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In the past few years there has been 
increasing interest among volunteer advo
cates in the field regarding the application 
of cost-benefit analysis techniques to 
volunteer programs. Both privately-funded 
and publicly-funded volunteer programs are 
finding out that they are competing for 
increasingly scarce resources and that 
they must find new ways of justifying their 
costs and benefits. 1 

In the public sector in particular, 
there is concern with how to acquire the 
funds to develop more volunteer programs, 
especially within those government agencies 
receiving their support from states where 
significant resource constraints would appear 
to exist. It is becoming increasingly obv
ious that if expansion of the voluntary 
sector is to become a reality, legislators 
must be persuaded of the desirability of such 
a course of action through the presentation 
of some kind of analysis of either existing 
or planned programs. In short, in 11cost
conscious times" ways must be found to 
justify what are believed to be necessary 
and important appropriations. 
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A recent survey done by the Missouri 
Volunteer Office concerning the attitudes 
of state agency administrators found lack 
of resources may be the inhibiting factor 
in the expansion of existing programs and 
the development of new ones. This was the 
case both for those with volunteer programs 
in their agencies and those without. In 
response to the question, "An agency's 
budget is often such that it cannot sustain 
a volunteer program", 35% of the respondents 
considered this an "important obstacle" and 
36% viewed it as "somewhat important", with 
only 29% responding that it was "no obstacle" 
at all. 

On the positive side, it is worthwhile 
to note that most survey respondents 
believed in concept that the benefits of 
volunteer programs would exceed the costs. 
In response to the question, "The costs of 
volunteer programs tend to outweigh the 
benefits", only 3% felt it to be "definitely 
true" and only 7% felt it was "probably 
true". Sixty-four percent felt it was 
either "probably not true" or "not true 11

, 

with 25% responding that they did not know 
or were not sure. 

It is perhaps encouraging to volunteer 
advocates to see that such a large majority 
of agency administrators agree with the 
concept that benefits of volunteer pro-
grams will outweigh the costs. But the 
question is how to establish this in a more 
concrete fashion. Indeed, a quarter of the 
survey respondents honestly were "not 
sure" on this question and no doubt this 



is the case with the many legislators and 
department directors who play a crucial role 
in the ultimate outcome of the competition 
for resources. It is imperative that vol
unteer programs impress upon legislators 
and department heads a substantiated case 
for additional support in this area. The 
Missouri Volunteer Office survey found that 
most volunteer programs in the state pre
sently give little thought to the calculation 
of costs and benefits and that, regretably, 
many do not even have needed record-keeping 
systems. This is understandable, for 
certainly cost-benefit analysis is an issue 
fraught with confusion, ambiguity, and an 
aura of "mystery". But it need not be so. 
The purpose of this paper is to attempt 
to put cost-benefit analysis for volunteer 
programs into perspective; to examine what 
cost-benefit analysis is and what it 
involves; and to explore ways in which it 
might be applied to the evaluation of the 
volunteer programs. 

The most common criticism advanced 
regarding the application of cost-benefit 
analysis to volunteer programs is that the 
benefits of such programs are impossible 
to measure. A common attitude expressed 
by survey respondents in answering the cost
benefit question was that the benefits from 
volunteer programs are "immeasurable in 
monetary terms" and that these benefits 
constitute "intangible assets". This is 
true of many government programs and is a 
fact often emphasized in the professional 
literature. As Robert Dorfman writes, "the 
government tends to intervene in precisely 
those markets in which prices are either 
lacking or are seriously divergent from 
social values. It is inherent in government 
enterprises ... that market prices cannot be 
used in appraising their social contribu
tions. 112 Dorfman would probably categorize 
volunteer programs as contributing to "goods 
that are characterized by external economies 
of consumption", which is to say that "the 
consumer of (the) goods or service is not the 
sole beneficiary, and the amount he is 
willing to pay does not measure the entire 
value of the good to society".3 But at the 
same time, Dorfman does not conclude that 
cost-benefit analysis should not be attempted 
but says that "some economic basis is needed 
for judging which potential government under
takings are worthwhile and which are not" 
and that "benefit-cost analysis provides 
this basis". 4 

