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Abstract 
The aim of the contribution is to assess the scope of volunteering within unpaid work in Slovakia and analyse the 

factors that relate to volunteering and other unpaid work within and outside households. In relation to unpaid 

work and volunteering, the paper will focus on the quality of human capital as both a determinant and a result of 

these two phenomena. The level of human capital will be based on the level of employment. The effects of 

volunteering can be determined in terms of the monetary value of the work that has been performed as well as in 

the terms of the non-monetary (non-commodified) assets, such as the quality of life, skills and networks, i. e. the  

human and social capital. The paid work and unpaid work as indicators of these two phenomena also relate to 

each other and determine the prospects of regional development. 
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1 Introduction 
Volunteering has been the subject of many studies as an activity that is supposed to have 

significant positive effects on both individuals and a society. From a societal point of view, 

volunteering provides the means to ensure an array of public policy tasks and thus supplements 

the activities of public institutions in providing public goods. In addition, it strengthens the civil 

society and democratic political structures that are currently undermined mainly by growing 

individualism, social diversity and technological changes. Volunteering also helps to create and 

maintain the social capital of communities, i.e. the network of relations and trust that enable 

collective action and social activism. On an individual level, volunteering may serve as a 

worthwhile pastime and a way to enhance an individual’s skills and contacts and thus their 

prospects of gaining (better) employment and other indirect benefits (Musick, Wilson, 

2008).The increasing interest in studying volunteering has also been connected with the efforts 

to “rethink the nature of work, or productive labor, in modern societies” (ibid, 2008, p. 5). As 

the authors point out, the notion of “productive labor” has been extended to include activities 

of household chores, childcare and elderly care within households, as well as both formal and 

informal help provided to relative strangers. Still, as Tilly and Tilly (ibid, 1998:32) mention in 

their book, “most work in capitalist societies is performed in the labor market, where it is 

commodified.”  

 

This paper deals with volunteering within the study of unpaid work in Slovakia and in 

connection with regional development. Firstly, it is important to establish what we mean by 

volunteering and that volunteering is a very specific form of unpaid work. The core 

characteristics of volunteering that appear in numerous definitions are well expressed in the 

definition adopted by the UK Volunteering Forum in 1996:  
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“It is the commitment of time and energy for the benefit of society and the community and can 

take many forms. It is undertaken freely and by choice, without concern for financial gain” 

(Kearney, 2001/2007, p. 6 In Rochester, Colin, et al., 2016). 

 

However, it is difficult to draw clear lines between what volunteering is and what it is not. 

Volunteering can include civic participation and political activism (attending a public meeting, 

taking part in a protest etc.), informal volunteering (giving unpaid help as an individual to 

people who are not relatives or friends) and formal volunteering (giving unpaid help through 

groups, clubs or organisations to benefit other people or the environment). In our survey on 

unpaid work, we considered the last two forms of volunteering – informal and formal 

volunteering, although we are aware of the fact that the civic participation and political activism 

may play an important role in local and regional development.   

 

As our research confirms, formal and informal volunteering differ both in their determinants 

and effects on human and social capital. That is why some authors1 consider only the formal 

volunteering in their studies. One of the arguments in favour of including informal volunteering 

is that in case of social groups in danger of exclusion or already excluded, this is a much more 

accessible way of participation in voluntary action (Rochester, Colin, et al., 2016, p. 20). As we 

will see in our analysis, this point may be very valid in the case of Slovakia, where there is 

much resistance to joining formal organisations. 

 

Provided that we acknowledge the importance of volunteering for both individual well-being 

and vital society, we also need to address the questions as to who volunteers and why and how 

to increase the rates of volunteers among those who can benefit from it most as well as those 

who could contribute most to the volunteer organisations and the society as a whole. With the 

available data from the survey on unpaid work, we can only say who is more likely to volunteer 

and how much time they devote to it, in relation to their social, demographic and economic 

characteristics. The questions related to the ways of how to motivate people to engage in 

volunteering are beyond the scope of this paper, yet we come up with some suggestions of what 

public policies could focus on in this respect. 

