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 Volunteers in social enterprise events – Triple bottom Line benefits 

By 

James Bostock 

 

“We want to mutualise the local economy through the support of everyone together 

and then being able to make things happen… like local communities and volunteers 

putting on events.  They need the support of people that know what they are doing or 

want people who want to volunteer.” 

(Julia and Gareth – Founding members of Regather Trading Cooperative) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Social enterprises (SEs) are well established providers of some key public services such 

as housing, social care and mental health with the ‘sector’ playing an increasingly 

important role within the UK economy. For example, research has shown there are 

over 15,000 SEs in the UK with a combined turnover of over £18billion, with a 

workforce of over 775,000 people that includes 300,000 volunteers (Defourny and 

Nyssens, 2008). However, as a consequence  of local authorities looking to contract 

out public services due to funding cuts, SEs are being put under increased pressure as 

they are being tasked with the delivery of more and more public services. This 

requirement is a response to a range of public policy objectives, such as achieving 

social, economic, cultural and environmental benefits from the delivery of local 

community events (Haugh, 2005; Foley et al, 2011). The use of SEs, particularly 

cooperatives, is part of the UK government agenda to reform local authorities and 
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innovate public service provision. When assessing the impact of SEs delivering 

community based events, it is still early days, and therefore unclear as to the potential 

negatives or unintended outcomes of contracting out local community events to SEs. 

More significantly it is uncertain whether the SEs are ‘equipped’ to act in a sustainable 

manner (DEFRA, 2007; LOCOG, 2010; Cumming and Pelham, 2011).  

 

SEs are coming to the fore because they exhibit characteristics of both non-profit and 

for-profit organisations (Johnson, 2001). This ability to 'blur the boundaries' by 

adopting the market based practices of the for-profit organisation, tempered with the 

social purpose and moral legitimacy of not-for-profits means that SEs have gained 

recognition for their capacity of meeting multiple objectives – a combination of social 

goals with a community focus, aligned to financial stability that is not based on an 

over-reliance on grant funding (Doherty et al, 2009). The ability of SEs to tackle wider 

social, environmental and economic problems within a given community has enabled  

them to gain legitimacy within the eyes of government, with the UK Strategy Unit 

(2002) seeing SEs as a tool to achieve not only financial objectives  but as a key 

mechanism to also build socially inclusive and sustainable local economies (DTI, 2002). 

Indeed the government is employing SEs where the public sector cannot provide a 

service, and where is it not financially viable for private sector involvement. The 

government view is that SEs can provide a sustainable alternative to these traditional 

delivery patterns, in so much that SEs are “Businesses with the specific purpose of 

addressing ‘social’, ‘community’ or ‘environmental’ aims through a business structure 

that allows them to be sustainable” (Bull and Crompton, 2006: 10). 
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This chapter seeks to explore the role of volunteers in the delivery of events through 

the structure of a social enterprise, drawing on the limited research into this field, a 

primary research study conducted into a social enterprise called "Regather" and the 

volunteers that support the events they deliver. Regather are a co-operative trading 

organisation based in Sheffield (UK) that has been created for people to work together, 

support each other and trade goods and services to deliver specialised local 

community projects.  Through a series of interviews with board members and 

volunteers, the study examines Regather's commitment to social, economic and 

environmental sustainability issues and highlights the different experiences of the 

volunteers who deliver events within this structure.   

 

WHAT ARE SOCIAL ENTERPRISES? 

At the core of SEs are principles, beliefs and values that are fundamentally based on 

the moralities of ethical behaviour, voluntarism and a mission that is focused on a 

specific social cause (Chell, 2007). However, to view SEs as having the same structures, 

values and beliefs as traditional ‘not-for-profit’ organisations would be misleading. This 

is because at the heart of a social enterprise is a keen focus on a social purpose/issue 

within a local community.  However, while many SEs share the same non-profit 

distributing characteristics of traditional ‘not-for-profit’ organisations, such as seeking 

to create positive externalities for the collective benefit of the community, they also 

seek to achieve these social goals through the use of innovative ‘market mechanisms’ 

in the delivery of these community based social programs (Laville and Nyssens, 2001). 