Other writers, too, have dealt with 
this question of "intangible" or "incommen
surable" costs and benefits, which is to 
say, costs and benefits that either cannot 
be quantified or if they~ be quantified, 
"cannot be valued in any market sense 11 .S 
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What is most important to note is that in 
dealing with this question, all of these 
writers appear in agreement with Dorfman's 
conclusion that it is not a factor that 
precludes analysis, although they would 
hold that it is a factor that may alter 
the specific cost-benefit app~oach 
undertaken (Feldstein, 1964:356-7; Howard, 
1973:116; Prest & Turvey, 1972:87; Rady, 
1974:123). In fact one writer, Hussein 
Rady, feels that "it is necessary to empha
size that there does not exist yet a 
clearly defined and universally accepted 
method of cost-benefit analysis, nor can 
there be one, since cost-benefit analysis 
'is a way of thinking'". 6 Richard Layard 
concurs with Rady and goes somewhat further, 
stating that ''there is no problem, public 
or personal, to which its broad ideas could 
not in principle be applied".7 

Thus despite the acknowledged diffi
culties, it is generally believed that 
cost-.benefi t analysis can and should be 
attempted in any area of government 
activity, with the approach altered to fit 
the circumstances. The question then be
comes what form of cost-benefit analysis 
is most appropriate to volunteer programs. 
I would submit, after reviewing the litera
ture on cost benefit analysis, that the 
approach most appropriate to volunteer 
programs is the somewhat modified version 
of cost-benefit analysis known as cost
effectiveness analysis. And this~ 
precisely so because of the difficulty of 
being unable to quantify benefits discussed 
earlier. The cost-effectiveness approach 
is particularly suited to those areas where 
the benefits are totally incapable of 
monetary valuations. As Layard says, 
"whenever cost-benefit analysis becomes 
impossible, since the benefits cannot be 
valued, it is still useful to compare the 
cost of providing the same benefit in 
different ways. This is called cost
effectiveness analysis and is regularly 
used in defense, public health and other 
fields. Apart from not valuing benefits, 
the procedures are exactly the same as in 
cost-benefit analysis 11 .B 

The procedure for cost-effectiveness 
analysis is explained in more concrete terms 
by S. Kenneth Howard and a careful reading 
of his explanation will suggest its appli
cability to volunteer programs. According 
to Howard: 

"In cost-effectiveness studies, one 
factor (either cost or effectiveness) is 
varied, but not both simultaneously. In 
other words, alternatives are evaluated in 
terms of the amount of the objective 
(effectiveness) they accomplish for a given 



cost, or for their ability to accomplish a 
fixed objective (that is, to achieve the 
desired level of effectiveness) at a 
reduced cost. This form of analysis re
quires that either the costs to be incurred 
or the objectives to be accomplished be 
fixed before the other grouping of factors 
can be varied. 119 

A volqnteer program analysis using this 
approach would work from a fixed objective, 
which is closely related to the mission of 
its sponsoring agency or is more or less an 
extension of that agency's purpose. It 
would show the variation in cost between 
using paid employees to accomplish the 
objective and the cost of coordinating 
volunteers to do the work. Although there 
are costs involved in coordinating volun
teers and they do "require a significant 
investment of staff time and agency money 11

, 10 
a cost-effectiveness approach such as this 
will serve to clearly portray their inherent 
advantages in terms of cost-effectiveness 
and their capacity to "minimize costs for a 
desired level of ... benefits. "11 

Those who may hold reservations about 
the value of this kind of analysis for vol
unteer programs may feel that volunteer 
advocates have no rationale for working from 
a fixed objective--outside the fact that one 
has to begin somewhere--and that, given the 
political uncertainties, the analysis will 
not·really change things much. However, there 
is the notion alluded to earlier, that the 
objectives of a volunteer program do not 
vary that drastically from those of the 
sponsoring agency. Volunteer jobs are con
sidered a form of "supplementary assistance" 
(Bolstad & Ginsberg, 1962:56) meaning that 
their contribution, while undeniably unique, 
is in itself an extension of the mission of 
the agency. Thus what we are in fact 
talking about is "selecting alternative 
approaches to the achievement of a benefit 
already determined to be worth achieving, 
i.e., the benefit is taken for granted 
(having been defined as politically desir
able)" with the object of analysis "to 
ascertain the minimum cost of achieving it. 1112 
This positive concept needs to be kept in 
mind and emphasized in the analysis for it 
could be very influential in a political 
context if and when the possibility arises 
that additional appropriations will be 
made in the interest of raising the level 
of benefits provided by an agency. 

