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BTCV was set up in 1959 and is a 
unique international volunteering 
organisation providing the bridge 
between global environmental 
ideals and local realities. 

BTCV believes that through our 
thousands of volunteers and the 
work they do we make a positive 
impact on the environment. We also 
believe that by engaging people in 
the environment we change their 
attitude to and understanding 
of the environment and nature, 
creating a sustainable future.

In addition we have the strong 
belief that through our work and 
through all our activities, we have 
a social and economic impact on 

the people we engage with. We 
give them the opportunity to 
make real changes to their lives. 
Operating throughout the UK 
and in 26 countries around the 
world, we care about people, the 
communities in which they live and 
the quality of their environment. 

Owning no land, we work with 
a range of supporters, including 
corporate partners such as 
Prudential PLC and the BBC, the 
Office of the Third Sector, a variety 
of government agencies, many 
delivery partners and 
individual donors. 

Without this support, 
BTCV couldn’t exist. 

About BTCV 

Vision: A better environment where people are valued, included and involved 
Mission: To create a more sustainable future by inspiring people and improving places

Photos: Jeremy Bartles, Honorata Bor, Graham Burns, Emma Davenport, Jason Lock, David Mansell.

PRINTED ON 100% RECYCLED PAPER



�

BTCV’s vision of “a better
environment where people are
valued, included and involved” 
resonates with present-day debates 
on sustainable development, 
environmental justice, social justice 
and active citizenship. With almost 
50 years of hands-on experience in 
these areas, BTCV responds to local 
need by finding local solutions for 
local environmental concerns. The 
environmental benefits of BTCV’s 
work over the last half century are 
self-evident. Indeed, last year, �87,000 
volunteers gave 540,178 workdays. 
Their work on 15,4�0 sites involved 
4,�01 communities, improving local 
environments, both rural and urban, 
and enhancing biodiversity. 

The findings in this research show how 
BTCV projects, through careful design 
and implementation, improve social 
conditions by interconnecting physical 
environment with social and economic 
disadvantages. Based on the evidence 
in this research, it is clear that BTCV 
has succeeded in improving the lives 
of many local people. Green spaces, 
community gardens and the wildlife 
they attract have notably assisted 
in improving the quality of life for 
people living nearby. 

What is less visible, but no 
less significant, is the benefit 
environmental volunteering brings 
to the very many individuals involved. 
People volunteer for a variety of 
reasons and notwithstanding the 
intrinsic value in volunteering, BTCV 
has, in effect, also enhanced personal 
capacity. For some involved in these 
projects, this may just mean getting a 
little more fresh air and making some 
new friends. For others, volunteering is 
nothing less than the means by which 
they turn their whole life around. 

Collectively, these individual changes 
have a vast social impact. Research 
suggests that £1 invested with BTCV 
can generate a social return of £4 or 
more. The evidence in this document 
clearly demonstrates how this is 
achieved through inspiring people and 
improving places.

More importantly, alongside this 
significant national impact, these 
local projects invariably have a global 
environmental impact. Activities 
such as planting and managing 
woodland and conserving peatland, 
for example, play a part in mitigating 
the effects of climate change in small 
but profound ways.

Dr Kay Hampton, FRSA, FHEA
Professor in communities and race relations, 
Glasgow Caledonian University
Also Commissioner, Equalities and Human Rights Commission, 
UK and Commissioner, Scottish Human Rights Commission

Foreword 
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Executive summary 
How environmental volunteering with BTCV is changing lives and attitudes
Research demonstrates that volunteering with BTCV changes attitudes and behaviours across a broad range of 
environmental and social issues.

• Seven out of ten volunteers increased the amount of waste they recycled and gave advice to others   
 about being environmentally friendly as a result of volunteering with BTCV

•  Volunteering is an overwhelmingly positive experience for young people 
 Nine out of ten young volunteers said they learnt something new, and 98% said they wanted to do it again.

•  Environmental volunteering is an ideal way to encourage active integration 
 Socially disadvantaged groups BTCV works with include young people at risk, people with health problems,   

travellers and homeless people.

•  ‘Volunteering can improve physical health and mental wellbeing’ (Scottish Executive) 
 In the last ten years, BTCV has established 95 Green Gyms™ in the UK. Over 10,000 people have worked on 

improving some �,500 green spaces.

