
Crisis  
or 
continuity?
Insights and Opportunities to  
Reinvigorate Volunteering

Written by: Natalie Napier, Rochelle Nieuwenhuis,  
and Sarah Schulman, InWithForward 

Designed by: C�arence Kitt, InWithForward
 
In Partnership with Volunteer Alberta, April, 2025



3

Contents

Introduction 4

Methods 22

Who We Met 52

Segments 68

Actionable Insights 86

Opportunity Areas 110

Anatomy of a Prototype 132

This work is generously supported by:

The Government of Alberta, Suncor Energy Foundation, 
the City of Edmonton, and Boys and Girls Club Big 

Brothers Big Sisters of Edmonton

Appendix 146



5

The research identifies five actionable insights, such as the tension 
that one segment of potential volunteers feels between self-care and 
community care and the importance of relationships in prompting 
volunteerism. 

Underpinned by design methodology, the report is forward-looking 
and offers five opportunity areas, each with several more specific 
design ideas that could be starting points for experimentation 
and action learning, also called prototyping. These Opportunity 
Areas explore how we might revitalize volunteering by focusing on 
relational learning, innovative recruitment, public health partnerships, 
strengthening initial engagement, and reconsidering risk assessment. 

Ultimately, this report is intended as a launchpad for further 
exploration and prototyping to reimagine how volunteerism can 
meet both societal needs and individuals� desires for connection and 
purpose. 

If you are excited by the work, get in touch!

Executive 
Summary
This report, a collaborative effort between InWithForward and 
Volunteer Alberta, offers a different take on the current state of 
volunteering in Alberta, from the perspective of everyday Albertans. 
We do so in service of re-imagining the social infrastructure and 
culture norms that make it easier for people to live out their values, 
in a society. 

Our research leads us to challenge the notion of a simple �crisis� of 
volunteerism; rather our exploration of the history of voluntarism 
affirmed that cooperation and collaboration are constants, even 
where format, relational dynamics, and institutions shift and change. 
We dug into the current, evolving nature of contribution using 
qualitative research methods, especially ethnographic interviews 
with individuals across Edmonton, Lethbridge, and Fairview. 

This report offers some paradigmatic shifts in how we frame and 
understand the value of volunteering. Chiefly, it asks what it would 
mean to move away from idealizing volunteering as something those 
with means do, altruistically, for the benefit of those without means. 
Instead, we might think of contribution behaviours as a vehicle for 
meeting some of our most core human needs for security, purpose, 
esteem, and connection. From this perspective, we would treat 
volunteerism as a public health benefit, for volunteers.
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Is volunteerism in crisis?
The numbers paint a dark picture:

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Equally dreary are the stories we tell to explain the numbers:
 
�	 People have less time & capacity to give
�	 Generations Y & Z are more self-centred and less altruistic 
�	 Our social fabric is fraying
�	 We are experiencing a civic malaise 

Crisis.

/�kr�ses/

A time of intense difficulty, trouble, danger.

1	 Statistics Canada. Table 33-10-0617-01  Volunteers and challenges businesses face in 
volunteer recruitment and retention, fourth quarter of 2022
DOI: https://doi.org/10.25318/3310061701-eng
2	 Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Col�apse and Revival of American Community 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000), 24�27.

55% 67% 4 in 10
of charities 
have fewer 
volunteers 
than before 
the Covid 19 
pandemic

of non-profits 
report a 
significant 
gap between 
volunteers and 
rising demand 
for services

organizations 
are highly 
concerned 
about volunteer 
burnout & 
attracting 
volunteers1

Twenty five years ago, social scientist Robert Putnam charted 
the decline of reciprocity and trustworthiness in American 
society, arguing: �Without at first noticing, we have been 
pulled apart from one another and from our communities 
over the last third of the century.� 

But, rather than adopt a crisis narrative, he took the long 
view: �Debates about the waxing and waning of �community� 
have been endemic for at least two centuries. Declensionist 
narratives - postmodernist jargon for tales of decline and 
fall � have a long pedigree in our letter. We seem perennially 
tempted to contrast our tawdry todays with past golden ages. 
We apparently share this nostalgic predilection with the rest 
of humanity.�2 

In other words, it�s 
human nature to think 
the past is better than 
the present. With that 
in mind, let�s take a 
peak into the long 
course of human 
history.
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3 	 Staker, Ivy, in Andy Alvarez, �(Re)Engaged: A Historical Perspective on Volunteerism - Volunteer Alberta,� Volunteer 
Alberta, October 15, 2024, https://volunteeralberta.ab.ca/2024/10/15/a-historical-perspective-on-volunteerism/.

~1800-
600BCE

~100BCE 1700s 1800s 1900s

~1800 - 100BCE
Social and economic realities were 
intertwined. Some of the earliest 
organizing structures for giving were 
associations and artisan groups. In 
China, the Tsu, Hui, and She groups 
formed 2100+ years ago, providing 
care for the elderly, education, 
burials, crop maintenance, and 
more. In Mesopotamia, during the 
Babylonian and Assyrian empires, 
trade groups emerged amongst 
extended families to address shared 
social needs. 