Pomerantz (2003: p.26) states SEs seek to “maximize revenue generation from 



4 
 

programs by applying principles from for-profit business without neglecting the core 

mission – their social purpose”.   

 

The key defining organisational trait about SEs, as compared to other third sector 

organisations, is that their survival is more reliant on the generation of surplus from its 

trading activities, than how effective they are in bidding for governmental grants. 

However, crucial to this trading activity is who they engage with. If they engage and 

trade with the local community in a manner that seeks to achieve their social purpose, 

then the organisation can be defined as a social enterprise (Pearce, 2003). This 

distinction is vital as Pearce (2003) goes further, and explains that not-for-profit 

organisations that simply trade in order to raise funds are voluntary organisations – 

there is no direct link to their social purpose through their trading activity. Why this is 

important is because the social enterprise model offers a more bottom up approach to 

project delivery (meeting the needs of the community through trading), which in turn 

can lead to sustainable benefits through event development (Getz and Anderson, 

2009).  

 

Social enterprises and volunteers 

Volunteers and the event organisers who co-ordinate them are coming under 

increased pressure from a variety of sources. This is because community based 

organisers are becoming more reliant on the volunteer to achieve social outputs as 

their financial resources are increasingly being threatened and the challenges of 

managing a positive volunteer experience increase (Carlsen and Anderson, 2011).  
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While it is believed that event volunteers can achieve social outputs through a 

contribution to “community involvement and cohesion agenda” (Barron and Rihova, 

2011: 204), event organisers face increased expenses in terms of recruiting and 

training the volunteer.  In addition they also face increased competition to attract 

volunteers due to the decline in their numbers and more importantly, the complexities 

of retaining the services of the volunteer (Bang and Chelladurai, 2009).  If event 

organisers are to achieve sustainable benefits by engaging with volunteers and 

investing into their development (recruitment, training, etc.), they need to improve 

volunteer retention by ensuring that episodic volunteers become continuous 

volunteers and remain within the organisation over a long period of time (Hallmann 

and Harms, 2012).   

 

SEs have an enhanced ability to be able to turn the episodic volunteer into a 

continuous volunteer and achieve sustainable benefits due to their focus on the 

community and their drive to challenge social issues.  It is important for the event 

organisers to give the volunteer the opportunity to gain new skills and experiences,   

and the SE can allow the volunteer to support their local community group to tackle an 

issue/problem that the volunteer not only finds fulfilling (a key motivation for 

engagement with the SE), but can also lead to a long-term commitment to the SE 

(Costa et al, 2006; Barron and Rihova, 2011).  Research (Gaskin, 2003; Ellis-Paine et al, 

2010) has recognised that key to this engagement is an acknowledgment that the 

‘volunteer experience’ can be negatively affected by a variety of factors such as overly 

complex managerial structures, bureaucratic practices, a lack of inclusion during 
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decision making and most importantly attempts to formalise volunteers roles that 

destroy the social opportunities which volunteers cherish. These are all important 

factors in determining future volunteering and need to be minimised within the 

planning stage of the event. 

 

SEs are able to meet the challenge of matching the  values of the event organiser with 

the volunteer, but without creating a positive and satisfying experience for the 

volunteer the sustainable benefits of a long term volunteer may be lost (Hallman and 

Harms, 2012). 

 

SUSTAINABILITY WITHIN A SOCIAL ENTERPRISE FRAMEWORK  

Sustainability is not only a key concept that affects the delivery of events, it is also a 

key concept in the formulation and development of SE policy within the UK (Wallace, 

2005; Bowdin et al, 2010). The perception of sustainability within events has moved 

away from one of simply ‘greening’ the event to make it more environmentally 

friendly, to one that adopts a Triple Bottom Line (TBL) perspective – environmental, 

economic and social objectives. This drive to a multi-bottom line approach has been 

formalised through governmental involvement through the creation of the UK 

Sustainable Development Strategy (DEFRA, 2011) and sustainability targets that were 

developed for the London 2012 Olympic Games (LOCOG, 2010). This has led to a 

greater demand for sustainable events from local government (Sheffield City Council, 

2011) so that they can meet the demands of central targets. The problem here is not 

that the events sector is unwilling to adopt sustainable practices, but that the sector is 
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unclear as to what sustainability actually means (Pelham, 2011). So why are SEs more 

appropriate to achieving sustainable benefits than traditional voluntary/not-for-profit 

organisations? 