•  Volunteering allows people who are out of paid work to make a contribution to society 

•  Last year, nearly 8,000 people received training through our Employment Programme, 
 and almost 2,000 of these went into full-time work. This resulted in:

 – Increased earnings = £20m
 – Reduced benefits = £5m

•  Investing in BTCV gives a cost-effective social return 
 A five-year BTCV programme benefiting over 900,000 people in deprived areas saw:

 – Reduced crime
 – Improved leisure
 – Increased employment

An independent assessment concluded that every £1 invested in 
volunteering with BTCV gave a social return of £4
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Behaviour change what it is and why we need it

Not so long ago, it was rare to refuse a plastic bag at the checkout. 
Growing awareness of the environmental damage caused by plastic 
bags, backed up by media campaigns, retailers’ policies and fashionable 
alternatives, has transformed this. Now, reuseable bags are becoming 
second nature for increasing numbers of people. Widespread 
behavioural change is underway.

Similarly, a number of key social, economic and environmental goals depend 
upon individuals changing their patterns of behaviour:

• Sustainable development 
 Lowering carbon emissions; switching to a less resource-intensive lifestyle;  
 recycling and reducing waste; choosing public transport 

• Health and wellbeing 
 Increasing physical activity and eating a better diet, which can reduce obesity  
 and related diseases (heart disease, type � diabetes, cancer), stress and   
 mental distress

•  Social cohesion
 Diverse communities and marginalised groups becoming integrated;   
 communities taking ownership of local issues; young people taking their  
 place as citizens in society, and our ageing population being valued for the  
 time and experience they can offer

•  Education and employment
 Improving attainment in schools; choosing further education or vocational  
 training; long-term unemployed being motivated to find work or training;  
 existing workforce learning new skills

It is now widely accepted that behavioural change is the most effective – and 
cost-effective – way of achieving these goals. 

Treating a patient with advanced lung cancer costs £�0-40,000 a year, with no 
guarantee of success; persuade that person not to take up smoking, and they 
may not develop cancer in the first place. 

In a number of areas, policy has begun to shift away from traditional service 
delivery towards behaviour-based interventions.

“Behaviour contributes 
to the burden of illness. 

Treatment of behaviour-
related diseases like 
cancer is expensive, 

while the cost of 
behaviour change 

interventions is low.”2

“Achieving sustainable 
development will  

depend largely on 
long-term changes in 

behaviours of individuals, 
communities, firms and 

the public sector.”1

1. Sustainable Development Unit, Defra, http://www.sustainable-development.gov.uk/what/priority/pdf/change-behaviour-model.pdf

�. Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, Postnote, May �007, http://www.parliament.uk/documents/upload/postpn�8�.pdf



Voluntary change

Changing behaviour is easier said than done. Everyone now knows that 
smoking kills, but one in four adults still light up. As a Demos/Green Alliance 
report for Defra puts it: 

“Information does not necessarily lead to increased awareness, and increased 
awareness does not necessarily lead to action.”1 

The public often views initiatives aimed at influencing behaviour with cynicism 
and suspicion. Lecturing and moralising are rarely successful. Shocking 
advertisements and celebrity endorsements may prove counter-productive. 
Legislation has its uses – strict law enforcement has helped reduce drink-driving 
– but is often not appropriate. 

Volunteering is emerging as one of the most effective ways of bringing about 
behaviour change. It has a number of clear advantages:

•  It is, by definition, voluntary. Volunteers are not coerced into 
 change, but willingly choose to engage.

• It is active. People are more likely to change their patterns of   
 behaviour through practical action than simply receiving information. 

• It is sustained. Behavioural change does not happen overnight.   
 Volunteering is generally an ongoing commitment,    
 increasing the likelihood of long-term development.

•  It is empowering. Volunteering can give people the confidence,   
 motivation, knowledge and skills they need to make changes in 
 their lives.

On top of this, volunteers inspire others, leading to positive behavioural changes 
within their families, communities and beyond. The contribution of volunteers 
can go a long way towards changing the behaviours of society as a whole. 

The right environment

Environmental volunteering with BTCV is particularly effective in inspiring 
behavioural change around several key issues. Most obviously, increased 
exposure to nature and environmental issues leads people to adopt more 
environmentally-friendly behaviour. The imminent threat of climate change 
makes this an especially urgent concern. 

The active, outdoors character of most projects can have significant health 
outcomes, physical and mental. These health benefits are not just about increased 
physical activity: projects where volunteers grow fruit and vegetables are likely to 
have a significant impact on their diet.

Environmental volunteering is also highly inclusive. Exposure to nature breaks 
down social barriers and provides common ground for interaction between 
diverse groups. Marginalised groups, including Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) 
communities, have traditionally been seen as less likely to engage with the 
environment, but BTCV’s work over the last few years has challenged 
this assumption.  

This report focuses on the behavioural changes and positive impacts achieved by 
BTCV projects in a number of important areas.

1. Collins J, Thomas G, Willis R, Wilsdon J, Carrots, Sticks and Sermons:
 Influencing public behaviour for environmental goals, Demos/Green Alliance for Defra, �00�.

�. Caldwell K, Hampton K, McDowell; Evaluation of the Greenspaces programme, BTCV, �007.

