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ABSTRACT 
The introduction and development of volunteer administration and management has led to bet

ter functioning volunteer organizations, but "management" is the wrong word to use in all orga
nizational settings with volunteers. Management certainly is not correct terminology when refer
ring to the relationship between a national headquarters and the local, volunteer-run chapters of 
national volunteer organizations. This can be explained by the lack of essential organizational con
trol in those organizations, the abstract nature of shared values and practices, and the difficulty of 
imposing sanctions. For this complicated relationship to work, other types of governance are 
needed that incorporate the complexity, diversity, and dynamics of the relationship between the na
tional organization and its members. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Is it possible to "control" or change the 

behavior of volunteers at the local and re
gional levels of national volunteer organi
zations? This is a major managerial and 
governing challenge for any national fed
eration of all-volunteer affiliates in local 
municipalities. From the perspective of the 
national organization, a certain level of 
consistency in the functioning of local 
chapters is needed to be successful. On the 
other hand, local chapters must be free to 
adjust national policies to local needs. 

As a rule, general policies and practices 
are supposed to be the same in all local 
chapters. These policies and practices can 
be very precisely formulated and strict, 
but they can also be very vague. Exam
ples of policies are: the organization only 
allows men to be members, is open to 
both men and women, or that the board 
must be at least 25 percent female. Experi
ence shows that some policies are easier 
to implement at the local level than oth-

ers. Is it a problem if local chapters take it 
upon themselves to circumvent or change 
the policies? 

The ideas presented in this article are 
based on research done in large organiza
tions in the Netherlands with a national 
scope. Some of the Dutch organizations 
have more than 1,000 local chapters with 
more than 20,000 volunteers nationwide. 
Bear in mind there are only 630 munici
palities in the Netherlands! Volunteers 
perform the primary functions of these 
organizations, and the local and regional 
levels are entirely volunteer-run. At the 
national level there is paid staff, but no or
ganization has more than 50 employees. 
The regional organizations have an im
portant function in the internal democ
racy of the organization by gathering the 
opinions of local chapters as well as sup
porting them. However, sometimes they 
develop procedures and activities of their 
own that differ from the levels above and 
below them. 
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VOLUNTEERS AND THE 
CONCEPT OF "MANAGEMENT" 

A popular definition of management is 
the process of "planning, organizing, di
recting, and controlling the activities of 
employees in combination with other re
sources to accomplish stated organiza
tional goals" (Steers, et al., 1985). The effec
tiveness of certain styles of management 
depends on the situation, and so man
agers must be able to "read situations" 
(Morgan, 1986). In transferring man
agement skills from companies with paid 
staff to national organizations which man
age volunteers, one crosses two borders: 
the border between for-profit and non
profit organizations, and the border be
tween paid and unpaid staff. These differ
ences have been researched and described 
elsewhere. 

Volunteer management and administra
tion is still a relatively young professional 
area. It is rather well developed in the 
United States compared to the Nether
lands. Its scarce literature is largely U.S.
based, too. The literature concentrates on 
subjects such as the place of volunteers 
within organizations, who directs or coor
dinates them, how to design volunteer 
jobs, and paid/volunteer staff relations. 
There is also literature on functional man
agement areas such as marketing and 
public relations, fund raising, and recruit
ing and selecting volunteers. The applica
tion of general management tools has cer
tainly given volunteer organizations a 
framework and direction. 

Even in the most specialized volunteer 
literature, suggested management practices 
are built upon clear relationships between 
people and organizational levels. Mostly 
these imply hierarchical and functional re
lationships in volunteer settings such as 
non-profit agencies where organizational 
control is accepted or easily enforced. The 
situation changes when it comes to national 
volunteer organizations with local chapters. 

Pearce (1993) makes clear that organiza
tional control of volunteers is largely 
based on three elements: 1) personal rela
tionships; 2) utilizing volunteers for tasks 

they find personally satisfying; and 3) ap
peals to shared values. 

Every organization has "core" volun
teers and more peripheral volunteers. Core 
volunteers usually spend more time with 
the organization, give priority to their 
membership commitments, and are highly 
visible to other members. Peripheral vol
unteers do what they are asked to do be
cause of the person who does the asking, 
and not necessarily because of the position 
the person holds. Meaningful assignments 
and appeals to shared values can be effec
tive as control mechanisms under certain 
conditions, but personal relationships are 
the primary force with which all-volunteer 
organizations get their work done. 