 

The reason why SEs can hit multiple targets and achieve sustainable benefits is directly 

linked to their organisational aims. One of the key strengths of the SE is that its “assets 

and wealth are used to create community benefit”, which makes the SE accountable 

not only to its members, but to the wider community as a whole (Thompson and 

Doherty, 2006: 361).  While most voluntary/charity organisations support one specific 

marginalised group, 63% of SEs stated that “a broad range of groups benefit from their 

services under the heading of ‘community’”, compared to only 36% of more traditional 

voluntary sector organisations (Social Enterprise Coalition, 2009: 20). Indeed, research 

by the Social Enterprise Coalition (2009: 18) found how closely SEs "favoured social, 

community or environmental benefit in either abstract or explicit terms”. This ability to 

meet social and environmental objectives is laudable, but the SE cannot ignore the 

need to be financially sustainable. Their very existence depends on their ability to 

produce goods or services that are consumed within a market, with their long term 

financial survival dependant on market share (Allan, 2005). This has led to the 

emergence of a ‘double or triple-bottom line paradigm’ whereby SEs that achieve 

financial, social and environmental returns are actually more efficient and effective in 

the pursuit of their mission goals (Thompson and Doherty, 2006).    By having the SE 

based in actual location it serves and having commercial aims and objectives as well as 

a social purpose, Spreckley (2008) concludes that SEs inherently adopt a Triple Bottom 
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Line because their emphasis is not solely on economic profit but on personal, 

environmental and social benefit. 

 

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL)  

As already discussed Smith (2009) has implied that to achieve sustainability there is a 

requirement of economic, environmental and social considerations, often referred to 

as the ‘The Triple Bottom Line’ theory. The concept of the TBL was devised as it was 

considered that economic benefit was the main focus of sustainability, while other 

aspects were often ignored, “the TBL focuses corporations not just on the economic 

value they add, but also on the environmental and social value they add—and destroy” 

(Elkington, 2004: 3). Elkington’s argument is that organisations should achieve a 

certain minimum performance in all these three areas in order to be identified as a 

‘sustainable’ business (Cramer, 2002). Dwyer (2005) suggests that the TBL is a planning 

and reporting tool that can contribute to designing a decision making framework that 

can be used to attain sustainable improvement. McDonough and Braungart (2002) 

indicate that TBL can be a valuable tool for incorporating sustainability into a company 

agenda. However, when exploring which businesses uses the TBL approach, it can be 

seen that limited amount of organisations have incorporated Elkington's theory (Jones, 

2010).    

 

Norman and McDonald (2004: 255) have challenged Elkington’s 'stance'  by arguing 

that ‘’the concept of a TBL in fact turns out to be a good old fashioned Single Bottom 

Line plus vague commitments to social and environmental concerns’'. Within the SE 
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this vagueness is not an option because although financial stability is needed in order 

to grow the business, the social remit cannot be ignored if the long term survival of the 

company is to be ensured (Haynes, 2009). Norman and McDonald (2004) believe that 

the environmental and social bottom lines will only be applied when financial benefit 

has been secured.  As Somers (2005) suggests if the financial obligations of the SE 

cannot be met, there is little chance of it delivering social and environmental impact.  

Indeed, economic criticisms have been levelled at SEs as they tend to lack strategic 

financial planning skills and generally have an inability to create meaningful 

employment with coherent career pathways (Smallbone et al, 2001). However, the 

clear distinction here is that the SE can perform equally well at all three levels of the 

‘triple-bottom line’ as there is a greater philosophical imperative underpinning these 

practices. Wallace (2005: 80) takes this viewpoint even further by stating “the rhetoric 

of social enterprise demands that enterprises achieve a TBL of financial, social and 

environmental goals.”  