•   69% of volunteers on   
  the Greenspaces   
programme run by BTCV 
Scotland said they had 
learnt more about 

 the environment 

•   71% had given advice to 
others on being   
environmentally friendly

•   71% increased the amount 
of household waste 

 they recycled

•   74% said volunteering gave 
them a greater sense 

 of responsibility

•   77% believed volunteering 
with BTCV had given them 
more options in life

•   More than 90% developed 
a better understanding 
of people different from 
themselves2

Inspiring 
positive 
change

“Working with 
like-minded people helps 

me stay focused to 
help bring about local 
change in attitudes.”

“BTCV provides people 
with an understanding 

of the environment and 
some of the changes 

which need to take place 
in order to assist in the 

conservation of our 
natural world.”

7

– BTCV volunteers 
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Climate change thinking global, acting local

There is now an acceptance that 
climate change is the biggest 
threat we face today. Nowhere is 
the need for a change in public 
behaviour more crucial. National 
and international efforts to 
reduce CO2 emissions will be 
successful only if individuals are 
prepared to switch to a low-
carbon lifestyle.   

The public now widely believes climate 
change is a real and urgent issue. In a 
survey of BTCV volunteers, nine out of 
ten agreed that “climate change is one 
of the world’s major environmental 
problems.” Over 80% of UK people 
interviewed by the BBC last year said 
they were “ready to make significant 
changes in the way I live to help 
prevent global warming.”

BTCV itself is ready to make changes. 
As a signatory to the Third Sector 
Declaration on Climate Change, 
BTCV has already publicly stated its 
willingness to work in partnership 
across all sectors to address the 
challenge. A key commitment for all 
signatories to the Declaration was to 
“Make public within a year our plans 
and strategies to develop our work on 
climate change and reduce our own 
carbon emissions.”

However, while many are ready 
to make changes, far fewer are 
actually doing so. Individuals may feel 
powerless in the face of a global crisis. 
The perception of climate change as 
a complex scientific issue also acts as 
a barrier, as people see environmental 
action as a concern of the well-off and 
the well-educated. Surveys suggest 
many people lack the knowledge and 
confidence to get involved. 

Volunteering with BTCV can set 
people on the road to change. For 
a start, the size of the collective 
effort is empowering: when 
�70,000 volunteers and 5,000 
community groups are taking action, 
individual efforts no longer feel so 
futile. Through its projects such as 
Environments for All and People’s 
Places, BTCV has successfully managed 
to involve groups traditionally less likely 
to engage with the environment, such 
as BME communities and people living 
in areas of high deprivation.

“I think more about the 
environmental impact of 

my everyday actions”

– BTCV volunteer, Scotland

Connected to nature

In a study by Essex University, BTCV 
volunteers were found to score highly 
on the Connectedness to Nature Scale 
(CNS), which measures an individual’s 
emotional connection with the natural 
world. Connectedness to nature is 
an important predictor of ecological 
behaviour, as well as subjective 
wellbeing. There was also a significant 
increase in CNS scores amongst those 
who had been volunteering for more 
than a year.  

The same study concluded that 
an increase in connectedness to 
nature was linked to increased 
environmental awareness and 
responsibility and increased 
environmentally-friendly 
behaviour. Those who had been 
volunteering for more than a year 
showed a significant increase in 
environmentally-friendly practices. 

Encouragingly, even where volunteers 
had no previous connection with the 
environment, their engagement was 
often sustained.
 
These findings are backed up by an 
evaluation of BTCV Scotland’s 
Greenspaces programme. Seven 
out of ten volunteers said they 
had actively found out more about 
the environment as a result of 
volunteering. The same number had 
given advice to others about being 
environmentally friendly, and had also 
increased the amount of household 
waste they recycled. A number of 
volunteers had even gone on to start 
an environmental project of their own.

“You see things from 
a different angle; 

personally I am becoming 
very conscious of the 

state of the planet. 
I myself recycle 

as much as I can 
and my two young 

children know 
to do so too.  

You realise that 
people’s actions 

affect the planet”  

– BTCV volunteer, Wales



On his two acres in North Yorkshire, 
Keith Dowell grows organic food 
for his family. He heats his house by 
burning waste wood, solar panels 
and a wind turbine supply power, 
waste is composted or recycled, and 
his van runs on biofuels.

Twice a week, Keith commutes 
to York by public transport to 
volunteer with BTCV. He’s been 
doing practical conservation 
projects with BTCV since 2003, 
and takes the skills he’s learnt 
back home to support his own 
sustainable lifestyle.

Keith is keen to share his 
knowledge and experiences with 
other volunteers, helping them 
achieve a more sustainable way of 
life. He recently opened his garden 
to the public and more than 200 
people came to see how his 
eco-friendly lifestyle worked. 