 

Secondly, we analyse the aforementioned issues in relation to the regional characteristics, as 

there are considerable differences among the regions regarding both paid work (data on 

unemployment rates) and unpaid work (the results of the primary survey). We will concentrate 

on the development issues in the rural areas that face considerable challenges in terms of social 

and economic decline or stagnation. 

 

2 Factors affecting volunteering in Slovakia  
As we have mentioned above, there are different definitions of volunteering, which means that 

it is difficult to compare the results of studies in different countries or on a national level in 

time. The same applies to Slovakia, where different studies result in varying data regarding the 

scope of volunteering. The review study on volunteering in Slovakia from 2012 (Brozmanova-

Gregorova et al., 2012) states that over the long-term, about one third of Slovak citizens over 

15 years of age are involved in formal volunteering and about two thirds participate in informal 

voluntary activities. At the same time they find that there is a close connection between 

membership and formal volunteering. Out of those who are members of an organization, 65.5% 

have volunteered in the last 12 months, whereas over 86% of non-members are not active in 

                                                 
1 Based on PAINE, A. E., HILL, M., ROCHESTER, C. 2010. A rose by any other name. Revisiting the 

question:'What exactly is volunteering?'. Institute of Volunteering Research, One, 2010, 8-28. 
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volunteering. The authors of the study claim that the higher participation of people in informal 

rather than formal volunteering indicates that in Slovakia, people prefer more a local 

community type volunteering represented by an informal voluntary work rather than the 

managerial type represented by formal voluntary activities (ibid, 2012). This is also confirmed 

by the study of Hunady et al (2014) who claim that the higher levels of volunteering in rural 

areas can be explained by stronger bonds within the community.  

 

The findings above correspond to the outcomes of other surveys. The data on membership in 

organisations (ISSP 2014) show a very low membership rate in all kinds of organisations in 

Slovakia. In total, 25.8% of respondents stated that they were active in an organisation, 

including political parties, trade unions, churches, sport, free time and cultural organisation or 

other voluntary organisation. However, the real number might be lower as it is likely that some 

of these people are active in more than one organisation, so they could be counted more than 

once. What is disturbing is the fact that except for churches or other religious organisations, the 

percentage of people who used to be members of such organisations but are not members 

anymore is higher than that of both active and passive members, which suggests that the trend 

is to participate less in formal organisations. Next, based on the survey on unpaid work in the 

Slovak households2 we can say that volunteering defined as help to the unknown people is 

extremely rare, as 95.5% of respondents have declared 0 hours of such volunteering. All of the 

above confirms the conclusions of the study on volunteering (Brozmanová-Gregorová, 2012) 

that in Slovakia, the community type of volunteering prevails and implies the greater 

availability of the bonding social capital rather than bridging social capital in most local 

communities, resulting in different levels of their social and human potential. 

 

In common with other countries and studies on a national level, education plays a significant 

role in the volunteering participation rate, too. However, the correlation between the level of 

attained education and hours of formal volunteering is rather weak in our data on unpaid work 

(Spearman coefficient= 0.062, p=0, VEGA 2016), especially when compared to hours spent at 

main paid work (Spearman coeff.=0.492, p=0) and part-time work (Spearman coeff.=0.149, 

p=0). Based on the correlation coefficients we can also see that the more hours people spend at 

paid work (both main paid work and part-time job), the more hours they also devote to both 

formal and informal volunteering as well as unpaid work at home. This shows that the lack of 

paid work is not compensated by doing unpaid work in most cases, which means that excluded 

groups or those threatened by exclusion are also excluded within voluntary activities. Most 

marginalized groups participate the least (those with the lowest education, income, and 

unemployed). To engage these people into volunteering, special strategies and programs need 

to be devised and implemented, otherwise volunteering cannot contribute to social integration 

of people from excluded groups.    