 

CASE STUDY: REGATHER 

Regather is a co-operative trading organisation for people to work together, support 

each other and trade goods and services. It provides goods and service based support 

for individual and groups to deliver their own projects that draw upon the skills and 

resources of its members, with the benefit of the local community central to the heart 

of the project (Regather Trading Cooperative, 2012). It specialises in the delivery of 

local community events and has been contracted by Sheffield City Council to manage 

and deliver a range of event related services such as local fairs, community events and 
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small festivals since 2005. Regather has also delivered the Sheffield Food festival in 

cooperation with Sheffield Hallam University, as well small theatrical productions and 

ancillary support functions at large music events.   

 

The organisational and trading structure of Regather is formalised within mutual 

cooperation and is legally categorised as an ‘Industrial and Provident Society – Co-

Operative’.  This legal distinction is important because by adopting this structure 

Regather, under the Industrial and Provident Societies Act 1965, has been registered as 

being a ‘benefit for the local community'.  The most overt way that Regather meet this 

legal obligation is by serving its members interests through its trading operations, by 

supplying them with goods and services they need.  This trading provides its main 

source of income but other sources of income can include government grants, 

membership fees, people’s time and even bank loans (Ridley-Duff and Bull, 2011).  It 

also means that it has a truly democratic structure, where one member (no matter if 

they are on the board) has one vote, which is central to the redistribution of any 

surplus gathered, as the members decide where this money is spent.  Regather 

currently has 26 full members, 150 expressions of interest and over 120 volunteers 

who have supported their events. 

 

Methods employed 

Regather is well known within the Sheffield area for its delivery of local community 

events and was therefore selected for this initial study (Long, 2007; Brotherton, 2008). 

Once Regather had been selected, an interview schedule was created evaluating 
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specific themes related to the model of an SE operating within an events context 

(Fielding and Thomas, 2001).  These themes were based on the concept of the triple 

bottom line, were enhanced through analysing key literature within this field of study 

and were specific to the individual interviewed (See table 1 below).   

Table 1 – Key research themes 

 

Interviews were conducted with two of the part-time founding members of Regather 

and four volunteers that have been with Regather for several years.  These interviews 

lasted on average 45 minutes, with further communications followed up via email. The 

aim of these interviews was to analyse whether events delivered through this 

structure can achieve social, economic and environmental sustainable objectives and 

to ‘draw out’ the volunteers' experiences of delivering events within an SE (Saunders 

et al, 2012). This interview technique allowed the interviewee to 'discuss’ their own 

experiences of sustainability and for the researcher to 'home in' on topics of relevance 

(Taylor and Bogdan, 1984).     

 

 Regather Board Members 
o Community based impacts of Regather events 
o How Regather creates ‘communities of people’ 
o Trading model of Regather 
o The impacts of adopting a Social Enterprise framework – 

entrepreneurial consequences 
o The supply chain – local produce and resource implications 

 Regather Volunteers 

o Why do you volunteer for Regather? 

o Volunteers within a community event context 

o Long term benefits for the volunteer – sustainable benefit 

o Volunteer experiences 
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Once the interviews had been completed, verbatim transcriptions of the audio 

recordings were created to ensure that the word-for-word reproduction was an 

accurate representation of the conversations undertaken (Poland, 1995).  Using this 

method of transcription enabled a thematic analysis to take place, which sort to 

construct a conceptual framework that identified the key issues of volunteers 

operating within a SE organisational structure, through adopting a coding technique 

that was loosely based on the concept of ‘triple bottom line’ and the key themes of the 

research – see table 1 (Saunders et al, 2012).  This technique was used to identify and 

attach one or more keywords to a text segment in order to understand its meaning 

and to place the statement within the wider context of research (Kvale and Brinkman, 

2009).   

 

Content analysis was used alongside the coding technique above to highlight issues 

that are specific to an individual and seeks to place these issues within the wider 

context of the interviews undertaken. This conceptual analysis again used coding in 

order to categorise the emphasis placed by the interviewees on certain words, 

sentences or situations they had experienced (Thomas, 2004). This process  of coding 

the data allowed for greater importance of key words that were associated with the 

overall aims and objectives of this research, by neutrally comparing and linking with 

interviewee comments and responses to other statements and viewpoints to derive a 

meaning (Richards, 2005).  

