIs have completed applications for the Pledge fund 

 

Partners and Project 
Indicator Actual 

Advisory board 

membership 

25 members over life of project: 

5 Students/Graduates 

10 HEI staff (Pro VCs, Volunteer/Career/Community Partnership Managers) 

2 NUS 

1 HEFCE 

1 Volunteer England 

1 Funder 

5 NCCPE staff   

Student Advisory 

Board membership 
18 members over life of project, from 12 HEIs 

Research Steering 

Group 

17 members: 

3 Students/Graduates 

6 HEI staff (Academics/Volunteer Managers) 

1 VIO 

3 Researchers 

1 Funder 

1 Volunteering England 

2 NCCPE 

Community-Based 

Learning network 

31 members 

Across 15 universities + 1 Research Institute 

 

Interest in and 

applications to pilot 

fund (# and 

diversity) 

53 applications received 

29 SU / 24 HEI 

30 pre-92 HEIs / 21 post-92 HEIs / 2 colleges 

11 NE & NW / 11 Midlands / 18 London & SE / 6 South West / 7 Scotland & 

Wales 

# and diversity of 

pilots funded 

10 pilots funded 

3 SU / 7 HEI 

5 pre-92 HEIs / 5 post-92 HEIs 

1 NE & NW / 4 Midlands / 3 London & SE / 2 South West 

Stakeholders 

consulted 

321 stakeholders 

103 HEIs engaged through consultation/events  

# and type of 

stakeholder 

engagement 

activities 

1 national conference (in partnership with WiSCV) 

1 joint national conference for vinspired students/NCCPE 

1 national launch event 

6 consultation meetings with WiSCV members 
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2 consultation meetings with Volunteering England 

6 consultation workshops led by Student Advisory Board members 

1 consultation meeting with NUS 

1 consultation event for Students’ Unions, jointly organised with NUS 

3 student consultation events 

3 research workshops 

2 community-based learning workshops 

5 participatory evaluation workshops 

8 Advisory Board meetings 

6 Student Advisory Board residential workshops 

3 Research Steering Group meetings 

 

In addition vinspired students contributed to NCCPE’s consultation process to 

inform development of resources for practitioners and senior managers. This 

included 11 consultation events, involving 80 participants from 49 

institutions. 

 

Ran workshops at external events, including: 

- AGCAS national conference (x2) 

- National Student Volunteering conference 

- Volunteering England national conference (x2) 

- QAA Enhancement Themes conference 

- Beacons for Public Engagement national gathering (x2) 

- Children’s University national conference 

- Creativity and Work conference (HEA & University of the Arts) 

- International Association for Research on Service Learning and 

Community Engagement 

NCVO/VSSN Researching the Voluntary Sector conference 

Reports, case studies and guides 
 
As at 18th March, 2011 
 

Type of content Title Source 

Research 

Student Volunteering – background, policy and 
context 

Background research 

Bursting the Bubble: students, volunteering and 
the community 

IVR research project 

Student engagement in festivals Festivals project 

Change 
management 

tools 

Planning for Change: Students EDGE self-
assessment tool 

 

Story of Change: Southampton  

Story of Change: Coventry  

Guides 
Working with Volunteers 

Andy Coppins (Nottingham 
Trent) 

Working with Business 
Andrea Rannard 
(Volunteering England) 
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Student-led projects Jen Lowthrop (LSE) 

4 research toolkits written by IVR: 
Asking survey questions about volunteering 
Using focus groups for research 
Peer-led qualitative research on student 
volunteering 
Participatory mapping 

IVR 

Using Student Evaluators Laura Grant Associates 

Embedding Public Engagement as part of the 
curriculum 

 

Recognising and Facilitating Student Learning 
from Public Engagement 

 

Guide to running a BioBlitz event National campaigns 

Guide to student involvement in Festivals Festivals project 

Case Studies 

10 case studies from Pilot Projects 
Garden share feasibility study (Bath) 
Double You (Warwick) 
On Our Doorsteps (Brighton) 
iBuddy (Plymouth) 
Social Enterprise Module (Southampton) 
ArtBlast (Northampton) 
Two to the Left, Two to the Right (Derby) 
Kids College (York) 
Intergenerational Reminiscence Project (Royal 
Holloway) 

Pilot Projects 

3 case studies from Children’s University 
projects 
Practical Piracy 
Re-create 
Societies in Schools 

Children’s University 

1 case study and 6 mini-case studies from 
BioBlitz 

BioBlitz 

3 case studies from National Trust 
Mad Hatters Tea Party 
Student Ambassador Journey 
Sutton House ‘Late’ 

