anada Aﬂ“"“ SIRAIEGY

WHAT WE'RE

HEARING

Fall 2025 & Winter 2026 Report




GONTENTS

04

NVAS Engagement
by the Numbers

22

NVAS
Data Set

What’s Next

What We'’re
Hearing

24

Refining the
Emerging
Recommendations




NVAS
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This Fall we spent We collnhorated
34 days in1i different onenguagements
municipalities across und meefings

6 different provinces With 16 strategic
andterritories. parimers.

NUMBERS™

*Fall 2025

600+

We enguged over 600 people through 26 NVAS
round tables, Strategic sessions, and meetings.



KeyInsights

We need dedicated space to convene
across the volunteerism sector; space to
anchor our collaboration, share learning, and
build our collective capacity.

Rural and remote partnerships move
at the speed of trust, and investments
compound over time when they’re attentive
to local norms and relationships.

We're going beyond identifying
challenges. Stakeholders are already testing
solutions and prototyping new models, and
we're translating this momentum into a vision
for NVAS implementation.

The NVAS needs committed partners in
innovation and implementation as it transitions
from development to action in 2020.




WHATWE'RE
HEARING

We're Stronger Together

This fall, Volunteer Canada had the privilege of
hosting two incredible multi-day convenings.

Convening 01

In late October, the members of
Volunteering Matters gathered
in St. John's, Newfoundland and
Labrador to discuss the future
of volunteerism in Canada, the
NVAS, and International Volunteer
Year (IVY 2026). Throughout

the convening, we heard many
complementary perspectives on
system readiness, infrastructure
gaps, and opportunities. Several
members shared impactful
presentations:

Miki Stricker Talbot (Volunteer
Alberta) shared learnings

from Volunteer Alberta and
InWithForward's (Re)Engaged
research initiative, which suggests
that volunteering isn't in crisis,
rather, our engagement needs to
shift from a demographic-based
understanding toward models that
respond to people’s shared values
and motivations. She profiled the
opportunity ahead to reimagine
recruitment through schools,

public health partnerships, and
more trust-based, relational
onboarding experiences.

Joanne McKiernan (Volunteer
Toronto, OVCN) highlighted the
data and storytelling potential
for Volunteer Centres. Using
Ontario Centres to illustrate her
insights, she invited us to expand
our capacity to leverage and
communicate existing insights to
tell important stories about the
role of volunteering in community
health and social belonging.

Vlad Hryhorenko (Volunteer
Yukon) offered insights on
building intercultural awareness,
noting that volunteering is a
universal impulse, but Canada’s
formal volunteer systems

can unintentionally exclude
newcomers and overlook family-,
faith-, and community-based
helping traditions. He explained



that cultural humility and a keen
understanding of how different
cultural dimensions shape how
people interact with participation
are the foundation of designing
truly inclusive programs.

Subrina Monteith (Volunteer
BC) presented early insights on
emergent volunteers as a critical
part of BC's overall emergency
preparedness strategy. As

she underscored, emergency
volunteering experiences
significant coordination gaps,
with inconsistent legal
recognition, unclear liability
frameworks, and no standardized
approach for integrating
spontaneous volunteers during
crises. Provinces and territories
need more formal frameworks
to better align volunteer
emergency response so that
Volunteer Centres aren't left

to reinvent solutions with

each new emergency.
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Colin Corcoran (Community
Sector Council Newfoundland
and Labrador - CSCNL) and
members of the North Shore fire
responders offered a practice-
based illustration of volunteerism
in action, highlighting the essential
role of volunteer responders in
rural and coastal communities,
particularly in moments of crisis.
This conversation solidified

how trust, local knowledge,
interdependence, and
preparedness can come together
to build a model of volunteerism
that can be foundational to
community safety and resilience.

Volunteering isn’t

in crisis, rather,

our engagement

needs to shift from a
demographic-based
understanding toward
models that respond to
people’s shared values
and motivations.