 

Preliminary Findings  
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Economic – The danger of over commercialism 

From the interviews it became evident that economic sustainability is at the heart of 

the Regather business structure. One of the benefits of the SE model for Regather is 

that it gives them the opportunity to reinvest any surplus it creates, not only back into 

the business structure but into its members as well. While the adoption of this 

approach is beneficial to the long term economic sustainability of Regather, it should 

to be balanced against its social objectives (Alter, 2007). This approach may make 

Regather financial more sustainable, however SEs can exhibit overly aggressive 

commercial characteristics and a sense of ‘Mission Drift’ may occur whereby the aims 

of the internal and external stakeholders separate from the objectives of the SE 

(McBrearty, 2007). When asked why this structure is beneficial to all its members and 

its key stakeholders, one of the Regather board stated “the money is going back to the 

business to keep it going and back to its members to keep them going. That is a good 

reason as to why it would be very sustainable as well.”  

 

While Regather does engage in mutually advantageous relationships to create 

community benefits, such as Sheffield Council, it also has an extremely strong sense of 

entrepreneurial independence that seeks to ensure Reagther’s long term survival 

through not being reliant on a single source of funding. Research has traditionally 

shown that most social enterprises seek to create social benefit by employing 

alternative funding schemes, not based on for-profit motivation (Mair and Marti, 

2006).  However, the problem of adopting this funding model is that SE’s become too 

reliant on limited sources of funding (usually local authorities) which have the effect of 
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making the SE overtly political in nature.  What this means is that to ensure its long-

term survival the SE has to meet the terms of conditions of the funding body, usually 

resulting in the SE providing a narrow range of benefit, to only a specific portion of the 

community (Ridley-Duff and Bull 2011).  If we accept Mair and Marti’s (2004: 38) 

viewpoint that social entrepreneurship broadly, is “a process involving the innovative 

use and combination of resources to pursue opportunities to catalyze social change 

and/or address social needs”, then Regather can be seen to adopt these characteristics 

as it actively seeks a variety of funding streams: 

 

“What we’d be concerned about is being perceived as just yet another funded 

organisation and in the current economic climate that tends to be a negative 

perception so we are just aware of that and then there’s this entrepreneurial 

bit, you know being entrepreneurial you kind of try and stand on your own two 

feet financially.”  

(Regather Board Member) 

 

Adopting a market-based approach to the delivery of events is a key strength of 

Regather, however it still needs to maintain mutually beneficial connections with its 

volunteers/stakeholders to ensure it remains engaged with the social cause that is at 

the heart of a SE otherwise its ability to deliver events my become severely affected 

(Reid, 2011). The clear advantage for Regather is that although it promotes an 

entrepreneurial sense of independence, what is fundamentally different about this 

trading arrangement is that when Regather seek to deliver local community events 
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they solely engage with local trades people to ensure that the benefit remains within 

the local community, thus attempting to achieve their social purpose. These 

perceptions are vital, as generally the vast majority of volunteers who help  Regather 

will be motivated by their desire to express their support for a community social cause 

or issue – financial gain for either themselves or the event are relatively minor 

motivational factors (Bang and Chelladurai, 2009).  

 

With Local Authorities seeking to avoid economic leakage from their activities (Foley et 

al, 2011), Regather can feel confident when tendering for projects because they seek 

local volunteers and people/businesses to trade with them “to get the work done” 

(Regather Board member). It is important for  Regather to retain this stance, because if 

perceptions do change, and stakeholders lose confidence in their ‘business’ 

operations, it will need to spend more time, energy and resources showing how they 

are maintaining their social commitments and achieving their community based 

targets (Dees, 1998; Burns, 2007). By having this approach enables Regather to 

harness the time and enthusiasm of its volunteers by having a more ‘community focus’ 

which benefits the local community: 

 

“Regather is an organisation made up of members of the community who are 

interested in, and have experience in, organising events themselves for their 

own communities. This is very different to paid national companies or local 

councils attempting to organise events as they must first get to know the 
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community before trying to organise an event for them. Regather is the 

community!” 