Informal helping predates human 
evolution and is one explanatory 
factor for our continued social 
adaptation and survival. Only, 
informal helping isn�t simply a 
kind and selfless act: it cultivates 
obligation and underwrites much 
resource exchange.

What has changed over time is 
how and who we help.  Formal 
volunteering is a historically recent 
development. 

In pre-industrial societies, 
contribution unfolded within social 
networks, often between people of 
similar means.

18th-19th century
The shift from farms to factories, rural 
to urban environments, and extended 
to nuclear families amplified the risk 
of unemployment, sickness, and injury 
and disrupted reciprocal flows of care. 
Contribution increasingly became an 
activity between people of unequal means; 
an act of charity, rather than mutuality. 
By the mid-1800s, large charitable 
organizations sprung up across North 
America (think: YMCA, Red Cross, and 
Salvation Army) to respond to economic 
externalities and to needs no longer met 
by kinship care. These large charitable 
organizations drew on the success of 
volunteer mobilization efforts during 
the American Civil War, positioning 
volunteering as an act of purpose and 
patriotism.  

Early to mid 1900s
War time narratives and command-and-
control structures proved effective for 
recruiting and deploying volunteers. 
Volunteering was no longer just a familial 
and religious obligation, but a civic duty 
and unpaid job -- largely for women. Over 
time, as women entered the paid labour 
force, volunteering rates declined. Paid and 
unpaid work competed for attention at 
the same time that paid and unpaid work 
increasingly resembled each other. Framed 
as a job, formal volunteering embraced the 
logic of scientific management, centering 
professionalization, hierarchical oversight, 
and risk mitigation. Today, to volunteer, it 
is standard practice to apply to a posting, 
submit references, undergo a police check, 
attend training, and subscribe to a standard 
set of health and safety protocols.4 

4	 United Nations Volunteers. (1999). Expert work-
ing group meeting on volunteering and social develop-
ment , New York, November 29�30

A look way back, at the earliest 
anthropological record, suggests 
self-interest and altruism have 
always coexisted.3
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5	 David Fraser, �Former Scouts Canada Employee Sentenced 
to 4 Years for Sex Crimes,� CBC, August 22, 2023, https://www.cbc.ca/
news/canada/ottawa/former-scouts-canada-employee-sentenced-to-
4-years-for-sex-crimes-1.6943621.

How current Alberta 
legislation positions 
volunteers

�	 Alberta�s Occupational 
Health and Safety Act 
defines a �worker� as a 
person engaged in an 
occupation, including a 
person who performs or 
supplies services for no 
monetary compensation 
for an organization or 
employer. This act sets 
workplace safety standards, 
and requires organizations 
to take all �reasonable 
measures� to protect worker 
health and safety.   

�	 Alberta�s Freedom to Care 
Act protects individuals 
volunteering for a non-
profit organization or 
the Crown from personal 
liability when acting in good 
faith and within the scope 
of their responsibilities. 
Organizations must set 
out a clear scope of work 
for volunteers, train and 
�manage� them accordingly.  
 

�	 Alberta�s Society Act 
sets out that directors 
of non-profit charities 
are volunteers, and 
recommends, but does 
not mandate, insurance to 
protect against liability.  

Policies and risk mitigation protocols 
have returned, with force. We continue to 
grapple with the fallout from the pandemic 
--including high social anxiety, a knawing 
sense of disconnection, and growing 
institutional mistrust, fueled in part by a 
few high-profile cases of harm at the hands 
of volunteers (think: Boy Scouts).5

While we could interpret these trends as a 
worrisome sign of social decline, we could 
also look beneath the statistics to what so 
many of us are craving: a sense of security, 
purpose, esteem, and connection. We want 
to know we matter, we belong, we are 
not alone, and we are part of something 
bigger than ourselves. Far from a historical 
aberration, these are our most enduring 
human needs.

Most modern definitions of 
volunteering describe it as a 
voluntary activity undertaken 
without financial reward and with 
benefits accruing to someone 
other than the volunteer. 
Current provincial and federal 
legislation treats volunteers 
as unpaid employees. In this 
frame, a comparison between 
volunteers and employees is 
made. For example, volunteers 
need protection from workplace 
hazards, just like employees, 
and volunteers ought to be 
managed, like employees. Similarly, 
volunteers ought to have fixed 
roles and responsibilities, like 
employees. The frame is focused 
on the risks associated with 
volunteering, like any other kind 
of work, perhaps more so than 
the rewards of volunteering, such 
as greater freedom, flexibility, or 
expression and creativity in one�s 
scope of action. Baked into the 
volunteer role as unpaid worker 
is a presumed binary: volunteers 
are helpers, not beneficiaries, a 
relatively recent idea.

The COVID 19 pandemic blurred 
the line between helpers and 
beneficiaries, and highlighted 
our shared vulnerabilities and 
interdependencies. 

Security Purpose Esteem Connection

So many of us cheered for essential 
workers, checked-in with neighbours, and 
found big and small ways to both give and 
receive care. Organizations suspended 
their usual rules to reduce barriers to 
collective action, and invite new/old forms 
of contribution. In the midst of head-
spinning global upheaval, we saw what can 
happen when there is a frame shift: when 
we see volunteering not simply as work, 
but as a source of connection and mutual 
care. 