The implication here is, of course, 
that recognition of the political~ in 
which an analysis will be examined is very 
important. After all, the desired recip
ients of the analysis are those with 
decision making power and influence over 
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resources. Consequently, the analysis 
must be designed with their perspective in 
mind and be concerned with generating 
political acceptability. As Newton says, 
"like the individual, local and central 
government must operate within resource 
constraints" which "tend to depend upon 
what is politically acceptable as much as 
what is economically feasible 11

•
13 Elab

orating further, he says that "at the 
highest level, resource allocation deci
sions are guided by political ideals and 
moral philosophy" and thus take place 
"within political objectives. 1114 Hence 
volunteer advocates will want to stress the 
connection between volunteer programs and 
the already established political objec
tives evidenced in the very existence of 
agencies, as well as to stress the ideas 
that make volunteerism part of our entire 
nation's "moral philosophy", and which are 
ideas that can be operationalized. 

Some would even question whether the 
issue is really the unavailability of 
resources or whether it is equally an 
unwillingness to change. Howard is of the 
opinion that "resource limitations may be 
real in some instances but imaginary in 
others. Often what is lacking is the 
desire to use the resources available or 
to make the changes required to get the 
most effective results from the resources 
that are tapped."15 It is to be hoped that 
persistent efforts to present analysis to 
decision-makers will at long last jar some 
of this inertia and bring an end to indif
ference through the clear illustration 
that volunteer programs are an alternative 
that can "maximize the difference between 
social benefits and social costs", the 
latter commonly assumed to be the aim of 
most decision-makers (Dasgupta, 1972:21). 

Those conducting the analysis should 
be prepared to deal with some of the very 
reasonable doubts that may enter into the 
minds of the decision-makers. One critical 
question is posed by Charles N. Lebeaux and 
that is, "How can the volunteer-part time 
and irregular in his contribution, technic
ally untrained, without specific organiza
tional role, outside the chain of command 
--fit into (the bureaucratic) framework ... ?16 

That is, how can sizeable consistent bene
fits reasonably be assured under circum
stances such as these? The answer is not 
an easy one, but at the very least volun-
teer advocates can point to one thing that 
is known through experiences of the past 
and that is that "a volunteer coordinator 
is a prerequisite for a well-defined func
tioning program''l7 and that without the 
appropriations to support this expense, 
consistent benefits certainly cannot be 
assured. 



Additional points that the analyst 
thinks the decision-maker might raise should 
also be considered by the individual analyst 
beforehand and be included in the analysis. 
The important point to be remembered is, of 
course, that the goal of any form of cost
benefit analysis must be to provide the 
decision-makers with more and better infor
mation than otherwise available and to 
present that information in a readily 
accessible form. 

Hence, it is stressed that the volun
teer program analyst must consider the 
decision-maker by anticipating his questions 
and by emphazing the contribution of volun
teer programs to the maximization of polit
ical and economic objectives. The greatest 
force behind the latter emphasis on maxi
mizing objectives, indeed its major vehicle, 
will be the specifics of cost-effectiveness 
analysis iteslf; it will be the detailed 
aspects of the analysis that will provide 
the critical evidence, the crucial substan
tiation. The next consideration then must 
be what detailed procedure could be followed 
to establish the case for the volunteer 
program. 

First, it should be said that the vol
unteer advocate need not be intimidated by 
the word "analysis" nor by the necessity 
for complicated 11techniques 11 that it always 
seems to imply. As Howard says, "often de
tailed and complex studies are not necessary" 
and "much less sophisticated appraisals 
may produce adequate results". He suggests 
that "a more formal and thorough definition 
of the problem, but still not a detailed 
analysis, may be given in an issue paper".18 
For the purposes of volunteer program 
analysis we may want to think in terms of 
creating an issue paper of sorts, seeing as 
most of the analysis--beyond the estimations 
of costs--will not be quantifiable and much 
of the evaluation will be of a normative 
character. 

The first thing one would want to 
consider writing into the issue paper would 
be a specification of objectives or, put 
another way, a listing of the "criteria for 
success". Often these will constitute a list 
of abstract goals that one hopes to accom
plish via the volunteer program and will be 
11inextricably related to benefits" (Levine, 
1968:175) that one hopes to be able to 
provide. 

