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A
BOUT a year ago, a volunteer coordinator showed me a book he 
thought I had never seen. It was a copy of Marlene Wilson's 
The Effective Management of Volunteer Programs (1976). I was 

,urprised that he thought I might not be familiar with it because the 
hook is a classic in the field where I have been doing research and 
''"aching for over a decade. It was analogous to showing a physician 
., copy of an elementary biology text. In our previous conversation, I 
haJ told him I was a college professor doing research on volunteering, 
.,11 introduction that should have indicated I had some expertise. 
Rdlccting back, however, I no longer think he was implying I was 
,m,nformed; he was introducing me to a field that he had himself 
dhcovered after he started his job. Over the years, I have met several 
-"lumeer administrators like him who believed for a time that they 
·' nc tn a unique job. They are surprised to learn there is a field called 
·' ,lumeer administration and people like me who have devoted a 
,rt·at deal of time to studying volunteerism. 

Another incident highlights a different facet of the limited under
: .in ding of volunteerism and volunteer administration. A student in 
' ~raduate-level course on volunteer management realized about a 
nirrcr of the way into the semester that managing volunteers was an 
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important part of her job. Her organization distributes funds for 
small business development outside the United States. The recipients 
are identified and the grants are monitored by field coordinators, 
many of whom, including Peace Corps volunteers, were involved 
with the organization as an extension of their work in economic 
development. Perhaps the job's title or the fact that coordinators were 
paid by someone obscured in her mind that these people were volun
teering for her organization. 

The publication of these rwo books marks an important step in 
the consolidation of our understanding of the nature of volunteering 
and key ingredients of successful volunteer programs. Both represent 
notable advances in the quality of available publications on the subject 
because they integrate practice-based observations with the now con
siderable amount of empirical research. For newcomers and experi
enced practitioners and researchers, they summarize sizable amounts 
of existing knowledge. Neither provides a definitive overview of the 
field. They complement each other and reflect the field's truly inter
disciplinary nature and the broad range of perspectives needed to 
fully understand volunteerism and to manage volunteers. 

Volunteers as Learners 
Writing from the perspective of adult education, Ilsley points out that 
"people can be challenged, inspired, and educated by exercising 
their right to volunteer" (p. 140). His book is at once a primer on 
volunteer management and a report of a four-year qualitative study. 
The research was guided by grounded theory, a strategy that begins 
with a broad focus where the researcher has few preconceived 
notions so that the experience or situation is understood from the 
vantage point of participants. Basic principles and theoretical per
spectives are "grounded" in the data and then compared with pre
vious research. 

Ilsley and his students interviewed volunteers and volunteer 
administrators and observed several programs. Two typologies are 
developed. One identifies different motivations; the other indicates 
several types of commitment. He describes five motives: social ser
vice volunteers mainly interested in helping clients, cause-oriented 
volunteers, consummatory or self-expressive volunteers concerned 
with enjoyment or personal expression, occupational/economic self
interest volunteers, and philanthropic/funding volunteers. Since mo
tivations change, understanding commitment, not only initial moti
vations, is critical for designing ways to increase retention. Four 
types of commitment are described: volunteer centered, where the 
main sense of loyalty is to other volunteers; organization centered, 
where the major connection is to the goals and policies of the orga
nization; and client or social vision centered. To these lists one 
could also add "reciprocal volunteers," who work for organizations 
that benefit themselves, their friends, or their families. 
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Volunteerism and Public Administration 
Brudney addresses his book to current and prospective public man
agers who typically work in settings where there is a great deal of 
collaboration with voluntary and community-based organizations. 
He points out that public administrators need to understand volun
teerism because of the large amount of government by proxy. Indeed, 
most services undetwritten by public funds are delivered by voluntary 
organizations. Public agencies also rely more on volunteers. Since the 
War on Poverty, citizen participation has become an important com
ponent of policy development, planning, and monitoring the delivery 
of services. More recently, reductions in public spending have led to 
the perception that volunteers are a source of labor that could buffer 
the impact of reduced funding. Like Ilsley, Brudney integrates his 
research (on the Small Business Administration's SCORE program) 
with a review of volunteer management issues. His intention is to 
assist students and public managers to develop an appreciation 
for the importance of volunteerism, understand basic management 
issues, and become aware of the limitations of volunteerism. 

Both books contain ideas and recommendations discussed in 
earlier books, especially Harriet Naylor's Volunteers Today (1973), Mar
lene Wilson's The Effective Management of Volunteer Programs (1976), 
and Susan Eilis's From the Top Down (1986). Brudney and Ilsley 
cover some of the same terrain and tend to reach many of the same 
conclusions on recruitment, orientation, training, retention, and the 
ambiguous and often precarious relationships between staff and vol
unteers. The books nonetheless represent significant advances. Their 
discussions are more thoughtful because they report research find
ings that often explain why current practices are effective. Some
ttmes the data provide no clear-cut guidelines. Instead, the books 
offer important perspectives so that practitioners can analyze their 
own programs. 