MANAGEMENT MISTAKES 
AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL 

All national organizations develop in
ternal systems for making decisions and 
setting new policies. For example, they 
may call a meeting of local or regional rep
resentatives to set national policies. Some
times the role of this meeting is simply to 
"applaud" decisions that the national 
board and paid staff have come up with, 
but sometimes this national meeting is in
deed the place where there is discussion 
about decisions. The accepted point of 
view is that all local chapters will follow 
these decisions because their representa
tives were involved in the process. 

Absolutely wrong. 
Local chapters rarely function as the na

tional level expects. Often local chapters 
do their best and are not intentionally 
doing things differently from national pol
icy, but they focus their activities on the 
primary mission of the organization
what it was established to do for the com
m unity. Local chapters may not have 
much interest in national concerns such as 
producing standard financial reports, 
fund raising to support the national office 
staff, or even recruiting new members if 
there is no immediate local shortage. The 
perspective and priorities at the local level 
are rarely the same as at the national level. 
Requests from or campaigns developed 
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by the national office are postponed or for
gotten. 

There are also those local chapters that 
just want to do their work differently. 
They develop different solutions from 
those suggested by the national level. 
They may not even open the mail from the 
national office. Cynics say that within ten 
miles of the drive home from the national 
meeting such members have already in
vented ways of dodging the supposedly 
agreed-upon policies. 

Here is one example from the Nether
lands. A membership organization has ac
tivities for children from 6 to 17 years of 
age. At 17 the youth must decide if they 
want to become volunteers or leave the or
ganization. Frequently they leave at age 14 
or 15 because they feel they already have 
accomplished all the exciting things avail
able. To prevent early departures, the or
ganization developed a national policy for 
local chapters prohibiting popular activi
ties for 6-to-8-year-old children such as 
outdoor camping and special games. Only 
teenagers would get this chance. 

Nevertheless, some local chapters con
tinued to sponsor the most popular events 
with young children. To gain control, the 
national level tried to sanction these chap
ters by cancelling insurance for the forbid
den activities. In response, some local 
chapters simply obtained different insur
ance. Meanwhile, the local chapters that re
belled against national policy continued to 
use the nation?! name and image. 

Traditional management techniques 
seem to be ineffective in creating local 
chapters that function as hoped for by the 
national level. It is not easy to direct local 
chapters, let alone control them, without 
losing them altogether. Here are some rea
sons for the "failure" of management tech
niques in these situations. 

ABSENT PERSONAL 
RELATIONS AND CONTACTS 

In the Netherlands and the United 
States contact between the national level 
and local chapters is very limited and im-
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personal. The balance between the num
bers of paid staff and volunteers at the na
tional level and volunteers at the local 
level is so uneven (the average in the 
Dutch study is 200 national versus 15,000 
local) that it is almost impossible to have 
personal contacts with most, if not all, 
volunteers. The nati9nal level can try to 
reach everyone through a newsletter or 
member magazine. But will individual 
members read, understand, and follow 
national "management" requests? 

Most organizations do try to have reg
ular written and oral contact with mem
bers of local boards, especially chairpeo
ple, secretaries, and treasurers. But 
research indicates that a lot of the mail 
coming from the national level (by some 
guesses, as high as 20 percent) is opened 
too late, or not at all. Attendance at na
tional meetings of specific officers can be 
as poor as 50 percent. 

National volunteers and staff tell many 
stories about the difficulties they have 
getting in touch with someone at the local 
level. There are stunning examples of 
local chapters never returning telephone 
calls, refusing to use answering machines, 
endlessly postponing meetings with rep
resentatives from the national level, and 
failing to inform the national office about 
name and address changes. 

ORGANIZATIONAL CONTROL 
AND GEOGRAPHIC DISTANCE 

Of course geographical distance is also 
an important factor. Not only does dis
tance hinder communication by making it 
less frequent, less personal, and more ex
pensive, but it also prevents people from 
meeting each other in accidental, informal 
ways. In local volunteer organizations, 
members are likely to meet each other in 
the street or in malls, schools, and 
churches. At these moments members are 
reminded of the commitments they made 
to the organization or, to put it more pre
cisely, to the neighbor they meet. The ef
fect of distance can be felt even at the re
gional level. 