(Regather volunteer) 

 

Social - Community engagement   

Central to the creation of many SEs is the identification of a gap in community 

provision or a social need that is specific to a local community, rather than the 

opportunity to gain economic benefit – community based events is a prime example 

(Cramer, 2002; Shaw, 2004; Dwyer, 2005; Sherwood, 2007). This is particularly true of 

Regather as they are an important part of the events delivery process within its local 

community which helps them to build a sense of cooperation and togetherness. This 

ability to act in a more socially acceptable manner is vital for event providers, because 

public judgment may be the most significant determinant to alter behaviour in the 

events industry (Cramer, 2002; Wood, 2005; Smith, 2009). Regather’s volunteers felt 

this was a core benefit of their experience because they were able to come into 

contact with people from their local community that they may never have 

encountered before. Porter and Kramer (2006) propose that there is an expectation 

for service providers to meet local community priorities and that they must make 

improvements to that community through community engagement, training and 

improved employment practices – improving their social commitment. The volunteers 

actually see the wider benefits of the events they deliver in this format, for example 

one volunteer commented: 
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“Regather have benefited the local community by providing free events that 

are inclusive and accessible to all in the local community, which will have 

boosted morale and community spirit. It has created opportunities for people 

to expand their skill base.” 

(Regather volunteer) 

 

One key experience that emerged from this study was how volunteers are exposed to 

increased levels of responsibility within the SE framework. All the volunteers 

commented how Regather enabled levels of 'involvement' that they had not 

experienced within other types of volunteer events (particularly with the council), 

which made these events much less personable. By ensuring a high level of 

involvement and giving volunteers levels of responsibility they have not experienced 

elsewhere, Regather can challenge the overly formalised roles that have volunteers 

assume within most voluntary organisations (Gaskin, 2003).  This ensures that 

Regather can offer a wide range of experiences for its volunteers, while at the same 

time enabling it to provide its volunteer with on-the-job training in different settings 

by building on the experiences of its volunteer and creating a culture that is inclusive. 

“I liked the ethos of the events Regather was able to offer me involvement in - 

Peace in the Park and the Folk Forest are two such examples. I have 

volunteered for… music events in the past and these experiences tended to be 

much less personable and I was given less responsibility as a result.” 

(Regather volunteer) 
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With the events they deliver representing the values and beliefs of the local 

community, this in turn generates greater volunteer commitment due the social 

nature of the event, and leads to greater value to the actual event due to the 

volunteers gaining “skills, knowledge and experience” which can produce higher levels 

of the community involvement and cohesion (Nichols and Ojala, 2009; Barron and 

Rihova, 2011). The volunteers gained skills sets they would probably not be able to 

achieve elsewhere. While the volunteers understand their skill base has expanded and 

this additional experience could help their employability, they still see the wider 

community as the main beneficiary.  This is still fundamental to the experiences they 

have gained, even though they might not sometimes see the entire benefits of their 

volunteering experience. 

 

Regather are extremely conscious of the needs of particular user groups unlike many 

larger organisations who view impacts assessments as a matter of process rather than 

outcome. The volunteers interviewed saw the events that they deliver as opportunities 

for not only the people to come together, and more importantly create communities, 

but for likeminded volunteers to work together to create community benefit – a key 

part of successfully retaining volunteers (Andrew, 1996).  The key to these experiences 

within Regather appeared to be that the volunteers felt a sense of ‘ownership’ towards 

the events and saw “Volunteering for Regather as a way of gaining experience for 

possible future employment which has got to be beneficial to the wider community” 

(Regather volunteer). This helps Regather to be more accessible and approachable for 
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the local community, and in turn will lead to greater community in event planning and 

deliver – key to social sustainability (Kent and Anderson, 2003). 

 

Research indicates that SEs can identify and tap into the broader communal and social 

values that exist within the community it serves, and create greater opportunities for 

community engagement (Kent and Anderson, 2003). The volunteers all acknowledged 

that the events they deliver are temporary and as such the benefits might also be 

limited, however, they also felt it might spark a group to come together in other, more 

permanent ways. The volunteers saw the events that they deliver as opportunities for 

people to come together, spend time with each and more importantly create 

communities that work with each other. Derrett (2003: 52) supports this viewpoint of 

Regathers volunteers and extols the ability of events to achieve a ‘sense of community’ 

through creating “connections, belonging, support, empowerment, participation, and 

safety”.  The other key benefit is that through the SE framework the events that are 

delivered represent the values of the community, making the local populace more 

“willing to contribute to the solutions of community based problems” (Derrett, 2010: 

52). As the events are delivered within a specific location and identify the explicit 

characteristics of a community, Regather will be capable of not only meeting public 

expectations but also supporting the community to create a sense of place (Derrett, 

2003). 