The books are disrinctive in another way: they do not exhibit 
unabiding and limitless enthusiasm for the benefits of volunteerism. 
While it is undoubtedly true that volunteerism has many virtues for 
individuals, organizations, and society, there are also circumstances 
,tnd conditions where paid labor is more efficient and cost effective. 

A common theme in the two books addresses a question that 
neither acrually poses but leaves implicit: Are volunteers unpaid staff? 
llrudney also offers some intriguing information concerning a second 
15sue, the limitations of voluntary labor. 

Volunteers as Unpaid Staff 
Thinking of volunteers as unpaid staff is fruitful for several reasons. 
It encourages managers to realize that time contributed by volunteers 
has an economic value. Were the volunteer not performing the job, 
·he organization might pay someone or do without the service or the 
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activity. Researchers have calculated the economic value of volunteer
ing since Wolozin (1976) first did in the mid 1960s. In 1989, the 
overall value of voluntary workers was estimated to be $170 billion, 
equivalent to 9.2 million full-time employees (Hodgkinson and Weitz
man, 1990). In the future, estimating the value or volunteer time may 
become standard practice in nonprofit organizations, an idea under 
consideration by the American Institute or Certified Public Accoun
tants. Viewing volunteers as "staff'' underscores their importance as a 
source of labor and might result in greater appreciation of their ser
vices and allocation of more resources to "employ" them. Regrettably, 
the notion of volunteers as unpaid staff has also led to the idea that 
they could replace paid staff when public spending is reduced. I was 
recently reminded of this attitude in a meeting between several depart
ments in my college and managers in a public agency. The managers 
were quite anxious to recruit our students as interns. As the discussion 
evolved, the organization's agenda became clear: they were not seek
ing interns who could be prospective employees, but cheap labor. 

Both Brudney and llsley point, for different reasons, to the limits 
of viewing volunteers as unpaid staff-what llsley calls the workplace 
metaphor. Brudney notes that it is not realistic to think volunteers can 
replace paid staff when spending is reduced because "citizens seem 
no more enamored with the idea of substituting for government per
sonnel than are volunteer scholars and practitioners, or the employees 
whose jobs might be at stake" (p. 34). Volunteers have quite a different 
place in public institutions. The assessment of their impact and impor
tance merits not only standard measures of their cost effectiveness 
but qualitative measures as well. Brudney (pp. 36-37) asserts: 

Volunteers are not the remedy for cutting government payrolls. 
Instead, their true value lies in supplementing and broadening the 
services provided to clients by regular staff. The participation by 
volumeers in public agencies to assist in the delivery of services will 
not lead to budgetary reductions and may, in fact, produce some 
slight growth in expenditures. Bur public officials should nor be 
deterred: The approach possesses significant economic advantages. 

Chief among them is the potential to increase the cost-effec
tiveness of services . ... That is, while the benefits possible to clients 
through volunteer involvement in government programs elude pre
cise statistical calculation, the method can help public agencies to 

hold costs down in achieving a given level of service, or to increase 
services for a fixed level of expenditures. 

The qualities that volunteers bring, what Brudney calls the vol
unteer intangible, can be attributed to some important differences 
between volunteers and paid staff. The absence of monetary rewards 
is central. It means that their services are perceived quite differently 
by clients, who are often acutely aware that their altruism is unfettered 
by a concern with monetary rewards. This was the reason why charity 
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organization societies a century ago viewed volunteers as superior to 
paid workers (Lubove, 1969). Because clients sometimes distinguish 
between volunteers and paid employees, quantitative measures such 
as the number of volunteers and their economic value do not ade
quately gauge their impact because "in no way could one assess the 
price or monetary equivalent of the empathy, caring, and regard that 
committed volunteers routinely show clients" (Brudney, p. 67). Since 
their ties to an organization are different from paid staff, they some
times "enjoy relatively great latitude to place the needs of the client 
before those of the organization" (p. 67). This quality, Brudney sug
gests, sometimes creates a greater sense of trust between volunteers 
and clients because of the absence of financial rewards, and "in 
general, volunteers possess closer ties to the community served and 
greater knowledge about it than do paid employees" (p. 68). Unlike 
most of Brudney's assertions, this one is appealing but not substanti
ated by empirical data. I would venture a guess that it will remain 
unsubstantiated inasmuch as formal volunteers, like paid staff, tend to 
be better educated and more affiuent than the clients they serve. The 
assertion might, however, be more accurate for informal volunteers. 