—(Re)Engaged research initiative,
Volunteer Alberta and InWithForward



Gonvening 02

In early November, Volunteer
Canada hosted leaders from
across the non-profit, corporate,
public, and philanthropic sectors
alongside our partners at

Points of Light at a roundtable
to explore how belonging, trust,
and civic participation are
shifting in Canada and across
North America. The discussion
reinforced a shared understanding
that volunteering is essential
civic infrastructure.

Participants described a
growing tension between
connection and isolation.
While people appear more
digitally connected, many

are experiencing deeper social
fragmentation and disengagement
from local civic life. Volunteering
was identified as a mechanism
that combines purpose,
relationship, and contribution,
creating pathways to trust for
individuals and communities.

We heard a call to be more honest
about the personal benefits of
volunteering, including mental
health, identity, belonging, and
social connection.

Culture emerged as a defining
theme. Leaders emphasized that
volunteering must be normalized
as a shared social responsibility
rather than positioned as an

Volunteering Matters Meeting hosted with convening support from CSCNL and
Volunteer Alberta made possible with support from the Canada Life Foundation

optional add-on. Participants
noted that young people are
seeking meaning and contribution
but often lack clear onramps.
Youth leadership and mentorship
were identified as critical to
sustaining long-term civic
participation.

The conversation also
highlighted the role companies
can play. Corporate volunteering
was described as a bridge
between national priorities and

local action when rooted in place,
values, and long-term investment.
Participants stressed the need

to move beyond fragmented
initiatives toward coordinated
infrastructure that builds trust,
supports local leadership, and
strengthens belonging at the
community level.

These insights reinforce the
urgency of the NVAS as Canada
embarks upon International
Volunteer Year 2026.

Together, these convenings
underscored that leaders across
the volunteering ecosystem are
ready to strategize and reimagine
how we advocate for volunteerism,
build sector-wide capacity, and
mobilize effectively for impact.

13



Rural and Remote Perspectives

Canada’s strength comes from its great diversity

of landscapes, peoples, perspectives, and
traditions. The NVAS aims to reflect the voices and
experiences of people from coast to coast to coast,
including the approximately 6.3 million people
living in rural and small-town Canada.’

hroughout our fall travel, we
made deliberate efforts to
visit rural regions whenever
possible. Our ability to
engage deeply varied across
regions, and we recognize this
as ongoing work that will require
adaptation and refinement. What
remains steady is our commitment
to uplifting the unique experiences
and volunteer landscapes in rural
and remote communities.

Thanks to partnerships with
CSCNL, Volunteer Yukon,
Volunteer Alberta, and the
Indigenous Community Safety
Planners Community of
Practice, we've deepened

our understanding of the

rural volunteer landscape.

Volunteer Canada at the Education, Career and
Volunteer Expo hosted by Volunteer Bénévoles
Yukon (VBY)

' Statistics Canada. (2025). Rural and small town Canada, 2023 to 2024 (Catalogue No. 11-627-M —
No. 2025039). https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-627-m/11-627-m2025039-eng.htm

We heard that:

Many smaller Canadian
municipalities are governed by
volunteer mayors and councils.
For example, in Newfoundland
and Labrador, a significant
number of municipalities have

a volunteer town council and
volunteer mayor.

Rural volunteers and
municipalities often sustain

the Canadian Tourism industry.
Volunteers are on the forefront of
arts and culture revitalization, trail
creation, and sustainability. There
is an often-invisible workforce of
volunteers in rural communities
that drive Canadian tourism.

Rural and remote volunteers are
the first community responders
in times of crisis. Whether

it's the volunteer firefighters
mobilizing and coordinating with
their respective municipalities,
provincial governments and the
Red Cross or if its community
members stepping up to provide
emergency shelter, take care of
vulnerable community members
and providing local knowledge
for rebuilding efforts,