National Trust 

3 case studies on Community-Based Learning 
Communicating Maths 
Social Policy into Practice – learning through 
volunteering 
Liverpool Applied Social Research module 

 

5 case studies from other student volunteering 
projects 
Kairos: working women together 
London student volunteers fortnight 
UCL Step Out and other adventures 
Manchester Leadership Programme 
The Oxford Hub 
The York Award 

 

3 case studies on Research: 
Bursting the Bubble: peer led research 

IVR 



55 
 

Exploring impacts of volunteering on university 
students in London 
Research informing practice on student 
volunteering 

People Profiles 7 people profiles SAB 

 
 
 
 
  



56 
 

Appendix 6: stakeholder e-survey results 

Introduction 
A brief e-survey was circulated to the vinspired students (n~300) mailing list in December 2010 and 
January 2011. Fifty-five responses were received. 
 
The survey asked similar questions to those used in the final round of interviews. The aim was to 
triangulate findings between the two groups, and to offer a wider group of stakeholders than those 
selected for interview the opportunity to feed back about the project. 

Findings 

Q1. Which of these best describes your current role? (If none fit - please write your 
answer in the box) 

 
 
Other roles listed were: 

 Social Research Fellow 

 Policy Adviser 

 Also student 

 Student Advisory Board member 

 Students' Union Volunteering Unit Manager 

 Enterprise & Social Enterprise 

 Student and lecturer 

 Student Union Sabbatical 

 HE staff - academic 

  

16%

2%

5%

13%

16%

49%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Other

HEI staff - senior manager

HEI staff - public engagement role

Student

Volunteer-involving organisation 
including national charity

HEI staff - volunteering unit/service

Your role
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2. Which (if any) of the aspects of vinspired students have you been involved in? 
(tick as many as apply) 
 

 
 
Other aspects of vinspired students listed were: 

 Advising NCCPE on an informal basis 

 Bristol residential SAB meetings 

 vinspired student/wiscv conference June 2010 

 Bioblitz 

 WiSCV Committee - vinspired Students Conference 

 UNABLE TO PARTAKE IN BIOBLITZ LOCALLY AS UNDER 16 

 Derby uni volunteering project 
 

  

13%

7%

9%

9%

11%

16%

24%

24%

27%

36%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Something else 

I haven't been involved in any of these

Student advisory board

Advisory board

Accessed tools, resources, manifesto …

Bursting the Bubble' research

Pilot project

Attended Engage 2010 conference

Attended one of the project workshops

National campaign

Which (if any) of the aspects of vinspired 
students have you been involved in? (tick as 

many as apply)
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Q3. Please tell us about your awareness/use of the Manifesto for Public 
Engagement. 
 

 
 
Six respondents (11%) said that they were not aware of the manifesto. Three said they planned to 
use it but had not done so yet.  
 

Q4. What are your impressions of vinspired students? 
There were forty responses to this open question. Similar responses were grouped into categories. 
The number of responses in each category is provided in the table below. For ease of analysis, each 
response was assigned to a single category based on the dominant theme within the comment. 
 

Category # responses 

Positive impression 11 

Advocates or raises profile of SV 6 

Student opportunities, benefits, hallmarks 5 

Local benefits (e.g. through pilots) 4 

Bringing people / sector together 3 

Ideas, innovation 3 

Poorly organised, hard to see broad picture of the project 3 

Other 5 

 
Comments included: 

Well organised, gaining input from a wide range of institutions and organisations. (Positive) 

Useful project to collate information about the value of student volunteering.  Well funded, 
holds lots of conferences! (advocate/raise profile of SV) 

I feel all students who volunteer exhibit high of citizenship and social responsibility (Student 
hallmarks/benefits/opportunities) 

82%

9%

9%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%

I'm aware of the Manifesto for Public 
Engagement

My organisation has signed up to the 
Manifesto for Public Engagement

I have found the Manifesto for Public 
Engagement a useful tool for promoting 

student volunteering

Please tell us about your awareness/use of the 
Manifesto for Public Engagement
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Initially, I wasn’t convinced of the V projects or the objectives of the Vinspired Student (V has 
had a lot of bad press and experience recounts), but by a gradual release of well thought-out 
information and being involved in some of the activity, I now believe in the real benefits and 
outcomes that have been delivered, particularly in terms of the consolidation of good 
practice in student volunteering and profile raising. I also like the fact that Vinspired Students 
has initially facilitated some unique partnership working where there wasn’t any previously, 
or it wasn’t thought possible with mostly successful outcomes. I’ve always found the team to 
be understanding of the difficulties around volunteering and most helpful. (Bringing 
people/sector together) 

Individual aspects have been very interested and useful, but I find it hard to get a broad 
picture of what the organisation does. (Poor organisation, lack broad picture) 

Resourceful, fresh ideas (ideas, innovation) 
  

Q5. Has vinspired students made a difference to you and/or your organisation? If 
so, in what way? 
Forty-one people responded to this question. The table below summarises the category analysis. 
 