THE ABSTRACT NATURE 
OF SHARED VALUES 

Organizational control is helped by 
shared values, and practices based upon 
these values. These form the traditions or 
mores of the organization. The more simi
lar the mores among the local chapters of 
an organization, the more they contribute 
to organizational control. In the biggest 
national organizations any similarity of 
values across the entire organization is of 
a very abstract nature or perhaps more of 
an illusion than real. 

One group studied in the Netherlands 
is a merger of three different Christian
based churches. Most local chapters of this 
organization open their meetings with a 
Bible reading. Some also pray. But there 
are other chapters that just start with the 
business at hand. Although the national 
organization believes it has a sound, 
shared-values basis in religion, moving 
from chapter to chapter shows differences 
between mores and practices. Effective be
havior is different in different chapters. 
The differences are so strong that some 
members are not accepted in all chapters. 

Another organization officially de
cided that their policy would be for local 
chapters to develop their own activities 
and carry them out as they wished. For 
example, local groups decide themselves 
if they want mixed boys and girls activi
ties, allow girls to be members, or 
whether to require uniforms. Such a pol
icy of local decision-making is easy to 
"control" from the national level, but as 
each local group evolves its own pro
grams, connection to the national level 
and any set of shared values becomes in
creasingly vague. Eventually it can be 
questioned whether allowing each local 
chapter to be independent will produce 
sufficient shared values for total organi
zational success. 

SANCTIONS AND THE NEED FOR 
CONTINUING RELATIONSHIPS 

Volunteer management practices allow 
organizations to remove non-functioning 
volunteers. If the organization's volun-

teers fail to meet their obligations, those 
already in peripheral roles simply will not 
be asked again. This is not as easy with 
core volunteers. 

In order to be willing to deal with 
members who are not contributing as de
sired, organizations must feel confident 
that it is possible to find new volunteers. 
The situation is made more difficult in the 
Netherlands where many churches, grass
roots organizations, self-help and advo
cacy groups knowingly accept people as 
volunteers who are refused elsewhere. In 
addition, at the national level it is not so 
easy to terminate a relationship with a 
local volunteer, especially since local vol
unteers who have contact with the na
tional level are almost certainly core vol
unteers in their chapters (Sills, 1957). Even 
trying to fire such members would cer
tainly lead to a big political fight between 
the national and local boards, a fight that 
would end in a Pyrrhic victory. 

DISCUSSION 
So the question arises: What should na

tional organizations do to "control" or 
change the behavior of volunteers at the 
local and regional levels instead of man
aging them? 

It is clear that most local chapters do ac
cept the leadership of the national level, 
and try to implement national policies as 
well as they can. There are techniques that 
can be used to try to get sufficient consis
tency at the local level, but "manage
ment" it is not. The concept of manage
ment is based upon clear relationships 
between the managers and those who are 
managed. Such a relationship between 
national headquarters and local chapters 
simply cannot be clarified even with at
tempts at written contracts. It is too easy 
for local chapters to dodge such agree
ments on the basis that they outline in
tent, not rules. 

New models of interaction are needed 
that go beyond traditional management, 
and that keep in mind the uncertain 
nature of the relationship between the 
national and local levels of an organiza-
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tion. Three different types of interaction 
and "governability" (Kooiman, 1993) are 
being studied, and preliminary results 
were reported at the 1996 I.C.V.A. in 
Boston. The more· concrete results are 
presented here. 

KEEP IT SIMPLE 
A national board must work continu

ously to keep the organization simple. 
National policies must be uncomplicated, 
and limited to important issues that relate 
to the primary processes of the organiza
tion. This means making as few demands 
as possible on the volunteers, especially 
beyond the mission. 

For example, a simple plan for dividing 
money between the levels (national gets 
33 percent of local member contributions) 
is easier than a complex formula (national 
gets the first $36 paid by every member, 
45 percent of the next $64, and 25 percent 
of the balance). The more complicated, 
the more anxious local treasurers become. 

Simplification is useful in determining 
activities, too. For example, one Dutch or
ganization involves 23,000 volunteers in 
1,300 local chapters for visits with lonely, 
sick, and old people "just for a friendly 
talk" in their own homes. It is very tempt
ing for the national level to prescribe in a 
very detailed way how many visits should 
be made, and what should occur during 
the visits. Instead, the organization has a 
very simple national policy which is that 
volunteers and the people they visit de
cide together on the frequency and type of 
visits. The only requirements are that the 
volunteers must go to the home for a visit, 
and they must respect the privacy of the 
people they visit. 