Rural and remote volunteers
are grappling with the realities
of an aging population. Many
young people leave rural and
remote communities for larger
cities to have greater access

to housing, jobs, and upward
mobility. In communities that
have been particularly devastated
by economic shocks - there

has been a massive flight of
young people that are necessary
to carry on the governance
functionalities and support their
ageing communities. Across

our consultations we heard

that mentorship and training

to support the next generation
of municipal and non-profit
governance is essential. Some
non-profits in Newfoundland
and Labrador have increased
the availability of board volunteer
roles that are entirely remote.
This allows young people who
have left the province to remain
connected and contributing

to the infrastructure of their
communities,




Trust, interdependence and
community collaboration breeds
innovation! When speaking to
people from rural and remote
communities, we are reminded
of the wisdom that exists at a
community and neighborhood
level. Rodeos in Northern Alberta
have begun volunteer sharing.
In the town of Port Rexton,

NF young people are coming
together to build co-ops, social
enterprises and missing middle
homes so that they can stay

in their communities. In Banff-
Canmore, Alberta, they've used
neighborhood block parties

as an opportunity to build

the emergency preparedness
capacity of residents. When
participants of the Indigenous
Community Safety Planners
Community of Practice were
asked how they get youth
engaged - they said young
people will only listen to the
kokums. The NVAS offers an
invaluable opportunity to share
these local innovations and
practices with people across
the country who drive change
in their own communities.

Above all, we’ve been
reminded that engaging
rural and remote
communities requires
intentional, sustained
investment.

Building trust and meaningful
relationships in these regions
takes time, travel, and
collaboration with local partners
who understand community
rhythms and priorities. Many
communities across Canada lack
access to reliable internet, making
in-person engagement not just
preferable, but essential.

These areas often hold
understandings of volunteering,
interdependence, and civic
engagement that are distinct
from urban models.

All of these perspectives are
crucial as we build an authentic,
national vision for volunteering.

Banff Round Table in collaboration with Volunteer Alberta made possible
with support from the Canada Life Foundation
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Beyond Demographic Research:
segments, Life-Stages and Seasonal Cycles

Through the development of the NVAS,

we continue to deepen our understanding

of the unique experiences, motivations, and
barriers that exist across different demographics.

ecognizing that relying on
majority-driven population
insights can obscure
structural inequities, we
prioritize targeted inquiry about
young people, older adults,
newcomers, low-income
communities, Indigenous
(First Nations, Métis and Inuit)
peoples, racialized, Black and
2SLGBTQIA+ communities.

In 2026 we hope to continue
deepening our understanding
through targeted engagements
with disabled volunteers and
organizations that support
disabled communities. We've also
seen how intersecting systems
shape people’s experiences and
relationships to volunteering in
different ways.

Volunteering Matters Meeting hosted with
convening support from CSCNL and Volunteer
Alberta made possible with support from the
Canada Life Foundation

While demographic research
provides an essential entry point
to research and engagement -
communities cannot be flattened.
Several perspectives and
research approaches have helped
to expand our understanding of
what different populations require
and how those supports can be
implemented. For example, across
three virtual and two in-person
roundtables hosted in partnership
with Volunteer Alberta, Executive
Director Miki Stricker Talbot
opened each session with

a reading from Robin Wall
Kimmerer's The Serviceberry.
Kimmerer's reflections on

the value of relationships,
stewardship, reciprocity and
shared abundance have served
as an anchor to our inquiry,
guiding us as we think about
collectively sustaining our

communities through the NVAS.

Volunteer Canada rural Newfoundland and Labrador Round Table made possible
with support from CSCNL and Canada Life Foundation


https://bookshop.org/p/books/the-serviceberry-abundance-and-reciprocity-in-the-natural-world-robin-wall-kimmerer/11103aae5b752d02?aid=86677&ean=9781668072240&listref=robin-wall-kimmerer&next=t

Additional models and insights that have informed our

thinking include:

(Re)Engaged, Volunteer

Alberta and InWithForward's
ethnographic research initiative,
advances a new model for
understanding barriers, motivators
and enablers for volunteering.
Their 17 segments (prototypes

of volunteers grouped around
common experiences, motivations,
needs, enablers, barriers, and
aspirations) expand organizations'
and funders' understanding of the
support and interventions that
different potential volunteers may
need, while also helping lapsed or
inactive volunteers an opportunity
to understand themselves

better and know which types of
volunteer opportunities will enable
their participation.

