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MSW Attitudes Toward

Direct Service Volunteers

By L. S. "Arty" Trost
STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

Problem

In recent years the field of voluntar- ful in beginning to understand the rela-
ism has rapidly expanded to include services tionship between professional social
previously provided by_professionally trained workers and direct service volunteers.
social work personnel.! 1In many social
service situations the role of the MSW has 1. What are MSW perceptions of, and
become one of coordinating and facilitating attitudes toward, direct service
the efforts of "delivery of service" teams volunteers?
composed of themselves, volunteers, and
paraproffesionals. 2. Do MSWs employed in public

agencies have different percep-

The traditionally clear distinction tione of and attitudes toward
between the role of the professional and the diveet service volunteers than
role of the volunteer is becoming ambiguous MSHe employed in voluntary
as volunteers are utilized in positions that agencies?
require direct contact with clients, often
in stressful situations. As the widespread 3. Is there a correlation between
utilization of volunteers in more signifi- previous personal experience as
cant roles increases, prgfessiona] tension a volunteer and present attitudes
and resistance develops. and perceptions of volunteers?

At present, while there are many state- 4, Is there a difference in percep-
ments made about professional resistance tione and attitudes between
to volunteers, and many discussions about those MSWs who work directly
staff-volunteer relations, there is a paucity with direct service volunteers
of research in this area. Questions such as and those who do not?

the following, if answered, would be help-
Purpose and Method of Study

The purpose of this study was to

Ms. Trost ie an MSW, consultant and trainer describe attitudes and perceptions of MSWs
speeializing in volunteer program manage- in public and voluntary agencies toward
ment. She is Wece President of Accreditation direct service volunteers. Data were

for the Association of Wlunteer Bureaus. collected from MSWs working in River-

side and San Bernardino Counties in
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California by two instruments, a five point
Likert scale with twenty items and a

seven point Semantic Differential scale

with ten items. (Appendix A). Data were
analyzed by a Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for
material obtained on the Likert scale and an
analysis of variance for the Semantic Differ-
ential. Demographic data were also collected.

A Tist of 465 MSWs was obtained through
the assistance of NASW and human service
agencies in both counties. The test instru-
ments were mailed to a randomly selected
sample population of 160 MSWs. Six sub-
sample groups of twenty MSW were formed
on the following basis:

Mﬁws employed full time in a public_agency
who:

1. have had both personal experience
as a volunteer and direct contact
professionally with volunteers
within the past seven years;

2. have had either personal experience
as a volunteer or direct contact
professionally with volunteers
within the past seven years;

3. have had neither personal experi-
ence as a volunteer nor direct
contact professionally with vol-
unteers within the past seven
years.

MSWs employed full time in a voluntary
agency who:

4. have had both personal experience
as a volunteer and direct contact
professionally with volunteers
within the past seven years;

5. have had either personal experience
as a volunteer or direct contact
professionally with volunteers
within the past seven years;

6. have had neither personal experi-
ence as a volunteer nor direct
contact professionally with vol-
unteers within the past seven
years.

Basic Hypotheses

There are three working hypotheses:

1. A4e a group, MSWs in both public
and voluntary agencies will tend
to view direct service volunteers
in a negative manner.
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2. MSWs in voluntary agencies will
-have less positive attitude to-
ward direct service volunteers
than MSWs in public agencies.

3. These negative attributions may
be modified by familiarity with
the role of the volunteer.

Sub-hypothesis: MSWs in both
public and voluntary agencies
who have had both personal ex-
perience as a volunteer and
direct contact professionally
with volunteers within the past
seven years will view direct
gervice volunteers in a more
positive marmer than will MSWs
without either personal experi-
ence or direct contact.

Significance of the Study

The subject of manpower in human
services appears to be a crucial one at
this time. On the one hand there is the
continuous expansion of the need for
social services. On the other hand there
are cutbacks in federal, state, and local
funding for provision of these services.
In the past decade much has been written
about the acute shortage of professional
social workers. There was a general
consensus that graduate schools of social
work would not be able to train enough
social workers to fill the service needs.
In the early 1970's, this problem was
compounded by the lack of funds to hire
professionally trained social workers.

At present, additional manpower in
the social services comes from two sources:
the paid paraprofessional and the volun-
teer. During the past three administra-
tions there has been a great emphasis on
citizen and consumer participation in
the social services: informed laymen who
can participate with professionals on
agency advisory boards and committees
and nonprofessionals who can provide
direct services which complement and
supplement professional services to agency
clients.