Five years later, we are experiencing a 
precipitous drop in both formal and 
informal volunteering. Dominant frames 
have snapped back into place. 
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This is at the heart of the 17 
ethnographic stories we�ve 
collected from volunteers and non-
volunteers in Edmonton, Fairview, 
and Lethbridge, Alberta. Taken 
together, these stories tell us that 
the problem isn�t that people are 
more selfish, or that organizations 
are more self-serving. Rather, these 
stories suggest that the problem is 
how we, as a society, have come to 
conceptualize care. Caring for others 
is pitted against caring for ourselves. 
We are told that we need to put our 
safety mask on first, before helping 
others; that we ought to prioritize 
self-care; that feeling good comes 
from purchasing wellness products, 
garnering �likes� on social media, and 
investing in self-improvement, not 
relationships. 

At the same time, we hear that 
relationships are risky; that taking on 
the role of volunteer soccer coach 
or youth mentor, for instance, can 
open the door to tricky situations 
and reputational danger. We are 
trained that the antidote is to be 
more professional, to keep firm 
boundaries, and to refrain from doing 
or saying anything that might be 
misconstrued or inadvertently cause 
harm. Rather than see volunteering 
as a site for learning about ourselves 
through relationships, volunteering 
can become another place we can�t 
really be ourselves. 
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Who We Are
We are InWithForward and Volunteer Alberta. We are coming together to re-
imagine volunteerism, and explore fresh ways to unlock contribution and care 
in communities. 

InWithForward

InWithForward (IWF) is a social 
design organization whose 
mission is to co-create new 
models of care & connection 
and cultivate the conditions for 
human flourishing. We spend 
time listening to people on 
the margins; re-framing social 
problems; generating, testing 
and spreading new kinds of 
practices and policies. 

�So many of our social 
policies & systems were 
designed in a different era 
for a different purpose: 
to keep people safe and 
reduce risk. Our work starts 
with a different purpose: 
what if our policies & 
systems were designed to 
strengthen people�s sense 
of purpose, possibility, and 
connection?

-Dr. Sarah Schulman, Lead 
Partner, InWithForward

Volunteer Alberta

Volunteer Alberta is a diverse 
and inclusive member 
association whose mission is to 
nourish wellbeing and healthy 
communities of belonging 
by cultivating conditions 
for volunteerism and civic 
engagement. VA was initially 
created in specific support 
of volunteer centres. VA now 
exists to both support and 
lead the way, more broadly, 
for volunteer- engaging 
organizations and the volunteer 
sector as a whole in Alberta. 

�We need to walk the 
balance of helping 
organizations respond to 
the real-life challenges 
they are facing in the here 
and now, but also opening 
up space for something 
different to emerge.�

-Miki Talbot-Stricker, 
Executive Director of 
Volunteer Alberta

The question, then, is: how could 
volunteering better enable people 
to meet their human needs for 
belonging, esteem, meaning, 
and purpose? Rather than 
expect people to identify what is 
missing in their life and seek out 
volunteering, what if we proactively 
scouted people for learning & 
growth opportunities that went 
deeper than employment skills 
and work experience? And, rather 
than expect individual, and often 
underresourced, non-profits to 
set-up these learning & growth 
opportunities on their own, what if 
we invested in shared infrastructure 
and strengthened the capacity of 

volunteer centres and service hubs 
to build community readiness to 
volunteer?
This report digs beneath many of 
the assumed logics and dominant 
frames of volunteering, opening-
up opportunity space to reposition 
and reanimate volunteering. The 
aim is to surface insights, provoke 
thought, and, hopefully, generate 
momentum to take early ideas 
introduced here, co-design how 
they could work in practice, and 
test them in real life. Through 
prototyping, we can model 
and rehearse a future where 
contribution meets our deepest 
desires for connection and growth. 
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Project Purpose

Explore current and 
historical ways of 
�contributing to society,� 
including how people 
make sense of words 
like volunteering, 
helping out, mutual 
aid, civic engagement, 
altruism, participation, 
etc.

A
Examine the interplay 
and/or juxtaposition 
between formal 
volunteerism structures 
and people�s values, 
needs, and desires.

B
Identify what 
motivates people to 
contribute, and find 
the opportunities 
to co-create roles & 
structures that move 
people closer to the 
outcomes that matter 
to them.

C

Our goal isn�t only to surface fresh insights, but to use those 
insights to build a case for experimenting with new types of 
roles, incentives, organizing structures, processes, language, and 
narratives around volunteering. 

What we know What we don�t know
Declining rates of volunteerism are 
undermining the voluntary sector�s 
capacity to deliver social support at a 
time of increasing need. 

�	 How do everyday Albertans 
conceptualize volunteering?  

�	 What pain points do they 
experience?  

�	 While the current policy frame 
sees volunteers as a vital, unpaid 
workforce, what might be 
alternative ways to frame and 
structure volunteering? 

We�re setting out to:

This project seeks to both understand volunteering as it is now, and  
generate ideas for volunteering as it could be.