Several writers afford ideas about what 
these objectives might be. On a level per
haps too broad for our purposes, the object
tive or criterion for success might simply 
be 'doing good' in some sense" (Kershaw, 
1970:136). Or the goal might be "to help 
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individuals function better"· (Rivlin, 
1970:507) or to enhance "the integrity and 
well-being" of the client and chance "his 
attitudes and behavior" (Levine, 1968:176, 
174). Schlosser writes that volunteers 
were used in the Illinois Department of 
Children and Family Services to "assure 
better service to clients" and to "supple
ment the work of salaried staff ... enrich 
the lives of clients by making possible 
auxiliary services for which the depart
ment (had) neither staff nor·specific 
legislative mandate" and to "bring about 
greater public unde 1~tanding of the depart
ment and its work". Bolstad and Ginsberg 
write that volunteers used in state mental 
hospitals in Indiana served the goals of 
improving patient attitudes and bettering 
hospital atmosphere as well as serving 
the objectives of improving patient rehabil
itation and improving the integration of 
the hospital into the community (Bolstad 
& Ginsberg, 1962:53-6). 

Thus there are many different ways the 
objectives can be described and the list 
of objectives will always differ from pro
gram to program. Along with the objectives, 
it is conceivable that one could list the 
type of jobs or volunteer activities that 
exist, or would be developed, to accom
plish the objectives, supplemented with 
brief descriptions of these jobs or activ
ities. The purpose of this would simply be 
the provision of more information for the 
decision-maker. The decision-maker knows 
that the skills and talents of volunteers 
are used to meet the objectives but may 
want to know how or in what specific ways. 
The analyst can provide this information 
and should make every attempt to do so. 

The next step would be to itemize 
actual or estimated costs of coordinating 
volunteers to meet the objectives, dividing 
costs into those that are direct and those 
that are indirect. Volunteer programs 
that are extensions of government agencies 
will face at least two major problems in 
this area. One problem, which Steve Barshy 
says is "the most ob_vious", is the lack of 
good accounting data because "for some 
reason, all levels of government have been 
slow to adopt accounting practices that 
permit cost calculations for specific 
activities within any one agency", result
ing in a "dependence ... on educated guesses 
for determining program costs 11

•
20 The 

Missouri Volunteer Office found evidence 
in support of this contention in its 
survey of volunteer programs in state 
government, leading to a recommendation 
that more educational efforts be directed 
towards the development of record-keeping 
forms and procedures. In any event, this 





These figures would then be compared with 
the cost of inputs, as before, to determine 
cost-effectiveness. A typical figure that 
would result would be the number of times 
output, however valued, is greater than 
program cost inputs (Ulm, 1977-: 9) , or in 
other words, the ratio of program output to 
cost input. 

Another alternative for establishing 
the value of hours is for the analyst to 
consider each type of job individually and 
consider the general wage rate for that 
~ of work, either nationally or within 
the agency's locale. The rationale for this 
is that all wage rates for valuing volunteer 
time should be consistent with those paid 
for similar work in the labor market. Wage 
scales such as these have been developed by 
OEO an~ are available. 

A few other calculations could also be 
made if desired such as certain program unit 
costs (Bretning-Miller & Hill, 1976:9). One 
could figure the cost per volunteer by 
dividing total program cost by the number of 
volunteers involved; or one could figure 
cost per client served by dividing total 
program cost by number of clients served; or 
figure the cost per service hour by dividing 
total program cost by the number of hours of 
volunteer service. Each might be useful for 
providing additional information to those 
reading the analysis and would be especially 
useful if any evaluative comments or inter
pretations could be made from them. 

The next major procedural component to 
be dealt with is that of specifying bene
fits. A distinction should be noted here 
as to the difference between benefits and 
outputs. Too often the mistake is made of 
assuming that the money value of the hours 
contributed, once calculated, is the money 
value of the benefit. But it should be 
clear at this point that hours of service 
to clients is the output and the signifi
cance of the money value of those hours is 
simply its place in determining cost
effectiveness. If one wants to argue that 
cost-effectiveness is itself a benefit, 
that is quite another issue. But it must be 
realized that outputs only produce benefits 
and these benefits do exist in some form 
even though they defy measurement. 