Category # responses 

I did a different activity or type of work 7 

Working in an improved or different way (suggested more 
embedded work than previous category) 

6 

Sharing good practice, networking, partnerships 6 

Articulated value / promoted SV 5 

No or n/a 5 

Positive comment 5 

New roles for student volunteers 2 

other 5 

 
Comments included: 

Encouraged us to put on a Bioblitz. (did a different activity or type of work) 

Yes, enabled us to put on more activities for vulnerable children and given the students some 
valuable work experience. (did a different activity or type of work) 

Yes, supported and encouraged us to try new volunteering projects, and to evaluate their 
impact on the local community more. Have inspired us to improve what we already do too. 
(working in an improved or different way) 

vinspired students has given us a chance to innovate within our organisation, and learn from 
the experiences and results of the innovations of others. (working in an improved or different 
way) 

The best thing as far as I'm concerned has been the opportunity to link up with practitioners 
at other institutions to share best practice and talk through issues and frustrations. I think 
the project overall has supported and validated our work rather than making any significant 
changes to how we do things. (sharing good practice, networking, partnerships) 

It has been a great catalyst for innovation - without the draw of the funding, many 
conversations between organisations would not have happened. (sharing good practice, 
networking, partnerships) 
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The bursting the bubble research will help us articulate the impact students can have as 
volunteers. (articulate value and promote SV) 

It has been part of the bigger picture in awareness raising and promoting volunteering 
amongst the student body, and staff (articulate value and promote SV) 

Not really, but its still early days (no or n/a) 

It's enabled us to start thinking about student volunteering and developing high-value roles 
for students. (new roles for SVs) 

 

Q6. How do you see the link between student volunteering and public 
engagement?     

Depending on your point of view, this may be about the role students could play in 
helping universities engage with the public, or it might be about links between the 
wider student volunteering and public engagement agendas. 
 
Forty-one responses to this question were received. The category analysis is presented in the table 
below. 
 

Category # responses 

SV is valuable in community engagement 17 

SV and PE are already linked; link is important 15 

The link is unclear/problematic, needs development 4 

Other 5 

 
Comments included: 

It's a positive, encouraging and to my mind very natural relationship. (already linked, 
important) 

Student volunteering plays a huge role in public engagement for universities. The student 
population is the life-blood of a HEI and it is in the interest of the university and potentially 
even the wider community to encourage and support student volunteering. (SV valuable in 
community engagement) 

I think that this is a subtle question. I think that there is a role for an institution highlighting 
the work that students undertake within the community, which may enhance its wish to 
highlight its ‘engagement with the public’. The manifesto could be a tool to help to negotiate 
this. I think that there should also be a ‘space’ where a University declares that students ‘do 
their own thing’ within the community and it is not part of the Universities strategic agenda. 
(SV valuable in community engagement) 

It has a significant impact in two important ways: first, it brings students out of the university 
'bubble' and into the communities in which they live and study; and secondly, it enhances the 
perceptions of the public about the commitment of students to contribute to the community. 
(SV valuable in community engagement) 

We already collaborate with our public engagement department and the boundaries are 
sometimes quite confusing because volunteering is part of public engagement and therefore 
it is sometimes tricky to establish the boundaries. (link unclear, needs development / 
problematic) 
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Student volunteering is one aspect of public engagement that I think is often ignored or less 
well understood by senior university management - there are lots of ways of linking up the 
two though, and I think these could be particularly relevant to postgrad students who may 
not engage so much with university volunteer services (link unclear, needs development / 
problematic) 

 

Q7. The vinspired students funded period ends in March 2011. What, if anything, 
do you think the project might leave behind? 
 
This question received 43 responses. The category analysis is presented below. 
 