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

3 Volunteering from the perspective of local and regional development 
Regional development discussions in Slovakia must take into consideration the predominantly 

rural character of the country, as it mostly consists of rural villages and small towns with most 

of the employment possibilities concentrated in the regional centres. Rural settlements comprise 

over 95% of all municipalities in Slovakia and 44% of the population. In the last two decades 

we have witnessed significant differentiation and polarization processes in the rural areas 

                                                 
2 The survey on unpaid work we refer to (VEGA, 2016) was carried out with the support of the research grant 

VEGA 1/0935/13 “Unpaid work as a potential source of social and economic development and a determinant of 

individual welfare” (2013-2016). More specifically, we analysed the data from the questionnaire survey done in 

2016. The sample of respondents was representative as for the gender and age category. The selection of 

households mirrored the proportion of households of different sizes in the Slovak regions. 
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therefore we now distinguish several types of rural areas and settlements with very different 

development potentials and ambitions. Transformation changes have affected mainly social and 

economic capacities, social and demographic structures and social and residential rural 

environment (Gajdoš, 2015, p. 11).  

 

Another important shift regarding the local and regional development concerns the focus on 

endogenous resources to be supported and drawn upon in all the development efforts. Human 

and social potentials comprise the two endogenous resources that significantly affect the use 

and acquisition of other types of potentials, based on financial, technical/structural, or natural 

means (Binek et al., 2009, Bernard, 2011).  Therefore it is crucial for public policies to target 

the social potential of the localities/regions to tackle their social, economic and demographic 

decline. 

 

The data on unpaid work and volunteering as a specific type of unpaid work indicate the quality 

of human and social capitals in the respective regions. If we think of human capital as the 

expression of human potential through productive activity, then high levels of unemployment 

and low levels of unpaid work in a region, especially through or for organisations, suggest low 

levels of human capital within these regions. In addition, the levels of membership in voluntary 

and other organisations and volunteering are used as indicators of the social capital (Debertin, 

Goetz, 2013, and others), which makes it a scarce resource in Slovakia generally.  

 

As we have established the statistically significant dependence between the hours spent on paid 

work and unpaid work, including volunteering, we first examine the distribution of 

unemployment across the regions (Fig. 1) and look at its structure (Fig. 2). 

 
Fig. 1 Average rate of registered unemployment based on the total number of job seekers in SR districts in 

2016.  

Source: AOTP, 2017. 

 



 6th Central European Conference in Regional Science – CERS, 2017  - 588 - 

 

Fig. 2 The proportion of the long-term unemployed out the total number of job-seekers as of 31. 12. 2016. 

 
Source: AOTP, 2017. 

 

As we can see in the Fig. 1, the two eastern regions of Prešov and Košice, together with the 

south-central region of Banská Bystrica have significantly higher number of districts with the 

unemployment higher than 12% than the other regions more to the West and South. What is 

more, the three regions also face the highest proportions of the long-term unemployed out of 

all jobseekers (Fig. 2). On the contrary, the percentages of other disadvantaged groups on the 

job market, the fresh school graduates and those over 50 years of age, are the lowest in these 

three regions (AOTP, 2017). We think this is due to the mobility of these two groups, as due to 

the lack of job opportunities, many people leave for abroad or other regions either temporarily 

or for good. This in turn leaves negative marks on the demographics and human potential of the 

respective districts and regions, especially in the rural areas.  

 

In order to find out if there are some unpaid work characteristics that would correlate with the 

unemployment rates in the two distinct parts of the country, we split our research sample into 

the two groups of regions. The first group consisted of Bratislava, Trnava, Nitra, Trenčín and 

Žilina regions and the second group consisted of Banská Bystrica, Prešov and Košice regions. 

We tested the hypothesis that the volumes of formal volunteering, informal volunteering, and 

unpaid work at home (for one’s own household) will be related to the group of the regions with 

similar rates and characteristics of unemployment. We used non-parametric 2-independent tests 

(Man-Whitney and Wilcoxon) and found that there was a statistically significant relation only 

between the rate of formal volunteering and the group of the regions based on unemployment. 

As expected, in the regions with lower unemployment rates people tend to spend more time on 

formal volunteering (p=0.037).  