In a recent newspaper interview, 
Keith was asked if his efficiency 
savings seemed meaningless in the 
face of all the waste that still goes 
on. He didn’t mind if it’s a drop in 
the ocean, he replied, because  
“an ocean is made up of drops.”

An ocean of drops

9

The top 3 
environmentally-
friendly practices 
“always” carried out 
by BTCV volunteers 
are recycling, turning 
off the tap while 
cleaning teeth and 
taking showers 
instead of baths1

1. Hine R, Peacock J, Pretty J; Evaluating the impact of environmental volunteering on behaviours and attitudes to the environment, 
University of Essex, 2008.
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Young people working for a better future

Volunteering is an overwhelmingly 
positive experience for young 
people – and one which BTCV 
is committed to providing. 
Environmental volunteering 
helps young people develop 
practical and social skills, 
provides physical activity and 
promotes social inclusion and 
personal development. It lays 
the foundations for a lifetime of 
good environmental citizenship 
– while also helping to conserve 
the environment the young people 
themselves will inherit.

The Russell Commission on Youth 
Action and Engagement in �005 called 
volunteering “a powerful force for 
change and an activity that all young 
people should aim to pursue”. BTCV is 
determined to play its part in mobilising 
and supporting young volunteers. 
Many young people have a passionate 
interest in the environment, whether 
wildlife and ecological issues, or simply 
the places where they hang out. 

It’s hard to overstate the importance of 
the natural environment for the young. 
Academic studies have shown 
that the more contact with nature 
children experience, the higher they 
score on tests of concentration 
and self-discipline. Further studies 
have found that childhood play in 
natural environments promotes social 
interaction and tends to be more 
creative and imaginative than in 
built-up settings.1 

In fact, the quality of the local 
environment is closely connected to 
quality of life.

In disadvantaged communities, a 
poor quality environment often goes 
hand in hand with poor housing, 
health, education and employment 
prospects. Involving young people in 
environmental regeneration projects 
that respond to their own concerns not 
only delivers physical improvements, 
but also increases self-esteem and 
community cohesion. Thanks to 
private sector funding, BTCV is able 
to provide an exciting range of 
opportunities for young people to 
engage in practical action.  

	

A taste for volunteering

We already have a direct one-to-one 
engagement with around 7,000 young 
people every year, and connect with 
another 15,000 through schools, 
community groups and other networks. 
But we want to increase opportunities 
for young people who may not have 
volunteered before. 

Nearly �,000 young people got 
their first taste of environmental 
volunteering in our Tasty project, 
sponsored by the government-
supported volunteering charity v, 
which included 447 events over 
six months. The mix of volunteers 
was diverse, with more than one in 
five describing themselves as other 
than ‘white British’, while �% of 
respondents said they were disabled.

Seven out of ten young volunteers 
on the Tasty project described it as 
‘excellent’ and said they’d like to do 
it again (only �% said they wouldn’t). 
Working outside in all weathers, on 
activities such as tree planting, dry 
stone walling and hedge laying, was 
a new experience for many. More 
than nine out of ten said they learnt 
something they didn’t know or 
couldn’t do before. Despite getting 
cold, wet and muddy, the volunteers 
showed great commitment and a 
real sense of pride in having achieved 
something worthwhile.

Volunteers often express an interest in 
pursuing a career in the environmental 
sector. BTCV offers large numbers of 
training schemes and placements. We 
are particularly committed to offering 
opportunities to disadvantaged 
young people, including routes into 
employment for those who are not in 
education, employment or training. 

“It made me feel good 
about myself doing 

something good 
and productive.”

“It was WKD.”

– Young volunteers 
on BTCV’s Tasty project

“”I have definitely enjoyed 
myself and would do it 
again if I was given the 
opportunity to do so.”

1. Bixler RD, Floyd ME, Hammutt WE, “Environmental socialisation: Qualitative tests of the childhood play hypothesis”, Environment and Behaviour, �00�;  
Wells NM & Evans GW, “Nearby nature; A buffer of life stress among rural children”, Environment and behaviour, �00�; 
Taylor AF, Wiley A, Kuo FE, Sullivan WC, “Growing up in the inner city: Green spaces as places to grow”, Environment and behaviour, 1998.



Diagnosed with ADHD when he 
was 11, Nick Marshall had always 
felt written off by teachers. School 
was a battle, and he left at 16 
with no qualifications. 

Nick had always been interested 
in gardening. Volunteering at 
Hollybush Conservation Centre in 
Leeds gave him the opportunity 
to train while holding down a 
part-time job. For the first time, 
Nick found learning a pleasure. He 
felt part of a team, as many other 
volunteers had had similar bad 
experiences at school.