Limitations of the Workplace Analogy 
Ilsley provides some reasons for why some managerial techniques 
developed for paid staff are inappropriate and need to be adopted 
selectively: "Professionalization of volunteer organizations has an 
undoubted appeal .... Increased organization has made at least some 
volunteer organizations able to carry out their missions more efficiently 
and effectively. These gains may come, however, at too high a price. 
Professionalism tends to produce an increased rigidity, an organiza
tional 'hardening of the arteries,' that alienates volunteers. Rather than 
heing simply welcomed as people who have a desire to serve, entering 
volunteers are screened, trained, supervised, and fitted into predeter
mined slots. They are treated like interchangeable objects rather than 
like people with individual interests and abilities" (p. 87). 

A common idea in most books and articles on volunteer admin
i ,;,crarion is that it is easier to recruit and retain volunteers to occupy 
rositions that offer opportunities for self-actualization. Ilsley offers 
,everal welcome but unorthodox observations. He points out that 
'hallenging and interesting volunteer positions are not universally 
:"tractive. Some people prefer routine and mundane work responsi
:id1ttes when they are for organizations whose goals match their own. 
'le also suggests that some volunteers do not want to be treated like 
,raff"; although they are interested in "working," they are not willing 

:,-) attend meetings or training sessions. 
The book includes other evidence of the limits of the workplace 

,nalogy. Because volunteers are not really unpaid workers, they are 
'
1me1rmes unwilling to conform to bureaucratic procedures like filing 

·,·rans, a point also made by Brudney. 

I 
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Ilsley offers some management strategies based on his research 
Highly structured programs incorporating conventional management 
procedures like job descriptions and pre- and in-service training are 
not necessarily the optimal approach for all organizations. instead, 
he recommends that programs include as few rules as necessary. 
Administrators should view themselves as facilitators of learning-as 
liaisons, not "drill sergeants," who can increase commitment by pro
viding opportunities for volunteers to express their feelings and their 
opinions and participate in decision making. Programs should toler
ate diversity and encourage informal support among volunteers. 
Although Ilsley does not mention the similarities, his recommenda
tions suggest that volunteer administrators might begin to adopt man
agerial practices developed in Japanese factories. 

The Place of Volunteers in Organizations 
Both books provide some fresh views on the limitations of viewing 
volunteers as unpaid staff. Another concern in Brudney's book are 
the circumstances where volunteers are not appropriate. In their 
enthusiasm for promoting the effective use of volunteers, many in the 
field have a myopic view, thinking perhaps that with proper screen
ing, training, and retention procedures, volunteers can perform most 
if not all tasks. Brudney is more cautious. He describes some circum
stances where volunteer use may not be appropriate. One is especially 
striking in light of the fact that a great deal of fire fighting in the 
United States is done by volunteers (Perkins, 1987): "A national study 
of volunteer fire departments concluded that even though volunteer 
forces in small towns required less public revenue, they sustained 
greater losses due to fire, which contributed to considerably higher 
total costs borne by citizens" (Brudney, p. 54 ). Volunteers are also 
inappropriate in some circumstances because they are not guided by 
the universalistic principles of human service professions and bureau
cratic organizations. Researchers have documented instances where 
volunteers only serve clients of their choosing; engage in racial dis
crimination; openly disagree with client's values that differ from their 
own; and publicly discuss them, thereby violating client confidentiality. 

Developing New Management Strategies 
These books offer novices and experienced students of volunteer ad
ministration some new ideas and careful research reviews. One hopes 
that they will accomplish at least rwo things. First, they will dissemi
nate useful research findings to practitioners, most of whom lack for
mal education in nonprofit management. They might not provide 
practitioners with a list of how to's but will assist them to realize that 
fostering and enhancing volunteerism is a complex enterprise. Sec
ond, they indicate some directions for future research. As we continue 
to refine our understanding of when, how, and why people volunteer 
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and the circumstances that enable them to continue to work, !lsley's 
typologies of motivations and types of volunteers provide a useful 
direction. Brudney reminds us that there are instances where volun
tary labor is appropriate but other cases where paid staff are more 
effective. 

The first quarter century of writing about volunteerism has 
taught us that volunteers are unpaid workers whose activities often 
have an important economic value. Application of management prin
ciples for paid staff has improved the ways volunteers are recruited 
and increased the chances that their desire to work is properly chan
neled. The workplace analogy has its limits, however, and these books 
point to some important new directions for consideration. Although 
volunteers are unpaid staff, they bring many other qualities to their 
work. Perhaps in the next quarter century, future work will explore 
ways that volunteers are not unpaid staff, a line of inquiry that can 
provide clearer insight into the commitment of volunteers, as well as 
paid employees. 

SUSAN M. CHAMBRE is associate professor of sociology at Baruch College 
and a research fellow at the Center for the Study of Philanthropy, City 
University of New York. 
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