 

Environmental pragmatism? 
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As consumers become more and more aware of the environmental impacts of their 

own actions, as well as the impacts of the businesses they trade with, research has 

recognised that there is an increased moral obligation placed on businesses to act 

sustainably and to protect the environment (Kilcullen and Kooistra, 1999; Porter and 

Kramer, 2006; Dolnicar and Leisch, 2007; Mair and Jago, 2010). Regather, although not 

in a formal sense, does demonstrate a clear commitment to acting in an 

'environmentally friendly' manner, as their ethos is to minimise the impacts of all its 

events on the local environment. Central to this commitment is the use of local labour 

and suppliers where possible, but as a trading organisation they cannot be obsessive 

about their environmental impact. This commitment is also shared by its volunteers as 

they both operate from a sense of ‘environmental pragmatism’ which sometimes leads 

to them struggling to justify their environmental 'credentials' to customers, traders 

and new volunteers alike.  Although this commitment is not ‘formal’ Regather may still 

be able to gain competitive advantage by having a greater awareness of environmental 

sustainability (Jones, 2010). 

 

Regather’s positive environmental behaviour can lead to positive local publicity that 

may heighten the image of the event or give it a better marketing position (Presbury 

and Edwards, 2005; Raj and Musgrave, 2009). Local communities are more likely to 

support a SE to achieve its social purpose, because they are more likely to engage in 

environmentally sound practices and contribute to positive community regeneration 

(Smallbone et al, 2001). This explains Regathers specialism and general focus towards 

small community events.  Regather and its volunteers stated they have an “underlining 



21 
 

philosophy that reflects a different set of values” which attracts volunteers from the 

local community by showing themselves as being as ‘green’ as possible. Research has 

shown that member of SEs operate with greater levels of moral integrity, and 

volunteers are more attracted to this kind of structure due to the morals and values 

they exhibit (Hougland and Christenson, 1982). 

 

While they will embrace environmental issues when they can (for example the 

refurbishment of their headquarters) at times they view these issues from a practical 

perspective, where the volunteers and members seek to minimise some of their 

environmental impacts in a more informal sense.  This positive environmental 

behaviour on behalf of Regather can lead to positive local publicity that may heighten 

the image of the event or give it a better marketing position (Presbury and Edwards, 

2005; Raj and Musgrave, 2009). Regather focus their event delivery on venues that 

give something back to the community by being based in heart of community and with 

a local focus.  By making use of local resources, the volunteers felt that any time they 

gave would benefit the community itself, which in-turn benefits Regather. Participants 

said that any venue they use will be monitored and evaluated to ensure that local 

community projects are supported and local people are given employment: 

 

“I expect people would feel more comfortable approaching them than the 

council. Regather work closely within the community, they use local resources 

(venues, services, volunteers etc) and provide a 'grass roots' approach to their 

events, which in turn would make them more of a user friendly organisation.” 
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(Regather volunteer) 

CONCLUSIONS 

While most organisations see sustainability as challenging their profits, cash flow and 

reserves, Regather don't view sustainability as a method to not only generate financial 

gain – as they view the social need as being equally as  important. While this approach 

goes against accepted research, which views financial gain as a motive to adapt 

sustainable practices, (Dewhurst and Thomas, 2003; Presbury and Edwards, 2005; 

Smith, 2009) it does enable Regather to tap in the value sets of its volunteers. The 

volunteers that help Regather see this as a particular benefit as it fundamental shapes 

their experiences.  By not being reliant on external grant funding, this allows Regather 

to give volunteers a different experience, one that is focused on involvement and more 

importantly the social needs that the local community has.  This model of financial 

sustainability enables Regather to tackle social needs that to the volunteers are central 

to the local community and therefore worthy of their support, something which Shaw 

(2004) feels is vital to future volunteer commitment. As such, Regathers’ financial 

sustainability is achieved through mixed funding and long-term volunteer loyalty, with 

any surplus re-invested back to its members and by default, the local community 

(Chell, 2007).   