 

Based on the study of volunteering (Brozmanová-Gregorová, 2012), the size of a town/village 

is not statistically significant in case of the formal volunteering, whereas people do more 

informal volunteering in rural settings than in towns. In our research, we tested if there is a 

relation between the size of a municipality and the scope of formal volunteering and it was not 

confirmed, although there are considerable differences in the average number of hours doing 

volunteering among the various population size categories of towns and volunteering. We found 

in our survey that volunteering accounts only for 0.31% of the total unpaid work hours and 

almost 5% of the hours worked for other people outside people’s homes. However, on average, 
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a person spends almost 12% of their unpaid work hours doing work for people outside one’s 

household.   

 

On the whole we can say that the survey on unpaid work confirmed and supplemented the 

results of the previous surveys in Slovakia with respect to the low rates of formal volunteering 

compared to informal volunteering and unpaid work at home. This is not surprising given the 

fact that the traditional way of life in rural communities, including the mutual help of 

neighbours and friends, reciprocity and solidarity, are still preserved to some extent. It is also 

in line with the conclusions regarding the types of social capital in rural communities, where 

we find predominantly bonding social capital rather than the bridging type (Kubisova, 

Nedelova, 2016). 

 

4 Conclusions 

The data and the analyses above pose questions rather than give answers. The study on unpaid 

work has confirmed and supplemented the previous studies on the scope and nature of 

volunteering in Slovakia and its determinants. For all its positive effects for both an individual 

and the society, the disadvantaged groups (the unemployed, the uneducated, or the old) are 

rather on the receiving than the giving end of volunteering. Volunteering of unemployed people 

is a specific way of integrating of people threatened by exclusion (Rochester et al., 2016, p.33) 

and in some countries this is either rewarded by a financial incentive or forced upon 

unemployed under the sanction of losing the right to some welfare benefits. The latter is a 

sensitive issue as it is against the volunteering principle of free choice, while the former measure 

is also used in Slovakia. People who have been unemployed for a period of over 12 months can 

serve as volunteers in non-profit organisations or municipalities for the maximum period of 6 

months and get 198,09 € as a compensation in case their allowance is lower than this amount. 

Based on the interview with a Banská Bystrica Labour Office employee administering this 

program, there is more demand than supply for this type of engagement, i.e. there is more 

interest of employers (mostly NGOs) than the would-be volunteers and at the same time, there 

is not enough finances in the program to satisfy all such requests. However, there is very little 

interest from the municipalities to use this measure, as, in his words „it is much easier to provide 

work for unqualified workers rather than for volunteers, as the volunteers must perform 

activities connected with public interest, e. g. education, healthcare, social services etc. (Šiška 

M., 26. 6. 2017).  

 

Volunteering is closely connected with the social capital available within a territory. However, 

it has not been definitely established whether it is a cause or the consequence of the existing 

social capital. It is quite possible that volunteering will be the cause of bonding social capital 

(serving individual or personal interests within reciprocal relations) and the consequence of 

bridging social capital (encouraging collective action and participation through establishing 

contacts and loose networks). 

 

The role of volunteering as a path to paid employment has been given little attention by the 

empirical research (Dohnalova, 2016, p. 158). Other positive effects of volunteering include 

breaking social isolation, e.g. for seniors, which leads to inclusion. However, volunteering may 

need coordination and management so that the would-be volunteers are actively sought and 

assisted and their expenses with volunteering (travel, tools) need to be covered if they are to be 

attracted. Many social enterprises use expert volunteering where they use the knowledge and 

skills of seniors that are no longer in paid jobs and wish to stay active in their professional fields 

(ibid, 2016). This is one of the examples when volunteering enables to preserve and use existing 

human capital and generate the social capital of a group threatened by exclusion. 
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Regional and local governments need to address the need for better volunteering infrastructure 

and incentives for people to volunteer. Volunteering also includes local activism and 

participation that we have not dealt with specifically, but both are very important for the local 

development efforts and ultimately, for the social and economic improvements on a local level. 

When thinking about mobilising local resources, local governments should aim to empower 

individuals and build resilient communities where people could realize their potential. In the 

view of the data presented in this paper, it will be very difficult without creating the paid work 

opportunities, for example through social enterprises. 
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