Our Goal
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Project Methodology

This project is drawing on InWithForward�s three-phase 
�Grounded Change� process to (1) gather insights (2) co-design 
opportunity areas, and (3) test alternative practices & policies. 
This report summarizes the first phase of research, and 
previews what the next phases could look like.

The �Gathering Insights� phase aims to get underneath what 
people say to understand the tensions between people�s 
narratives, actions, and desires. This phase includes identifying 
key questions and curiosities, developing an original set of 
tools to prompt introspection & imagination, and listening 
to people with lived experiences. Instead of a representative 
sample, design research uses extreme sampling, seeking out 
especially diverse perspectives. Because the aim is to open-up 
exploratory space, rather than to validate a pre-existing set of 
hypotheses, we go deep rather than wide with our samples.

During the second and third phases of design research, 
new ideas are developed, tested, and iterated with a wider 
audience. Each phase goes through a cycle of divergence - 
where we explore a range of problem framings and possible 
solutions -- and a cycle of convergence - where we synthesize 
learnings and name patterns. Cycles of divergent and 
convergent thinking are reflected in the angles of the three 
diamonds.

Our �Grounded Change� approach offers an alternative 
sequence to policy and program development. A typical 
policymaking approach starts with experts defining the 
problem, setting the parameters for new program design, 
and consulting with people to confirm core assumptions and 
inform implementation. Consultation typically happens after 
issues have already been framed.

We flip the order: starting with people potentially not well 
served by existing policies and programs to reframe problems 
& brainstorm alternative solutions, testing those solutions at a 
small scale, and distilling key principles for policy. 
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Traditional Consultation Grounded Change approach

Who Caters to people who are already 
connected with institutions, or 
people with the time, resources and 
capacity to participate in surveys, 
focus groups, and consultations.

Actively seeks out �unusual 
suspects:� people who are unlikely 
to show up to a scheduled event, 
fill out a survey, and who may be 
disconnected from services. 

What Uses surveys and focus groups to 
understand an issue, often with 
preset questions and answer 
choices.

Uses critical ethnography and 
open-ended prompts to explore 
people�s behaviours, priorities, nar-
ratives, aspirations, and desires.

When Happens at a scheduled time; often 
one-off engagement.

Unfolds flexibly based around 
people�s schedules and needs; 
often over multiple interactions.

Where Takes p�ace in meeting rooms, 
offices, and formal spaces.

Takes p�ace in the person�s context: 
where they live, p�ay, and work.

Why Designed to gather data on an 
issue, often to validate an existing 
analysis of the problem and/or 
solution.

Designed to help reframe problems 
based on the perspectives of 
people on the ground, and to open 
up generative space for new ideas.

How Uses existing services to recruit or 
relies on passive advertisements; 
focus on one-way collection of 
information. 

Starts with community pop-ups and 
activations; focus on re�ationship 
building and reciprocity; practice of 
information return.

Traditional Consultation Grounded Change approach

Roots Positivist worldview: a belief that 
there is one knowable truth to be 
discovered

Constructivist and participatory 
worldview: a belief that there are 
simultaneous truths constructed by 
human experience and engagement

Risks -De-contextual information
-Confirmation bias
-Loss of agency over data
-Misinterpretation
-Knowledge extraction
-Raising expectations

-Discomfort
-Re-traumatization
-Misinterpretation
-Raising expectations

Addressing Risks -Waivers and consent forms that 
use legalese and small print to 
protect research organizations
-Structured & repeatable process
-Depersonalized data

-Consent process in p�ain �anguage 
for informed choice
-Participant-led conversation
-Check-ins and debriefs
-Returning people�s story   
-Choice to anonymize 

�	 Critical humanism emphasizes agency, 
autonomy, connection, and care. 
In research this means valuing the 
relationship with participants and how the 
inquiry relates to their needs, interests, 
and aspirations. Rather than attempting to 
extract data, research is a shared journey 
to open-up dialogue, challenge dominant 
ways of thinking, and spark creativity.� 

�	 Social science methods help us 
understand what makes humans tick, and 
what influences development and change. 
They attune us to context: the ways in 
which our behaviours are shaped by 
relationships to self, family, and the wider 
world.   

�	 Design research methods help us to 
make visible underlying needs and 
desires, and give concrete form to 
abstract thoughts and ideas. 

�	 Community outreach methods get 
us out and about, showing up at 
public spaces and anywhere where 
we might find people who may 
not typically engage in research, or 
in the case of this project, formal 
volunteering. Rather than expect 
people to come to us, we go to them.

Differences between traditional consultation and 
a Grounded Change approach:

Behind our �Grounded Change� approach is a philosophy called critical 
humanism, and a set of methods from social sciences, design, and 
community outreach.
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How has InWithForward�s �Grounded 
Change� approach played out 
on-the-ground? Over six months, a 
mixed team of InWithForward and 
Volunteer Alberta staff spent time in three 
communities across Alberta testing key 
messages, developing design research tools, 
collecting and returning stories, making 
sense of the data, and learning from big and 
small voluntary sector organizations. Here, 
we share what this has looked like, and 
what we�ve learned along the way.