Edith Exton, in writing about cost
benefit analysis in education, helps clarify 
this issue of the difference between outputs 
and benefits. She says that outputs are the 
more immediate measure and, in the case of 
education, consist of such things as the 
number of school districts receiving aid or 
the number of students enrolled in aided 
schools. On the other hand, benefits are 

Volunteer Administration 
Volume XI Number 1 

-18-

accomplishments or achievements--the 
ultimate output measure so to speak. These 
are such things as higher educational 
attainment on the part of disadvantaged 
children participating in the program as 
measured by tests or reductions in the 
school dropout rate (EXton, 1967:15-16). 

Alice Rivlin's experience in the 
Department of HEW, as she presents it, per
haps sheds further light on this issue. 
She says that measures of the outputs of . 
individual programs might be such things 
as "hospital beds constructed, teachers 
trained, patients served, persons partici
pating in basic literacy programs, etc." 
She says that "at best, these output 
measures are rough guides to what the pro
gram is buying" and can be useful in 
showing what would be given up if money 
is shifted from one program to another. 
Such statistics are better than no informa
tion on what the program is buying, "but 
they do not throw much light on what is 
actually being accomplished. They do not 
tell ... what the program is contributing to 
the health or education or welfare of the 
nation" .23 

The issue is then raised that if 
benefits are to be viewed in this way, it 
will often not be possible to attribute 
specific benefits to any one individual 
program. Several writers agree that this 
is frequently the case. Howard says that 
"it is often impossible, particularly in 
social service programs, to isolate the 
effects of different programs and other 
contributing factors. Too often systematic 
studies are based on highly debatable 
inferences as to what has been caused by 
what 11.24 It is the monumental question of 
how to "disentangle" effects (Rivlin, 1970: 
507), given that there are more influences 
acting upon outcomes than just the particu
lar program under analysis, from the simple 
passage of time to other government pro
grams (Kershaw, 1970:134). Hence benefits 
are not only difficult to quantify but are 
also difficult to specify and in many areas 
we find that outputs are better spoken of 
as producing "contributory" benefits. 

But still one will want to include 
something about potential benefits in the 
issue paper. It was previously established 
that most of the benefits of volunteer 
programs would be intangibles or incommen
surables that could not be valued in money 
terms. Yet to totally ignore them would 
be a great mistake for often decision-makers 
will not have given great thought to even 
the abstract benefits that might be contri
buted to the individuals involved or to 
the society as a whole. As Prest & Turvey 



say, such intangibles "are obviously 
important in many cases and, equally 
obviously, have to be presented to the 
decision maker in the prose which accom
panies the ... arithmetic, since they cannot 
be incorporated in the arithmetic itself. ,,2s 

It would appear that the analyst could 
break benefits- down into two areas, one 
being the more immediate, local benefits and 
the other being the more abstract, all 
encompassing benefits. For examples of 
immediate, local benefits that could be 
listed, one might consider the following: 
improved attitudes or improved morale on 
the pg;rt of the patient or client; improved 
atmosphere for patients or clients; improved 
relations between the agency and the commun
ity; increased quantity of services; im
proved quality of services; hastened reso
cialization or rehabilitation of certain 
kinds of clients; improved information 
through volunteer feedback; career re-entry 
for women; job creation; individual career 
experience. The list could go on and on and 
is perhaps only limited by the imagination 
of the analyst. The second area would be 
the more all-encompassing benefits which 
also tend to be at an even higher level of 
abstraction. These benefits would be such 
things as increased citizen involvement and 
the educational experience it provides, 
increased participatory democracy, improved 
citizenship, and increased attention to basic 
human needs. These, too, can no doubt be 
expanded upon. One thing well to note here 
is how closely related the benefits out-
lined are to the listing of objectives 
discussed earlier. 

An optional feature of the benefit 
listing might be to list the various parties 
or groups that would be affected by the 
volunteer program and which benefits accrue 
to which particular group. Here also could 
be noted the costs to any of these groups. 
The purpose of this would simply be clari
fication for the decision-maker. For volun
teer programs, the groups listed might be 
(1) the agency staff; (2) taxpayers; (3) 
current clients; (4) new clients; (5) the 
volunteers; and (6) society in general. A 
choice to use such a format might be guided 
by whether or not such an approach would 
provide useful and significant information 
to the decision-maker or whether it might 
give greater prominence to important, key 
points. 