“Without Hollybush my life would 
have taken a turn for the worse,” 
says Nick. 

“Instead of roaming the streets, 
I now spend my evenings 
reading gardening books. I’m 
really determined to achieve 
my qualifications and finish 
something – which would be a 
first for me! I regularly look at 
horticultural jobs in Britain and 
abroad and this gives me a sense 
of a future.” 

As well as proving a star student, 
Nick acts as a role model and 
teacher: other young volunteers 
look up to him, and some with 
more challenging behaviour have 
improved their work ethic and 
attitude. His achievements were 
recognised when he won a national 
Young Achievers award. 

“A sense of a future…” 

11

Danny Chisholm and young BTCV volunteers during Spring Into Action 2007

9 out of 10 volunteers 
said they learnt 
something new.  
Only 2% wouldn’t 
want to do it again
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Confounding myths

EfA was described by the Black 
Environment Network as “the single 
most important development in the 
environment sector in relation to 
social inclusion”. According to the 
Countryside Agency Diversity Review, 
access to green space and countryside 
is a problem for BME communities. 
EfA showed this need not be the case, 
and that developing access brings clear 
social benefits. It confounded myths 
about BME groups’ willingness to 
engage in environmental projects, 
with BME people making up 44% 
of participants.

Nearly �,000 participants in EfA were 
refugees or asylum seekers. A 
Part of Society, a �00� report on 
volunteering among asylum seekers 
and refugees, concludes that it is an 
overwhelmingly positive experience�.  
In the case of environmental 
volunteering, this is reinforced by 
forging a physical link with the land. 
This provides a strong foundation for 
integration into the community and 
the country.

The implications of EfA are explored 
in detail in the �007 BTCV report 
Changed Places, Changed Lives �. 
Though the funding ended in �00�, 
BTCV has sustained its engagement 
with under-represented communities. 
In fact, the number of diversity 
projects has more than doubled since 
October �00� – up from 15� to �17.

Socially disadvantaged groups  
BCTV works with include young 
people at risk, people with health 
problems, travellers and homeless 
people. In projects that involved 
under-represented people, two out 
of five participants were from BME 
communities, without it being a 
funding requirement. Diversity is  
now firmly established as part of 
BTCV’s ethos.

Diversity common ground

The environment is something 
we all share, regardless of race, 
religion, class or any other 
categorisation. BTCV believes 
environmental volunteering 
is an ideal way to encourage 
active integration and is equally 
committed to our own internal 
diversity programme. We know 
BME communities and other 
disadvantaged groups are under-
represented in the environment 
sector, but we are determined to 
continue offering volunteering 
opportunities that bring people 
together while respecting social 
and cultural distinctiveness.

In recent years, BTCV has 
made strides in reaching out to 
marginalised communities. Simple but 
archetypal experiences like outdoor 
play for children, growing food and 
looking after green space can bring 
together people of all cultures. Our 
connection with land and nature roots 
us in a common humanity, and is a 
powerful force for cultural expression 
and community cohesion.

The Dalgleish Report into 
environmental volunteering in 
Scotland praises the inclusive nature 
of environmental work:

“For both the excluded and the 
non-excluded the common ground 
can expose people to individuals 
who challenge their stereotypes, 
and provide a platform for genuine 
integration. Working in the physical 
environment breaks down the 
categories into which people are 
placed and the opportunity to make a 
contribution is genuinely equal.1”

BTCV’s Environments for All (EfA) 
programme was a watershed in 
increasing diversity in environmental 
volunteering. More than �8,000 
people benefited directly and 18�,000 
indirectly from the project, which 
involved 1,17� community groups. 
The vast majority came from 
disadvantaged urban areas. 
Almost half the beneficiaries were 
unemployed and 1�% were disabled. 

“It was so lonely 
before. How can one 

make friends without 
being able to speak the 

language? There is no 
one to introduce us to 

anyone. It is good to be 
part of a group doing 
something. One does 
not have to talk, but 

one hears everything 
repeated and it helps 

you to learn a language 
and to speak socially.”

                                                         
– Female Congolese asylum seeker, 

BTCV Glasgow Gardening Course

“For us, where would 
one really get a real 
experience of what 

asylum seekers are like? 
This group has allowed 

me to get to know them 
as people and find out 

they are nothing like 
what you read in the 

paper. It has been very 
important to me to 

discover this.”

– White Scottish man, 
BTCV Glasgow Gardening Course 

1. Dalgleish J, The Opportunities for Environmental Volunteering to Deliver Scottish Executive Policies: A Discussion Paper, Scottish Executive, �007. 

�. Lewis H & Wilson R, A part of society: Refugees and asylum seekers volunteering in the UK, Tandem, �00�.