Community selection 
We chose three sites for fieldwork based on population size, demographics, 
industry make-up, and geography. Sites included Edmonton, Fairview, and 
Lethbridge.

Fairview

Population:
2,800 (declining)

Key Industries
Agriculture, oil and 
gas, commercial, 
manufacturing, 
transportation

Other Notes
�	 17 churches, 
�	 Home of the 

Satellite Campus 
of  Northwestern 
Polytechnique

Edmonton

Population:
1,100,000 (growing)

Key Industries
Oil & gas, technology 
sector,  education & 
research, financial, 
retail

Other Notes
�	 Capital of Alberta
�	 Second �argest 

city in Alberta
Lethbridge

Population:
107,000 (growing)

Key Industries
Commerce, finance, 
transportation, 
healthcare, education, 
retail, agriculture

Other Notes
�	 20 churches, 

4 mosques, 1 
gurudwara, 1 buddhist 
temple
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Testing recruitment messages
We tested three themes, with provocative language and 
visuals designed to pique curiosity and conversation. 
 
Our recruitment consists of short interactions with lots of people, allowing us to 
learn about different perspectives, and later follow up with a diverse shortlist. 
We wanted to offer up a good dose of surprise & delight, cut through the noise 
of the everyday, and foster a moment of connection. 

Is Volunteering Dead?

What we tried 
Extrapolating from current statistics 
which state formal volunteerism is on 
the decline across Alberta, we used 
a graveyard-theme to wonder aloud 
and invite people into conversation on 
the state of volunteering in their own 
lives. Our visuals were dramatic and 
provocative.

Our script 
We are interested in how folks in your 
community feel about giving, helping, 
contributing, and participating. Do you 
pitch in to help out? Volunteer? Offer 
things for free on Facebook? None of 
the above? We�ve heard there�s a crisis in 
volunteering, but we�re not sure we buy it. 
How do you give back? Let�s chat. 

Our hunch 
People might have a strong reaction to 
our materials, one way or another, and 
join the conversation. Also, by leading 
with statistics that volunteering is on the 
decline more generally, we hoped people, 
especially younger-skewing, would be 
more open to discussing what that looks 
like in their own lives, with honesty. 

#1
THEME

What happened? 
These materials did get conversation 
started and people argued the point 
both ways! We used this approach 
most in Edmonton while in busy 
urban spaces but we sensed it might 
be a bit over the top as an opener in 
some other contexts. 

Is Volunteering just Nostalgia?

What we tried 
We tested a gentler nostalgia theme with 
sepia photoalbum visuals. Our activations 
featured nostalgic slinkies, marbles, and 
rice Krispies. 

Our script 
We asked: has volunteerism changed 
since previous generations? Were your 
parents or grandparents contributors to 
community? Does volunteerism need to 
look different for future generations?

Our hunch 
We thought this provocation could 
start some interesting intergenerational 
conversations, and we hoped it would 
help us get to how people feel about 
some of the values behind volunteerism, 
even if they weren�t volunteering.

What happened? 
The slinkies, marbles, and rice krispies 
were great for attracting families 
with kids and created a community 
feeling quite effortlessly. People 
responding expressed a lot of interest 
in volunteerism, and desire to be part 
of it. Several hoped we could connect 
them to volunteer roles. However, 
when we followed up with all those 
people to invite them to join us on 
a visit to the volunteer centre, they 
demurred, either unavailable, or 
preferring a visit with us over a meal.

#2
THEME
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Fast Forward

What we tried 
Introducing a fun, futuristic vibe 
and inviting people to imagine how 
community contribution might evolve 
in future generations, with neon 
colours and graphic novel imagery.

Our script 
Humans have always found ways to 
contribute to community, but that�s 
looked different across time and place. 
Right now, stats tell us volunteerism 
is on the decline, but we don�t know 
why, or what people are doing instead. 
Maybe we�re just ready for a change. 
What do you think it might look like 
for the next generation? How would 
you like to be contributing?

Our hunch 
People may not have considered 
that community contribution is a 
constant or that it can take quite 
different forms in different societies. 
A lot of people feel pressure to 
say they contribute to community, 
or that they want to. Maybe a 
discussion about how things could 
work differently in the future would 
liberate people to share their 
experience.

What happened
We didn�t have the opportunity to 
use this recruitment approach as 
much as the other two. Few folks 
had considered the possibility that 
community contribution could look 
dramatically different and most had 
a hard time imagining alternatives, 
without help.
 

#3
THEME Trying out settings

We tried a range of interactions and touchpoints at pop-up activations in 
Edmonton at Churchill Square, a Pride Night Market, and a Community League�s 
Big Bin event. For example, to gain a sense of what we might learn from different 
individuals, we made a Bingo Card to gain a quick snapshot of their contribution 
experiences & perceptions.

Slinkies and sidewalk chalk were great 
for attracting families. Narrative cards 
invited people to share what they do or 
don�t believe about contribution, and 
react to language.