Volunteer Toronto’s Continuum
of Civic Engagement offers

a self-assessment quiz and
examples of different ways to
remain engaged. The continuum
asks us to expand our language
beyond volunteerism to better
bring everyone into a more

20

fulsome understanding of what
it means to support volunteerism
— beyond simply telling people
to volunteer. It's about finding a
right-sized opportunity for every
person's circumstance and
life-stage.

The settlement sector
demonstrates strong models
of human centered volunteer
matching and supporting
volunteers who face system-
level barriers, unclear pathways
between their interests and
goals and the right volunteer
role, long wait periods, and
high administrative barriers

to engagement.

Youth and newcomers
experience substantial overlap
in terms of the barriers to
volunteering they face.
Volunteering narratives for
these demographics often frame
volunteering as a sure pathway
to employment, despite the
inconsistency and sometimes
exclusionary impacts of this
perspective. Understanding

common barriers can help us
design and test supports across
these and other groups to reduce
inequities and create more
nuanced, inclusive routes

into volunteering.

Calgary Round Table in collaboration with Volunteer Alberta and the Calgary Foundation
made possible with support from the Canada Life Foundation
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https://volunteeralberta.ab.ca/re-engaged/
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.volunteertoronto.ca/resource/resmgr/toronto_foundation_assets/Toronto_Foundation_Continuum.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.volunteertoronto.ca/resource/resmgr/toronto_foundation_assets/Toronto_Foundation_Continuum.pdf

NVAS
DATA SET
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As we continue our celebrations for International
Year of the Volunteer (IVY) 20206, “Ignite
Volunteerism,” we want to uplift the research,
community knowledge and solutions that can
spark and sustain the ember of volunteerism in
every person across the country. In this spirit,
Volunteer Canada is pleased to share that the
NVAS survey datasets are now available for
download. We invite you to explore the rich
insights here, share them, and use them to inform
your own research, storytelling, and advocacy.

23


https://forms.office.com/pages/responsepage.aspx?id=LgxFilKnNEiYbxcPUEMPBb7TKxhA61xLvpQtCHmp6NtUNzhDSFZIWlhXU1gwRUw3Mkk1Q0g2RDBYUC4u

ATIONS
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REFINING THE
EMERGING
REGOMMEND-

Throughout the fall, we dedicated several focused
sessions to offer stakeholders the opportunity to
test and refine emerging NVAS Strategic Priorities
and Recommendations. We hosted roundtables,
convenings, and strategic gatherings across the
country, in Whitehorse, Nova Scotia, Calgary,
Banff, St. John’s and rural Newfoundland.

We hosted a Data and Research
Month, a series of events
focused on volunteering data
and research, including a Lunch
and Learn on Ontario's volunteer
landscape, a national webinar on
the NVAS research framework
and older adult volunteering
insights, and a workshop with
researchers to identify data gaps
and shape recommendations

for shared infrastructure and
localized indicators.

A focused conversation with
Centreville in early November,

a body representing Volunteer
Centre voices from across
Canada, was utilized to further
align the emerging NVAS strategic
priorities and recommendations
with Volunteer Centre realities
and needs.

We relied on the detailed
feedback from these sessions

to building a Theory of Change
for the NVAS that articulates the
system-, organizational-, and
individual-level changes we
hope to see across the
volunteering ecosystem.

In the Winter of 2026, presented
at two sector conferences:
Ready 2026 convened by Red
Cross Canada and the 2026
National Black 2SLGBTQIA+
Futures Summit convened by
The Enchante Network and
Black Queer Canada. We also
hosted three sub-sectoral round
tables. The round tables aimed
to convene sub-sectors across
the volunteer ecosystem to
ground the NVAS strategic
priorities and recommendations
in real-world practice.

25



These spaces offered opportunities to

begin testing the emerging recommendations
and theory of change with many of the
organizations that will be critical for

effective implementation.