�. Church C, Changed Places, Changed Lives:  The Social Impacts of Environmental Action, BTCV, �007.

 



Adopt a Highway was a project 
run by Conservation Volunteers 
Northern Ireland (CVNI) as part 
of the Environments for All 
programme. It involved working 
with children from the Irish 
travelling community to make 
environmental improvements 
around their homes in West Belfast.

CVNI worked hard to gain the trust 
of the children and their parents. 
As work progressed, support from 
the travelling community grew. 

The children helped to transform 
wasteland, that had been used for 
dumping machinery, into a green 
oasis of healthy trees, shrubs 
and wildflowers. 

The children also created decorated 
window boxes planted with 
native wildflowers as gifts for 
elderly residents of the settled 
community. The project culminated 
in a celebratory event, bringing 
together over 120 people from the 
travelling and settled communities. 

Travellers Adopt a Highway

1�

44% of Environments 
for All volunteers 
came from BME 
groups

13% were disabled 
and almost half were 
unemployed
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Health physical, mental and emotional wellbeing

Physically and mentally, our nation 
is not in the best of health. One 
in four British adults is obese, 
and if trends continue, this figure 
could rise to over half by 2050. The 
annual cost of obesity to the NHS 
is already £4.2 billion, and its wider 
social costs are estimated at four 
times this amount. Meanwhile, 
more people are suffering from 
depression and other mental 
health problems than ever 
before. According to the Office 
for National Statistics, one in six 
adults experiences ‘significant’ 
mental distress at any one time.

Curing our national malaise will require 
significant changes in individual 
behaviour. However, the general 
antipathy to the ‘nanny state’ means 
government health warnings have a 
limited effect. Anyone who relies on 
the media for information cannot help 
but be confused by a bombardment of 
conflicting messages. 

The health benefits of volunteering 
are widely recognised. The Scottish 
Executive Volunteering Strategy 
acknowledges that “volunteering can 
improve physical health and mental 
wellbeing”. Coupled with this, research 
suggests that engagement with nature 
and the great outdoors can tackle 
obesity, heart disease and mental 
ill health. A wide range of studies 
has shown that exposure to natural 
environments can make people feel 
better, lower blood pressure, improve 
concentration levels, speed up 
hospital rehabilitation and help 
recovery from mental exhaustion.1 

	

Working out

Volunteers on all BTCV’s projects enjoy 
the health benefits that accrue from 
being active outdoors and making 
a positive social contribution, but 
the benefits are perhaps felt most 
keenly in the BTCV Green GymTM. The 
Green Gym gives people a regular 
physical work-out while they work on 
environmental projects. 

In the ten years since the first Green 
Gym was launched near Reading, 
95 have been established in the UK. 
Over 10,000 people have worked on 
improving some �,500 green spaces 
– as well as their own health and 
fitness. Twenty of the projects are 
now run entirely by the volunteers, 
and Green Gyms have also spread to 
schools, providing a new way to tackle 
inactivity in children. 

Evaluation by researchers from 
Oxford Brookes University found that 
99% of participants agreed with the 
statement “I feel more positive about 
myself as a result of my involvement 
with the group”. 

Surveys found significant 
improvements in physical and mental 
health in as little as three months. 
Those participants who were least 
active upon joining were found to be 
three times more likely to increase 
their level of physical activity.

Local GP surgeries and health centres 
often refer patients to Green Gyms, 
as do specialist charities such as 
the British Heart Foundation and 
the National Schizophrenia Society. 
Seven out of ten people referred by 
a health professional were new to 
volunteering. Four-fifths of volunteers 
see the project through to completion 
– which certainly compares favourably 
with conventional gym memberships. 

“I have learnt to cook 
vegetables differently 

– I cook for the children 
and they eat it. I have 
improved my cookery 

skills. I am on low 
income and I am now 

looking at food in a 
different light – I buy 

and cook fresh stuff 
within my budget; I try 
different recipes. I have 

bought a mixer for 
making smoothies.”

– Green Gym volunteer

“I suffer with depression 
and didn’t like going out, 
but I liked the company, 

going out in the 
environment, being 

busy as a group; it’s nice 
knowing what you can 

and can’t do, helping 
each other, getting to 

know each other.”

– Green Gym volunteer

  1. Frumkin H, “Beyond Toxicity. Human Health and the Natural Environment”, American Journal of Preventive Medicine, �001; 
Davis DS, Evans GW, Garling T, Hartig T & Jamner LJ, “Tracking restoration in natural and urban field settings”, Journal of Environmental Psychology, �00�; 
Kaplan R & Kaplan S, The experience of nature: A psychological perspective, Cambridge University Press, 1989; 
Ulrich R, “View through a window may influence recovery from surgery”, Science, 1984.