Edmonton
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In Fairview, we tried the same 
activation strategy, but in a town 
of 2800, there weren�t as many 
places with large gatherings, other 
than the Northern Redneck Riders 
finals. We checked out the bowling 
alley, rec centre, library, mall, but 
it was mostly quiet with not a lot 
of traffic. Instead, we pivoted and 
started a different approach: visiting 
churches, garage sales, businesses, 
posting a facebook ad, travelling 
by word of mouth, and getting 
recommendations from  
the locals, through 1:1 interactions.

At the Catholic church, we met 
people who were brand new to town, 
and often to Canada, too. Many were 
foreign temporary workers. People 
dispersed quickly after the mass. 
Conversations with other foreign 
temporary workers revealed that 
some thought it would not be legal 
for them to volunteer in Canada, 
though they might feel less isolated.

Fairview

At a gymkana event, competitors play 
our bingo game. The event is entirely 
volunteer run, mostly by parents.

The view from 
our hotel 
window.

We used a 
Facebook post 
to connect 
with more 
people, whom 
we might 
not have 
encountered 
out in 
community.

In Lethbridge, we visited local 
convenience stores, set up a booth 
at Whoop Up days, visited parks, 
a baseball game, a laundromat, 
churches, temples and gurudwaras. 
We also took a targeted approach, 
messaging community groups on 
facebook and seeing who might be 
interested in connecting, including 
reaching out to people who were or 
had been involved in the Youth At 
the Table initiative, Sage Clan patrol, 
disability advocacy, and recovery 
programs. 

Lethbridge

Engaging folks on their way to 
Whoop Up Days with our bingo 
dabbers and evocative signage. 

Meeting with the 
Volunteer Lethbridge 
team to share our work, 
and create a map of 
possible recruitment 
locations across the 
city. 
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Oversampling at the edge

Rather than seek out a 
representative sample, 
IWF�s approach is to 
purposively sample at 
the ends of the  
bell curve.
At one edge of the bell curve 
are the people who are left out, 
experiencing poor outcomes, 
and not benefiting from current 
systems. On the other edge, are 
the people who are doing well. 
We especially look for those who 
don�t have a systemic advantage 
over the first group but have found 
their own work-arounds. Paying 
attention to edge cases is a core 
principle of design methods. Why? 
Because when you design with 
and for the folks at the edges, you 
can typically accommodate the 
average, but when you design for 
the average, you typically exclude 
folks at the edge.

In the context of this project, this 
means we oversampled:

�	 People who don�t volunteer at all, 
looking for gaps between stated 
values and behaviour, 

�	 People who are hyper engaged, 
to understand their context, 
opportunities, motivations & 
enablers, 

�	 Young adults, as their volunteering 
habits may shape the future, and 
because many of them became 
adults during the COVID-19 
restrictions, and... 

�	 People not in paid work, as they 
are a group who presumably 
have more available free time, 
and yet aren�t more engaged in 
volunteering, statistically.

Developing design research tools

When we sit down with 
people to listen to 
their experiences, we 
bring with us a suite of 
design tools to guide 
conversations and 
provoke new thoughts. 

Unlike survey instruments, they 
are inherently interpretative and 
iterative: we add to them as we go, 
adapt, and abandon as needed. 
At their best, they provide images 
and words for ideas that people 
have trouble verbalizing. This can 
be especially helpful when we 
ask people to imagine something 
outside the logic and dynamics of 
existing systems. 

In most other ethnographic 
research InWithForward has done, 
our starting point has been getting 
to know people whose behaviour 
is problematized by a system or 
their society -- for example, those 
who have been incarcerated, 
become entangled in the child 
welfare system, are houseless, 
struggling with addictions, and/
or poor mental health. In these 
contexts, we often assume a role 
of questioning the dominant 
system or societal perspective, 
creating room for people to be 
reflective about their experiences, 
motivations, and desires in a less 
judgemental space. 

In this project, our starting point 
has been quite different.  First of 
all, anyone can be a volunteer, 
so, there were few bounds to 
our sampling strategy. Secondly, 
volunteering behaviour carries 
moral weight, so we needed to find 
ways for people, especially those 
who are not marginalized and quite 
invested in their good reputation, 
to explore their ambivalence 
about volunteerism. Thirdly, unlike 
houselessness, or child removal, 
being without a volunteer role 
might not carry a sense of urgency 
in people�s lives. How could we 
explore the choice not to volunteer 
without pressing our agenda in a 
way that defeats the purpose of 
in-context research: seeing how 
people actually live and make 
meaning?

Much of what we already know 
about volunteering comes 
from large scale surveys. These 
surveys ask respondents about 
the frequency with which they 
volunteer, the types of volunteering 
they engage in, and their 
demographic profile. What the 
surveys do not tell us is people�s 
volunteering trajectory or their 
values, needs, and the disconnects 
they might experience between 
what they do and purport to want.  
 
To help us delve into people�s 
actual behaviours and perceptions, 
the next page showcases the deck 
of original design research tools we 
assembled.