Besides listing the benefits in some 
fashion, one would also want to provide some 
kind of support for a belief in the presence 
of such benefits. Since we have established 
that a quantified support in monetary terms 
is not possible, we must turn to some form 

of normative support, that is support 
consisting largely of qualitative judg
ments expressed in some fashion, through 
some medium. Evaluations by individuals, 
records of interviews, and surveys have 
been suggested as possibilities. 

Howard observes that "evaluations 
might be made by participants such as 
agency managers or members of the clientele 
themselves ... managers can evaluate pro
grams as well as their own performance. 
Except for voting and the general workings 
of the political process few devices have 
been developed for getting clientele 
evaluations". As to survey research, 
Howard says that "survey research, although 
rather expensive, may have potential for 
evaluating state programs and has been 
attempted in the field of vocational reha
bilitation 11

•
26 Prest and Turvey are also 

among those pointing to "consumer question
naires" as a possible means of gaining an 
idea of the importance of those intangible 
benefits that cannot be quantified 
(Prest & Turvey, 1972:87). 

Layard, on the other hand, provides 
the reasoning underlying such efforts. He 
writes: "If we assume that only people 
matter, the analysis naturally involves 
two steps. First, we must find out how 
the decision would affect the welfare of 
each individual concerned. To judge this 
effect we must ultimately rely on the 
individual's own evaluation of his mental 
state .... The second step is to deduce the 
change in social welfare implied br, all 
the changes in individual welfare. '27 
This seems to be a good rationale for the 
use of individual evaluations and surveys, 
especially when primarily intangible 
benefits are involved. The greatest draw
back of such approaches is that those with 
negative opinions might be afraid to 
express themselves and there is danger of 
one-sidedness. And what's more, it might 
provide decision-makers with a justifiable 
excuse for regarding the results lightly. 

From this, one can sense some impli
cations. For one thing, the evaluations 
must be balanced and admit areas where goals 
have not been entirely reached. This need 
not be detrimental to one's cause. There
fore, a crucial question to be answered in 
an interview or survey might deal with the 
issues of how things have changed since 
the volunteer program was initiated. For 
example, clients or agency personnel af
fected by the program might be asked if 
they perceive various differences because 
of the program or if they feel something 
has been added because of the program, 
with the responses rated on a scale for 
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the degree of intensity of the feeling. The 
possibilities o~ course are endless and 
here again limited only by the ingenuity and 1. 
imagination of the analyst. 

It is more than obvious that any 
evaluation of benefits will be extremely 
subjective and that, for the time being, 2. 
choices among social programs will continue 
to be made primarily on the basis of cost 
comparisons rather than on a comparison of 
measured benefits until better techniques 
can be developed for "measuring the diffused 
benefits of any social programs" (Report of 3. 
the Subcommittee on Economy in Government, 
1967:7). Specifically, emphasis in the 4. 
future needs to be placed on "measurement of 
the intangible social and psychological 5. 
benefits" (Levine, 1968; 176, 183). Until 
such developments appear; it is probably wise 
not to rely most heavily on the measurement 
of benefits for fear of being rejected out of 
hand, charged with presenting unreliable 
information, of questionable validity as 6. 
evidence. 

What has been attempted here is to 
suggest methods and procedures that might be 
used to apply the cost-benefit analysis 7. 
approach to government sponsored volunteer 
programs and to suggest important issues 
that might be raised and emphasized. The 
key to the whole process would appear to be 
innovation for there is certainly no con-
census of opinion about proper procedures to 8. 
be followed, even after fifteen or twenty 
years of development. There is no "right" 9. 
or "wrong" method although there are 
undoubtedly degrees of quality. What is 
required is fresh and inventive thought as 
well as a substantial measure of determi-
nation and concern, for it is a process that 10. 
will take considerable time and a good deal 
of effort, with favorable results far from 
assured. It is trite, to say the least, to 
make the appeal that "we must start some-
where" but this is essentially the issue 11. 
before us. Little analysis of this type has 
been conducted in the volunteer field and it 
would appear to be time at last for beginning 
to focus attention on the cost-effectiveness 
of programs with impressive but immeasurable 12. 
benefits. 
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