 

If local authorities wish to make use of SEs to deliver events to achieve local 

community benefit, then the SE model has clear advantages over other organizations, 

including charities (Wood, 2005). With their survival based on better community 

engagement, Regather purposely seeks to engage with all of the community and to 
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engage volunteers through building communities through their events (Moscardo, 

2007). The volunteers consciously believe that SEs are better suited to event delivery 

because they understand Regather can deliver events specifically for the community. 

This enhanced reputation within the community, according to Bang (2009), is essential 

to the current and continued support of the volunteers and stakeholders alike.  With 

the SE not limited to providing benefit for one social group but for the whole 

community, they achieve much wider social objectives than other organisational 

structures (Alter, 2007). So, as according to Rogers and Anastasiadou (2011), if long-

term event viability and sustainability are directly attributed to their ability to attract 

volunteers and engaged with the local community, SEs are a viable option compared to 

local authorities and more traditional third sector organisations because they have the 

capacity to meet these demands and offer an alternative, sustainable option to event 

delivery.  However, if local authorities continue to make use of social enterprises they 

may need to provide support services to help the SE compensate for any lack of 

expertise (Smallbone et al, 2004).   

 

 

From the literature reviewed, it is clear that event providers see themselves as having 

a moral, rather than a legal obligation to act sustainably in order to protect the natural 

environment - Regather are no different (Kilcullen and Kooistra, 1999; Porter and 

Kramer, 2006; Dolnicar and Leisch, 2007; Hede, 2007). At times they struggle to meet 

these commitments, however Regather show a greater obligation to sustainability 

mainly because its members share a commitment to the environment and do not see 
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this as merely 'fad' to generate custom. It is ingrained into the members and 

volunteers alike and is seen as being part and parcel of what they do, not as a bolt on 

to achieve higher levels of market share (Darby and Jenkins, 2006). SEs are well placed 

to achieve ‘sustainable’ objectives as these objectives are ‘hardwired’ into their 

organisational ethos, however as their role in the delivery of local community expands 

it is still unclear whether they will be able to meet these increased demands. 

 

Within the organisational structure of Regather, the volunteer ‘experience’ is 

important and is enhanced through creating an inclusive environment for volunteers 

through the social and work experience opportunities it creates.  By making volunteers 

feel valued and giving them a multitude of ‘experiences’ Regather is creating an 

environment that promotes the long-term retention of its volunteers (McCurley and 

Lynch, 1998).  With the volunteers being organised within a structure that is not overly 

rigid, bureaucratic, broadly inclusive and does not seek to formalise the roles that 

volunteers will seek out, Reagther is managing its volunteers through Zimmeck’s 

(2001) ‘home grown’ model where it can overt/covertly express its core values and 

beliefs through its engagement with its volunteers (p.19). Regather need to 

understand that a rigid structure does carry benefit in terms of formalised volunteer  

training, and need to be-able to adapt their structure in order to creates opportunities 

for different volunteer experiences, but to also ensure they meet formal requirements 

- health and safety training comes to mind (Holmes, 2004).  While this investment in 

their volunteers is to be commended, Regather must to be careful not to invest in their 
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volunteers to such a degree that it actually damages their ability to ‘trade’ as they are 

inherently  competition with other event providers.   

 

The volunteer experience within the social enterprise model offers sustainable 

benefits because of the level of involvement its offers, the level of community 

engagement it promotes and the unique community trading opportunities it fosters. 

While there is a plethora of research that places the event volunteer within different 

public and not-for-profit organisations, what this research seeks to demonstrate is that 

the SE structure can bring benefits above and beyond the more traditional structures 

that event volunteers inhabit. Indeed, the existing research centres around 

organisations adopting a modern, top-down management approach to volunteer.  

What this research highlights is that this ‘formalised’ approach may actually be 

counterproductive and actually alienate the volunteer and weaken their resolve to 

participate.  As Getz and Anderson (2009: 3) identify this bottom-up method is central 

to sustainability and will advocate a "community based approach". Too little 

consideration has been given to understanding the event volunteer ‘experience’ within 

different structures and further research is needed if we are to understand how 

organisational structures can lead to alternative models of volunteer management that 

produce long-term sustainable benefit. 
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