Average

People who are left out, 
experiencing poor  

outcomes, not beneffiting 
from current systems

People who are doing 
surprisingly well, who have 

found their own  
work-arounds
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Comparing surveys &  
design research tools

Existing surveys about 
volunteering

Design research tools

Time use Ask for the number of hours in 
a year people spent on unpaid 
activities for organizations

Observational tools zoom out to 
look at how people actually spend 
their time versus how they want to 
spend their time, what activities 
they prioritize, and what stands in 
the way of their ideal state. 

Perceived 
value

Ask respondents how much 
they agree with a set of 
statements like: �volunteering 
provides an opportunity to 
make meaningful connections 
with people.� 
 

Conversational tools give 
respondents an opportunity to 
define concepts like �meaningful 
opportunity,� and unpack the 
conditions that make statements 
true or false. What one person sees 
as meaningful can be different 
than another.

Needs Ask respondents to choose 
from a preset list of options 
of what would make formal 
volunteering more appealing. 
Options include things like 
matchmaking and training. 
 

Projective tools enable 
respondents to get generative, 
envisioning different forms of 
community contribution and roles, 
and co-developing how they might 
p�ay out. By exploring people�s 
reactions to future opportunities, 
we can move outside existing 
frames of volunteering.

The three categories of design research tools help us understand 
people in three different levels

Conversational Tools

Observational  
Tools

Projective 
Tools

Say

Do

Think and Feel

Conversational Tools Observational Tools Projective Tools

1. Value Cards

2. Stressor Sheet

3. Time Use Prompts

4. Eras Tool

5. Narrative Starters

30

30

31

31

32

1. Documenting  
   Context

30 1. Contribution 
Opportunity Ads

30
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How we used 
Lay out a deck of value cards. The story 
sharer chooses their top and bottom 
values. We ask what each particular 
value means to them, to what extent 
they are living out their values, and how 
much control they feel they have over 
actualizing that value.

Purpose 
To identify what matters to people, to 
what extent they may or may not be 
living out their values, and how their 
values relate to community contribution.

Values

CONVERSATIONAL TOOL

How we used 
Show the storyteller a sheet of visualised 
stressors and ask them to identify their 
top pain points, adding to the list as 
they see fit. For each stressor, we explore 
what that means to them and the ways 
in which it impacts their life, along with 
their coping strategies and resources.

Purpose 
To name the pain points that people are 
experiencing, right now and how they 
might relate to, distract from, or act as 
a barrier to volunteerism or community 
contribution. By asking about people�s 
coping strategies and resources, we 
learn about their sense of agency and 
capability to move towards desired 
outcomes.

Stressor Sheet

CONVERSATIONAL TOOL

How we used 
Hand people two sheets of possible 
time uses, and give them a set of 
chocolate coins, with each dollar 
representing roughly one hour. Ask 
them to place coins on top of activity 
squares to represent how they spend 
their time in a typical week. Next, ask 
them to rearrange the coins to show 
how they would prefer to spend their 
time.

Purpose 
To understand how people are 
spending their time, how much 
of their time is spent in caring or 
contributing activities, and to explore 
what the ideal state would be. By 
looking at the differences between 
people�s ideal versus actual time use, 
we can explore what perpetuates the 
gap.

Time Use Prompts

CONVERSATIONAL TOOLAll tools
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How we used 
We designed a fillable CD insert, 
with a blank cover page for people 
to add their own image and title. The 
first page asked people to describe 
the overall sound of the era, and 
invited them to use a set of stickers 
related to four core human needs: 
safety, love/belonging, esteem, and 
self-actualization. Subsequent pages 
prompted people to share what 
motivated them in that era, high notes 
& low notes of the era, a list of songs 
representing the era, and the song 
genres and �contributors� (i.e. key 
people who were a part of that era).

Purpose 
To explore the different phases or 
eras of people�s life as they relate 
to community contribution or 
volunteering. By using the language 
of album art, song titles, music 
genres, and sound quality, we hoped 
to understand people�s emotional 
relationship with different phases of 
their life, and to tap into embodied 
knowledge that appeals to the senses 
rather than oft repeated personal 
narratives.

Eras Tool
CONVERSATIONAL TOOL

How we used 
We created a deck of 28 possible 
narratives that people may 
hold about volunteering or 
contribution, for people to sort 
into those they agreed with, those 
they didn�t, and those around 
which they had mixed feelings. 
We asked people to explain 
their thought process and their 
interpretation of each card they 
chose or rejected. The cards offer 
a broad range of sentiments and 
beliefs including �There�s no point: 
the world is falling apart,� �I�ve 
got enough going on already,� 
�Volunteering leads me to better 
employment opportunities,� and 
�I help because no one else is 
doing it,� to name a few. We also 
included blank cards for people to 
write their own. 

Narrative Starters
CONVERSATIONAL TOOL

Purpose 
To understand the narratives 
behind people�s actions, what 
kinds of language resonates 
or repels, and perhaps most 
importantly, where people 
experience ambivalence and 
what that can tell us about the 
space for intervention. 



METHODS

4342

How we used 
We shared a deck of unusual and 
imagined ways of contributing to 
community, including different kinds 
of roles and structures. We asked for 
people�s immediate reaction to each 
card, and invited them to sort cards 
into piles: the ones they feel drawn 
to and the ones they reject. For ideas 
that resonate, we then explore how 
each might work. What would happen 
first? What next?