It appears that the human services
field is faced with a dichotomy. There
appears to be an oversupply of MSWs, as
new graduates are unable to find employ-
ment and others are losing positions due
to funding cutbacks, Yet, there is a short-
age of MSWs in terms of the ratio of
MSWs to clients and potential clients --
a shortage which probably would not be
alleviated even 1f all persons with an
MSW degree were fully employed.



If we accept the idea that there is
indeed a critical manpower shortage in
terms of services provided, and that it
can be partially alleviated through the
Jjudicious utilization of volunteers, then it
will be necessary for the professional to
take another lcok at attitudes and actions
toward direct service volunteers. It will
be necessary for graduate schools of social
work to add to their curriculum courses in
volunteer administration and for agencies
to offer similar seminars and workshops for
their staff, in order that volunteers may
be utilized to the optimum extend possible.

Definition of Terms

MSW: an individual who has received a
master's degree from an aceredited
school of social work. Br the purpose
of this etudy, the word "professional”
will be used as a synomym for MSW. It
ig important, however, to note that
"the antonym for volunteer is 'paid,'
not 'professional’ ...4

Volunteer: an individual who freely con-
tributes his services without remumera-
tion to a public or voluntary agency
or orgenization. An "indirect service
volunteer” ig one who provides ancillary
services such as office help, fund
ratsing, membership on boards or
committees, ete. A "direct service
volunteer” is one who works directly
with agency clientele.

Public Agency: a govermmental agency
financed by public funds which is en-
gaged in preventing, controlling, or
ameliorating the affects of soeial,
physical, or mental health problems
experienced by individuals, groups,
or communities.

Voluntary Agency: an agency financed by
voluntary contributions and/or fees
which i8 engaged in preventing, conirol-
ling, or ameliorating the affects of
social, physical, or mental health
problems experienced by individuals,
groups, or communities.

Background of the Study

Today's volunteers in social welfare are
carrying on a great tradition in American
life. Voluntarism has been an accepted
part of community life ever since the barn
raising activities of the early colonists.
The contribution of time and energy to help
others, to organize and serve in com-
munity and religious causes has been an
historic factor in the growth of the United
States.5

As one observer noted,

The pioneers in social welfare were
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volunteers. Before the caseworkers, before
the group workers, before the medical
specialists, there were the laymen who

saw unmet human needs in their own commun-
ities and moved to meet them.

These volunteers, motivated by
religious precepts and humanitarian con-
cerns, established and operated settle-
ment houses, children's homes, services
for individuals and families, and many
other agencies of assistance. They laid
down the foundation for the social work
structure which we know today.7

As the problems of industrialization
and urbanization multiplied, these early
agencies began to employ facilitating
staff. But while “agents," clerks, and
bookkeepers were given some delegated
responsibilities, the volunteers continued
to supply most of the direct services. As
pressures continued to mount, the trend
toward delegation of responsibility to
paid staff continued. There were those
who were concerned about this trend and
Mary Richmond suggested that the "profes-
sional worker" could not become the
"complete and gat1sfactory substitute” for
the volunteer.

As the concept of social welfare
expanded and became more institutionalized
in voluntary and public agencies in the
early 1900's, participation of the volun-
teer in direct service declined as profes-
sionalism emerged. The volunteer with-
drew from the client and served on boards
and committees, making policy and planning
decisions. The professionalism of social
welfare agencies accelerated during the
1940's and 1950's and “...protected the
client from direct contact with volunteers."S
Professionals soon forgot the contribution
of volunteers to social welfare and began
to talk of the "damage" that unskilled
people could do to a client in stress.

However, by the early 1960's, the
pendulum began to swing back, and more
and more service volunteers were recruited
to strengthen agency programs. Wolozin
calculated that, when estimated at the
lowest possible wage scale, volunteers
provided more that $14 billion of ser¥aces
for voluntary agencies in 1970 alone.

Considerable impetus to the voluntary
action movement has been given by the
federal government. In the 1962 Social
Security Act amendments

Congress made volunteer services an
integral part of the national policy
by providing 75% matching federal
grants-in-aid to states for support
of statewide plans of volunteer
service.



When states were slow to respond to this
"carrot,” the 1967 Social Security Act amend-
ments mandated the use of volunteers in state
public welfare plans by July 1, 1969.

Nixon, in his inaugural address, said:

We are approaching the limits of what
government can do alone. Our greatest need
now i8 to reach beyond government, to enlist
the legions of the concerned and committed.
What has to be done has to be done by govern-
ment and pwﬁ)le together or it will not be
done at all.12

He followed up on this statement by

- establishing the Office of Voluntary Action,
which was to "encourage and stimulate more
widespread effective voluntary action for
solving domestic problems."13 The parallel
branch to the public Office of Voluntary
Action at HUD became the non-profit, non-
partisan National Center for Voluntary Action,
financed solely through voluntary contri-
butions. Both are enjoined to inform, edu-
cate, and assist individuals and groups about
the possibility of volunteer service.