Today, Kath talks with passion 
about her organic rose beds 
– but last summer, even 
conversations with friends left 
her exhausted. She could barely 
stand for more than half an hour 
at a time and was anxious about 
meeting new people. Diagnosed 
with chronic fatigue syndrome, 
she was no longer able to 
continue with her job and found 
it difficult to get outdoors. 

On her sister’s recommendation, 
Kath went along to BTCV’s Green 
Gym in Wallingford. Her first 
session was weeding at a local 
nature reserve but despite her 

long-term health condition she 
wasn’t put off by the physically 
demanding work. The supportive 
atmosphere of the group enabled 
Kath to take things at her own 
pace with lots of rest, and 
over the next few months she 
gradually built up her strength.

Now, Kath can wield a saw 
one-handed, and spends three 
hours a day clearing weeds from 
her allotment. She has a new job 
at the local library, new skills and 
a new-found confidence. She 
attributes this turnaround in her 
life to the Green Gym.
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How Kath found strength 
through weeding

99% of volunteers 
felt more 
positive about 
themselves after 
being involved with 
the Green Gym

Obesity costs the NHS 
£4.2 billion a year 
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Employment work skills and life skills

Unemployment is a compound 
burden upon society. Jobseeker’s 
Allowance costs taxpayers, 
while the economy and wider 
community also miss out on the 
contribution unemployed people 
could be making. On top of this, 
unemployment is linked to crime 
and antisocial behaviour, poor 
health, low self-esteem and a host 
of other problems.

Volunteering redresses the balance. It 
allows people who are out of paid 
work to make a contribution to society. 
Indeed, if the 540,178 workdays BTCV 
volunteers put in last year are valued at 
a typical unskilled labour rate of £�0 a 
day, the total contribution amounts to 
over £�� million. 

With the satisfaction of making 
a contribution, and having it 
recognised, comes increased 
self-respect and motivation.

According to the Dalgleish Report, 
volunteering can be:

“... a mechanism for acquiring new 
skills, including social and citizenship 
skills and can offer a variety of hands 
on work experience as a stepping 
stone in a career pathway. It can 
be particularly important as a route 
to the acquisition of ‘soft skills’, 
including the ability to interact 
socially, to tackle a work assignment, 
to play a part in a team and generally 
to develop as an individual.”  

For people who have been out of 
work for a long time, or who have 
never had a job, these ‘soft skills’ 
can make all the difference. In these 
cases, particularly, the experience of 
volunteering also demonstrates to a 
potential employer that the volunteer 
is capable of holding down a job. 

Welfare to work 

BTCV has a strong track record of 
working with unemployed people. 
Almost half of the volunteers on our 
Environments for All programme 
were unemployed. We work closely 
with young people who are not in 
education, employment or training 
and we are New Deal providers. Last 
year, nearly 8,000 people received 
training through our Employment 
Programme, and almost �,000 of 
these went into full-time work.

We work closely with groups 
who often find themselves at a 
disadvantage in the employment 
market, such as disabled people and 
those with mental health issues. 
One of our Scottish partners, which 
places people with disabilities into 
volunteering opportunities, believes 
volunteering with BTCV encourages 
the development of personal 
skills, promotes independence and 
enables people to take the next step 
towards a work placement. Two 
recent volunteers have ‘developed 
significantly’ in self-confidence and 
have begun looking for employment 
whilst a third has already found a job. 

Another partner agency reports 
‘significant development’ in its 
volunteers. One volunteer who 
started off doing basic gardening felt 
confident enough to apply for a job 
in his local garden centre and has 
managed to hold down the job.  A 
second recovering substance misuser 
has now gone to college and hopes to 
work with the Forestry Commission.

These are not isolated examples. 
Seven per cent of groups on our 
People’s Places programme – 5� 
groups – reported that volunteering 
had helped them find new jobs 
and training. On our Greenspaces 
programme in Scotland, over three 
quarters of volunteers believed 
volunteering had given them more 
options in life.

“It is not true that all 
unemployed people 
want to do nothing. 

We have really bad press. 
I want to contribute. 

Here I have 
found something 

that is not a job but 
I am contributing.”

– Volunteer, 
 BTCV Glasgow Gardening Course

“BTCV Enterprises has 
completely changed my 

life. Working here has 
made me realise 

I can move on and I 
can be happy.”

– BTCV Enterprises Support Worker



Donna was very nervous and timid 
when she came to BTCV. She felt 
life had let her down and she’d 
faced many hurdles. Donna was 
doing voluntary work but wasn’t 
sure how well she’d fit into a 
working environment. Her ideal 
job was to be a receptionist.