Purpose 
Creating a set of fictional prompts for 
people to react to helps us go broad 
and identify what people are attracted 
to or motivated by. When we engage 
people in literally drawing out how 
a future opportunity could work, we 
learn more about their preferred order 
of operations, believability gaps, and 
behavioural drivers.

Future  
Contribution Cards

PROJECTIVE TOOL

How we do it 
Sitting with and shadowing people 
as they go about their day-to-day; 
recording interactions using audio 
recording, photos & video, and notes. 
We meet people in their familiar 
environments, walk them home, ask 
to see their space, spend time in the 
services they access or community 
spaces they frequent; and when 
invited, hang out with them as they 
engage with their network. 

Purpose 
To learn about who and what is 
already in people�s lives, their habits, 
ways of being and doing. This helps 
us to contextualise what they say, ask 
better questions, and gain insight into 
any disconnects between what they 
do and what they value.

Documenting  
Context

OBSERVATIONAL TOOL
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Getting informed consent

Each time we host 
an ethnographic 
conversation, we go 
through an informed 
consent process and ask 
people to choose how 
they would like their 
story to be shared.

Having agency over how we want to 
be known can be rare in research. 
We provide options: first name or  
pseudonym? Photo with face, or a 
non-identifying image? How would 
they like to describe themselves and 
their identity? After we write-up and 
return profile cards, we ask story 
sharers to review and update the 
terms of their consent. Our hope is 
that giving real options makes consent 
meaningful, not transactional. 

Writing & returning stories

From our conversations, 
observations, and 
projective imaginings with 
people, comes a written 
story. As listeners, our 
challenge is to capture 
the spirit of our moment-
in-time interaction with 
another human and make 
visible their distinct 
perspective -- in less than 
600 words.

Our story cards contain a short 
narrative of the person, alongside key 
quotes, tags, and visualized data. The 
listener�s perspective section shares 
our own positionality, acknowledging 
that who we are can influence what 
we focus on. The back of each story 
card offers a sneak peek into possible 
futures with three speculative ideas 
inspired by our conversation.

On story cards, we made little 
differentiation between informal 
contributions and volunteerism 
mediated by nonprofits and charities. 
The two are generally not in tension: 
those who contribute informally are 
more likely to also contribute formally, 
and vice versa. What seemed more 
salient were the barriers and enablers 
to any kind of contributing behaviour, 
people�s motivations for contributing, 
and how their social networks 

influenced such behaviours. The value 
of story cards is they help to centre 
what matters to current and former 
volunteers, and in doing so, enable 
volunteer-serving organizations and 
regulatory systems to reflect on how 
they meet people�s needs and tap into 
their desires.

Once story cards are drafted, we 
return and co-edit them with story 
sharers. We recognize that lives are 
simultaneously static and dynamic, 
and start by exploring what has 
shifted and what has stayed the same, 
handing them a pen or cursor so they 
feel in control of adjustments to their 
story. Some deeply engage with the 
narrative as a prompt for reflection. 
Others seem more interested in our 
moment of reconnection than the 
artefact of the story itself. People 
are often able to ask more specific 
questions about how the profile might 
be used once they have seen it. We go 
through the consent process a second 
time to give people an opportunity 
to make changes to where their story 
goes and how they are known in it.
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Picture To capture the 
person at the moment 
we meet, and give 
a glimpse of their 
context. People can 
choose the picture 
and whether to be 
anonymous or not.

Enablers and Barriers 
What helps or gets in 
the way of contributing 
behaviours, now or in 
the past?

Time Use 
What are their top uses 
of time? What do they 
wish they were?

Time stamp A reminder that this story is 
only a snapshot of someone at a moment 
in time and that they continue to change 
and grow. It includes the date and length 
of conversation. If/when the participant 
reviews and approves the story, the circle 
will be yellow and read �returned.�

Name & identity 
People choose which 
name to use, and the 
identity or demo-
graphics markers to 
the right of the name.

Front of the card

A MOMEN
T IN

 TIME IN  ---   A

ug
  2

0
24

  -

---
 A MOMEN

T IN
 TIME IN  ---   A

ug
  2

0
24

  -

---
 

returned
4Hours 

Chat

not 
returned

4Hours 

Chat

Inside of the card

Motivation Summary
What�s driving or dampening a desire 
to contribute? What increases their 
motivation?

Most resonant 
narratives To indicate 
and introduce the 
person�s perspective 
on volunteering

Contribution Summary
How do they engage with contribution 
opportunities now? How did they 
connect to them in the past?

Social Network 
Is their social  
network small or 
�arge? Does it  
consist of people 
with simi�ar 
experience and 
resources, or 
very different? 
What are the 
contribution 
norms that 
surround them?

Narrative To bring the 
human to life: what 
matters to them, what�s 
shaped them, what they 
want, and the key gaps 
and rubs with systems. 
We seek to contextualize 
people within systems, 
rather than reduce 
people�s lives to a narrow 
set of needs or choices.

Hashtags To indicate location and 
the body of research to which the 
participant has contributed.








































































































