TRUST 
Local chapters must have trust in the na

tional board and paid staff, and in the inter
nal democratic procedures that lead to a 
decision. To gain such acceptance, the na
tional board visibly must represent the 
mission and core practices of the organiza
tion. Trust can be created by developing 
quasi-personal contact between the na-
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tional and local levels. For example, organi
zations can establish a "visit national head
quarters" program for local volunteers. 

One national organization studied has a 
program in which every week two local 
groups (60 volunteers) visit the national 
office. They are welcomed and entertained 
by the C.E.O., not by a public relations 
staff member. The mission and accepted 
practices are presented and discussed. 
After five years of such visits the plan 
started paying off in some unexpected 
ways. Now at local and regional meetings 
people who have participated in visits to 
headquarters stand up and say that "the 
paid staff in the national office work very 
hard, are honest, and must be trusted." 

SUPPORT 
Research indicates that national level 

support of local chapters can be effective 
in implementing policies and practices. 
Instead of intervening, and laying down 
the "law" about what the national organ
ization wants, the national office can fos
ter compliant local chapter behavior by 
providing needed and wanted support. 
Such support can be given through 
ready-to-use materials, consultations 
from experts, workshops, training, and 
all kinds of resources. 

Using such support materials to imple
ment policies and practices requires a 
good sense of timing and the right ap
proach. The wrong way to do it is to send 
materials to local groups and insist that 
these resources be used. Instead, offer the 
materials, explaining that the local chap
ters may use them if helpful and making 
sure the materials are of excellent quality. 
The trick is to balance insistence with sug
gestion. 

Part of a good support system can be 
local chapters helping local chapters. In 
some organizations, the national level 
identifies "model" chapters and asks 
them to share with other chapters their 
methods and results in implementing a 
new national policy. Fellow local volun
teers generally have more credibility than 
paid national staff. 



But there are also pitfalls to avoid. One 
organization studied has a strict bylaw 
defining the allowable forms of coopera
tion with other organizations. To help en
force it, they produced a list of twenty 
mistakes made by local chapters in coop
era ting with others. They attached press 
clippings, photos, and original letters to 
drive the point home. The impact of this 
material is negative and ineffective. Local 
groups learn only about non-allowed 
forms of cooperation, and fear becoming 
the bad examples for next year. As a re
sult, many local groups have decided not 
to cooperate with other organizations at 
all, which is not good. 

OTHER ISSUES 
Management techniques must also be 

modified and adapted in volunteer groups 
in which the members are, in turn, repre
sentatives of other groups and organiza
tions. Here again, personal relations-so 
vital to control and consistency-are often 
weak. This is compounded by the problem 
of priorities. It can be expected that priority 
will be given to one's own organization, 
but not to the group where one is only a 
representative. 

Some volunteers as individuals have 
problems with "management." For some, 
volunteering is a way of doing work 
where they can be autonomous, the boss. 
Volunteering can be a second chance for 
people who feel undervalued in other 
contexts, or even a last resort for some. 
Often such volunteers are highly moti
vated and perform well, but they can be 
tremendously resistant to change within 
organizations. 

Management can also be the wrong term 
for volunteers in policy-making roles. 
These people are often well-educated and 
may be managers themselves in different 
settings. 

A final point is that a "disenchantment" 
with traditional models of volunteer man
agement can be observed in the United 
States (Ellis, 1995) whereby volunteers 
seek more flexibility and independence 
than simply as assistants to paid staff. 

A FINAL REMARK 
In conclusion, management is a useful 

instrument for organizing volunteer work. 
A volunteer's time should never be 
wasted (Ellis, 1986), and good planning, 
organizing, directing, and controlling are 
effective. But one should not overestimate 
the potential for managing volunteers, 
particularly in all-volunteer, national orga
nizations. In real-life situations, direction 
and control are limited in such organiza
tions, and other methods must be found 
that allow more of a contribution by indi
vidual volunteers. Needed are techniques 
that do not try to reduce the complexity, 
diversity, and dynamics of the relationship 
between the national organization and its 
members, but which incorporate these 
forces. Indeed, more research is needed to 
clarify the relationships between different 
types of organizational settings in which 
volunteers are active, and the options 
available for new managerial approaches. 
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