Calgary Round Table in collaboration with Volunteer Alberta and the Calgary
Foundation with made possible with support from the Canada Life Foundation

Mental Health and Disability

Hosted by Volunteer Canada in collaboration with
Converge Mental Health, the conversation
brought together organizations from a range of
organizations working in mental health, disability
services, peer support, and veteran programming.

articipants felt strong
resonance with the

NVAS strategic priorities,
particularly around
community connection, the
need for training and support
for volunteers with lived
experience, and the importance
of investing in volunteer
infrastructure. Participants saw
alignment between the strategy’s
direction and what they've been
seeing on the frontlines for years.
Some made connections to
loneliness, systemic change,

and the complexity of mental
health volunteering.

Participants also identified
persistent constraints:

limited and unpredictable
funding, rising acuity

among people being served,
the blurring line between
volunteer roles and paid staff
responsibilities, and a post-
pandemic shift in how people
engage with their community.
Several participants highlighted
the invisibility of some disabilities
and the challenge of making
inclusion feel authentic within
small, under-resourced teams.

21



When we asked what would make the implementation
of the strategy real, this is what we heard:

Lived Experience and Training:
Explore training infrastructure
that prepares volunteers with
lived experience to take on peer
support and other roles (done
well, with appropriate safeguards
and support). For certain roles,
mandatory trauma-informed
training may be required (e.g.,
one veterans program requires
16 hours of training). Resiliency
programming and mental health
supports for volunteers are

also needed.

Clear Boundaries: Have more
conversations about where
volunteering ends and staffing
begins as mental health acuity
rises and government services
are downloaded onto
communities. There's also a
need for a refreshed view of
what "“a volunteer looks like" and
openness to this view evolving.

28

Funding: Push for dedicated,
sustainable funding for volunteer
engagement staffing. Short-term,
inconsistent funding remains a
barrier. Small organizations lack
capacity for fund development,

and time spent on proposals takes

away from mission delivery.

Value of Volunteering: Advocate
about the economic and
democratic value of volunteering,
framing it as essential
infrastructure, not a nice-to-
have. Key message: “You vote in
elections once a year, but when
you volunteer you vote every day
about the community you live in.’

Professional Recognition:
Further legitimize the volunteer
management profession and
continue to establish standards
to elevate the field and attract
investment.

Connection and Learning:
Convene facilitated workshops
or communities of practice where
organizations can carve out

time to translate the strategy

into action, as well as advisory

groups with representation from
different sub-sectors offering
ongoing input and cross-sector
learning. Participants valued the
opportunity to connect with peers
facing similar challenges.

Banff Round Table in collaboration with Volunteer Alberta made possible

with support from the Canada Life Foundation

29



Environmentalism, Sustainability and Ecology

Hosted by Volunteer Canada in collaboration
with Sustainability Network, the conversation
brought together organizations from a range

of organizations including municipal parks,
stewardship programs, land trusts, provincial
environmental advocacy organizations and
nature-based solution initiatives.

eople want to be outside,
learning about biodiversity,
and contributing to

places they care about.
Organizations reported more
interest than they can support
internally, particularly for
hands-on, knowledge-sharing
opportunities. Here's what

we heard from participants:

Recognize advocacy and
organizing as volunteering.
Skills in advocacy, meeting
facilitation, and conflict resolution
are gaps that limit movement-
building. These forms of
participation need to be

named and resourced.

Address accessibility barriers.
Environmental volunteering
involves terrain, tools,
transportation, and location
challenges. Financial barriers
extend to transit, translation,
and caregiving. Reducing these
requires investment.

Invest in operational funding.
Political cycles and short-term
grants undermine the ability to
build structure, plan strategically,
and sustain volunteer programs.
Organizations called for stable,
multi-year investment,

Create forums for connection
and resource-sharing.
Participants wanted ongoing
working groups to connect across
municipalities and organizations,
share tools, and reduce
duplication. Existing models
(municipal sponsorship groups,
National Seed Forum) were

cited as templates.

Revisit screening language and
practice. One participant shared
that after dropping mandatory
police checks for roles that did
not have a high level of risk,

their program saw meaningful
engagement from people
completing community service.
Consider framing that emphasizes
proportionality and reduces
barriers to entry.