At the time, BTCV in North East 
England was running a course 
to prepare New Deal clients for 
work in the hospitality industry. 
BTCV was commissioned to deliver 
training in health and hygiene, 
first aid and customer services, as 
well as skills such as motivation, 
self-awareness, self-confidence, 

problem solving, interview 
techniques and presentation skills. 
Those who completed the course 
were guaranteed an interview with 
Premier Inns, which was opening a  
new premises. 

Donna successfully completed the 
programme and nervously went 
to her interview. A few days later 
she was rewarded with a call to 
say that out of many applicants, 
she was the most suitable for the 
position of hotel receptionist. 
Donna was ecstatic and called 
BTCV to say ‘thank you’ for all the 
help she’d received.
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BTCV shows Donna hospitality

540,178 days of 
work put in by 
BTCV volunteers in 
2006/07

1,976 people found 
work last year 
through BTCV’s 
Employment 
Programme
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Payback the social return on investment

Investing in BTCV doesn’t just mean paying for environmental 
improvements. Independent analysis by research consultancy nfpSynergy 
attempts to quantify the added value to society or Social Return on 
Investment (SROI) for a number of BTCV programmes1.

People’s Places

People’s Places was a five-year 
programme that worked with over 
750 groups, benefiting over 900,000 
people, mainly in deprived areas. 
One in 15 groups said their project had 
reduced crime or improved community 
safety. A third of groups created a 
new community space, leading to 
improved leisure facilities for tens of 
thousands of people. And at least 50 
people found work as a direct result 
of their volunteering. An evaluation 
of the programme gives the following 
benefits over five years:

• Reduced crime = £19m
• Improved leisure = £12m     
• Increased employment = £2m

The total investment in 
People’s Places was £7.7m

The total social return, outlined above, 
was £33.4m

SROI = 400%

Every £1 invested in People’s Places 
generated £4

Employment Programme

In �007, nearly 8,000 people received 
training through BTCV’s Employment 
Programme. Almost �,000 found 
work in the first year. This leads to 
increased earnings and spending 
power, as well as a reduction in 
Jobseeker’s Allowance and other 
benefits. Adjusting for those who 
would have found a job anyway, and 
assuming jobs were at the minimum 
wage, that gives a return in the first 
year of:

• Increased earnings = £20m
• Reduced benefits = £5m

The total investment in the 
Employment Programme was £7.3m 

The total social return, outlined above, 
was £25.3m

SROI = 350%

Every £1 invested in the 
Employment Programme 
generated £3.50

As these people stay in employment 
and their earnings rise, the social 
return will increase still further. The 
nfpSynergy report estimates that in 
three years the social return on a 
pound’s investment will be £9.66. In 
five years, it will be £15.44. 

SROI = 1500% 
 
Every £1 invested in the 
Employment Programme could 
generate £15.44.

 1. Madden M, Saxton J & Sen A, BTCV Impact Report, nfpSynergy, �008.

Green GymTM

Nearly a hundred of BTCV’s unique 
Green Gyms have opened in the last 
ten years. Over 10,000 people have 
benefited from physical exercise 
while improving more than �,500 
green spaces. Every person surveyed 
thought their health and wellbeing 
had improved, 95% thought their 
contribution was valued by the local 
community, and nine out of ten had 
learnt new skills and received access 
to training. As well as the long-term 
community benefits, immediate social 
returns in �007 included:

• Improved health = £230,000
• Increased employment = £60,000
• Increased leisure = £830,000

The total investment in 
Green GymTM in �007 was £730,000

The total social return, outlined above, 
was £1.12m

SROI = 153%

Every £1 invested in Green GymTM 
generated £1.53

“Social return on investment is one of the most 
powerful tools in the third sector armoury for 
assessing and measuring impact. All credit to BTCV 
for wanting to measure their work in this way and, 
more important, for achieving such powerful and 
positive results. It’s no mean achievement.”

                                                          – Joe Saxton, nfpSynergy
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Don’t gamble on getting 
the best return on your investment

            150%     

                      400%        

                      1500%

Independent research confirms BTCV’s programmes 
provide a social return on investment of up to 1500%



Our global environment faces many challenges, 
not least of which is climate change.

Through...

Connecting people with places

Building healthy and sustainable communities

Increasing people’s life skills

  …BTCV is changing to meet new challenges.

Contact us today:

BTCV, Sedum House, Mallard Way, Doncaster, DN4 8DB

Why not join BTCV in inspiring people and improving places?

t: 01302 388883, e: information@btcv.org.uk, www.btcv.org

BTCV is a charity registered in England (��1009) and Scotland (SC0�9�0�) 
Registered in England as a Company Limited by Guarantee No  97�410 VAT No. ��� 888 ��9 
BTCV Enterprises Ltd: Registered Company (England) 19��57�. VAT No. 404 808

BTCV would like to express thanks to Prudential PLC for their support in enabling this document to be produced. 