Category # responses 

Ways of working, organisational learning 11 

Resources 10 

Revitalise conversation, articulate value, motivation, hope 9 

Better community engagement, community of SVs 5 

Lack of funding 3 

Contacts 2 

Other  3 

 
Comments included: 
 

A wealth of knowledge and experience for those delivering the project, but also the legacy of 
all the students who have contributed, and developed through their involvement. (ways of 
working, organisational learning) 

The link to the NCCPE is potentially very powerful, as the organisation appears to have the 
academic credibility to influence decision makers in universities. Certainly the toolkits are an 
important legacy too, I hope that these and the case studies will become well-used resources.
 (resources) 

Good quality research data which can be used to promote and justify the existence of student 
volunteering in the months and years to come. The Manifesto for Public Engagement at a 
time when HE is in a financially difficult position, and so needs this reminder of the 
importance of this type of remit it has too the wider community. (resources) 

An example for future projects to learn from. (resources) 

I believe the project has challenged traditional preconceptions about public engagement, in 
particular student volunteering. Through the manifesto and other publications, it has begun 
to question many barriers to change and suggest improvement which will undoubtedly 
continue to inspire a shift in activity. (revitalise conversation, articulate value, motivation, 
hope) 

Hope? (revitalise conversation, articulate value, motivation, hope) 

Hopefully a legacy of greater commitment to engagement between universities and the 
wider public. (better community engagement, community of SVs) 

I think the project will leave behind an inspired group of youth volunteers who hopefully will 
encourage others. (better community engagement, community of SVs) 

A gap in being able to fund one off projects that the volunteers can put on to help vulnerable 
children. (lack of funding) 
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Q8. Do you have any recommendations on if or how the work of vinspired students 
should be continued? Who could implement these? (You? Your organisation? 
Others in the community / sector?) 
 
Thirty-two people responded to this question. The category analysis is provided below. 
 

Category # responses 

Link the work to other organisations; take forward through networks 7 

Embed and share ways of working (for HEIs) 6 

Environment jeopardises future work 5 

Continue vinspired students 4 

Maintain contacts and networks 4 

Promote more VIO-HEI links 2 

Other 4 

 
Comments included: 

I think that the practical, project-focussed  and 'action research' activities have been of great 
value.  It would be good to continue this type of 'creative development space', which is quite 
different to other student volunteer/worker networking and support opportunities.  I think it 
is of value for this work to be supported/led by an organisation with a national and strategic 
perspective. (link work to other orgs; form networks to take work forward) 

It should but don't know how without funding! Student-led action in some way - perhaps a 
national committee of student volunteers? (link work to other orgs; form networks to take 
work forward) 

I feel personally that universities have been offered the research, tools, resources etc. 
through the Vinspired project and that from now on, need to independently form their own 
structures of support for public engagement. I also believe that student volunteers (or just 
students in general) need to be more vocal and active about what kind of services and 
support they require from their own universities. (embed and share ways of working) 

Provision of materials for practitioners, research on SV etc etc does need to be taken up by 
someone as there is currently  a lack of specialist infrastructure and as Volunteering England 
faces cuts this could be a greater problem. (Environment jeopardises future work) 

There remains a need for national research and activity to convince the Coalition that 
volunteering does not just happen. Infrastructure is critical not least to ensure volunteering is 
implemented in accordance with government’s legislation. (Other)  

It seems to me that the main legacies of the project are linking student volunteering to a 
larger agenda around public engagement. If this ups the profile of units like the one I work in 
within the HEI sector, that's great! (Other) 
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Q9. Do you have any other comments about vinspired students or student 
volunteering? If so, please leave them here. 
 
Twenty respondents left other comments. The categories they fell into are presented below. 
 

Category # responses 

Thank you 6 

Positive comment about project, sad to see it end 5 

Benefits of student volunteering 3 

Environment jeopardises work  2 

Other 4 

 
Comments included: 

I would like to thank vinspired students for the opportunity they have given me to be a part 
of this project. I have found it both a highly fascinating and rewarding experience and I hope 
to support it legacy in any way I can in years to come. (thank you) 

I have always been proud of my student volunteering, however to be a part of vinspired 
students project has been incredibly fulfilling. The impact of this project stretches far beyond 
March 2011 to potentially affect the university experience of students of the future and I am 
delighted to have played a small part in helping with that. (positive comment about project, 
sad to see end) 

 
  

Student volunteering is an excellent means of adding value to the student experience: 
enabling students to enhance their skills and employability, do something positive for the 
community and have a chance to make friends and develop new networks. Over the past few 
years I've seen students tackle some really challenging projects and make enormous 
differences in their local communities. (benefits of SV) 

It would be good to coordinate activities and share ideas with other universities and colleges 
locally and nationally. (other) 

  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