Provide guidance on risk,
liability, and honorariums.
Municipalities in particular asked
for Volunteer Canada leadership
on navigating insurance and
liability questions, as well as
resources on how to provide
honorariums appropriately.




Youth-Serving Orgunizations

Hosted by Volunteer Canada, in collaboration
with Scouts Canada, this roundtable brought
together organizations that engage volunteers to
deliver programming for young people, including
national youth-serving organizations, sports
groups, and mentorship programs.

articipants noted strong
interest in volunteering

for youth-serving roles.
When programs are well-
structured and expectations are
clear, people show up. Alumni
who participated in programming
as youth often return as
volunteers. Organizations with
strong volunteer cultures see high
levels of engagement, particularly
from young people.

Participants wanted clearer
pathways from strategy to action.
Some noted the strategic priorities
felt high-level and asked how
organizations could translate them
into practical steps. There was
also interest in forums to connect
like-minded organizations, share
tools, and reduce duplication.

32

Make screening portable

and proportional. Police record
checks are required across
youth-serving organizations,

but the infrastructure is
fragmented and does not allow
sharing across jurisdictions or
organizations. Participants called
for a "volunteer passport” model
and advocacy to change relevant
legislation (Criminal Records
Act). Screening should also be
proportional to the role: not all
positions require the same level
of vetting.

Acknowledge the equity
implications of screening.
Current processes
disproportionately affect Black
and Indigenous communities.
Any changes to screening
systems should align with
equity commitments.

Value operational roles

in funding arrangements.
Government funding often
focuses on field-facing staff and
undervalues the support roles
that make volunteer engagement
possible. Organizations spend
significant effort keeping the
lights on rather than doing
mission work. Participants
called for government to
recognize the volunteer sector
as an economic sector.

Recognize the high
responsibility volunteers
carry. Coaches, mentors, and
program leaders hold substantial
responsibility for young people,
including managing conflicts and
navigating difficult situations.
Many organizations lack the
infrastructure to support them,
such as access to training,

professional development, or
HR-type mechanisms. Some
participants asked whether
volunteers should have access
to supports like Employee
Assistance Programs.

Volunteering models need

to evolve. People increasingly
want constrained, time-limited
roles rather than ongoing
commitments. Specialized,
skill-based opportunities attract
stronger interest. Organizations
need to tailor onboarding to

the level of time investment

and role complexity.

Attend to cross-cultural
definitions of volunteering.
Participants raised the
importance of understanding
what volunteering means across
different cultural contexts and
ensuring the strategy reflects
that diversity.

3



Build connection across
organizations. Participants
wanted forums for like-minded
organizations to share tools (e.g.,
translation resources, screening
processes), learn from each other,
and build shared standards. This
could include functional working
groups below the CEO level.

34

Integrate clear calls to action.
Participants found the strategic
priorities resonant but asked how
to translate them into practical
steps. Toolkits, clear actions for
organizations, and accessible
language for those less familiar
with the sector would help.

Volunteer Canada is
energized by the vision
of a Canada where
everyone belongs,
participates, and thrives
through a vibrant
culture of volunteering
and civic engagement
that strengthens
communities, advances
equity, and builds
collective resilience.



As we move through IVY 20206, we're calling on
governments, individual volunteers, nonprofit

and charitable organizations, corporations, and
foundations to join us as partners in implementing

the NVAS.

fter several years of
research and engagement,
we can now speak more
confidently about what

the sector needs, where barriers
persist, and where solutions

and opportunities exist. As we
prepare to launch this strategy,
we need you as partners in

implementation and ownership.

Volunteer Canada is energized
by the vision of a Canada where
everyone belongs, participates,
and thrives through a vibrant
culture of volunteering and civic
engagement that strengthens
communities, advances equity,
and builds collective resilience.

We remain committed to

helping build an environment

that brings this vision to life by
being advocates, researchers,
subject matter experts, and
implementation partners as the
strategy moves from development
to action in Fall 2026.



Jointhe conversation and help us
shape the future of volunteering
InCanada.

Visitvolunteerstrategy.ca
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