But today's resurgence of voluntary
action has its problems and the conflict
between professional and volunteer is one
of them.

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

The shortage of manpower in the helping
professions has been extensively documented.
Service which is provided by a relatively
small group of specially trained professionals
is a viable method for limited programs but
cannot be effective in programs which hope to
provide massive benefits. This is especially
true at a time when our country's aspirations
for health, educational, and social services
are rising more rapidly than the usual chan-
nels can accomodate. The needs for human
service go far beyond the economic potential
for paid services, especially now when we are
seeing a reluctance at the federal level to
fund services even at previous levels. This
constitutes a challenge to the social work
profession to explore, develop, and utilize
all available manpower resources in the
interest ?f extending services to as many as
possible.1®

Volunteer service has long played an
important role in health, welfare, education,
and recreation agencies. It is a means of
expanding programs, bringing special skills to
the programs' enrichment, and effectively
interpreting the agency's programs to the
community. Volunteers can provide services
to those people who might otherwise "fall
between the cracks" of the eligibility
requirements of public assistancé programs.
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The direct service volunteer move-
ment is growing rapidly, and more and more
types of work which were formerly labeled
as professional are now being entrusted to
skilled volunteers. The human services
sector utilizes hundred of thousands of
volunteers in a wide variety of direct
service positions. Volunteers work in
governmental agencies such as welfare,
probation, social security, and rehabilita-
tion; in hospitals, psychiatric institu-
tions, and treatment centers; on hot lines
and in character bujgding agencies, to
mention only a few. Throughout the
country there is a wave of positivism and
optimism of what can be accomplished
through volunteer manpower.

Unfortunately, along with the enthu-
siasm for well-trained, well-placed volun-
teers, there is an increasing awareness of
the problems which can and do develop
between volunteers and professional staff
members. In discussing "The Professional
and the Volunteer in Corrections: Truce
or Consequences," the Volunteer Courts
Newsletter states that the "big bTock to
Court Voluntarism is not volunteer recruit-
ing; it is not training of volunteers; it
is not lack of communications or poverty
of funding. It is the corrections
professional."18 Dorothy Becker writes
that “there has been little exploration
of the roots of the unexpressed but deter-
mined resistance of the social work pro-
fession to extending_ the use of direct
service volunteers."19

Resistance to change is not a new
concept; many books on organization theory
deal with it. While this study will not
attempt to analyze the effect of volunteers
on an organization, it should be obvious
that volunteers do bring changes in the
system. As most MSWs are employed by
various types of organizations, it is
appropriate to discuss the theory of resis-
tance to change and how it applies to
professional resistance to volunteers.

In their book Management and Organiza-
tional Behavior, Hodge and Johnson list
elght areas of change where resistance
usually occurs.20

1. Changes that are perceived to
lower status or prestige.

2. Changes that cause fear.

3. Changes that affect job content
ard/or pay.

4. Changes that reduce authority or
freedom of acting.



5. Changes that disrupt established
work routines.

6. Changes that rearrange formal and
informal group relationships.

7. Changes that are forced without
explanation or employee partici-
pation.

8. Changes that are resisted because
of mental and/or physical lethargy.

To understand better the underlying
factors in social workers' resistance to
volunteers, it will be helpful to examine
these areas, which often overlap. The fol-
Towing descriptions of each of the areas
suggest variables for measurement, and have
been the basis for the selection of Teasure-
ment instruments used in the study.2

Changes that affect job content and dis-
rupt established work routines. A main area
of concern on the part of the professional is
about the quality of service rendered by vol-
unteers, and the potential danger to clients
from insensitive and unskilled helpers.

Changes that are perceived to lower
status or prestige. The idea that volunteers
with relatively brief training can be expected
to do some of the things that the profession-
al spent years getting trained for is a threat
and a source of genuine professional concern.

Changes that cause fear. The term "fear”
is equated here withuncertainty and hesita-
tion, in relation to the role changes social
workers undergo with the implementation of
volunteer programs.

Changes that reduce authority or freedom
of acting. On the one hand, volunteers in-
crease a professional's authority and respon-
sibility, but volunteers may also reduce his
authority and freedom to act in relation to
his clients. The volunteer may question the
social worker's judgment about a particular
client. Since volunteers do not belong to the
professional culture, they are more likely to
challenge its basic assumptions. One assumption
that professionals fear volunteers will chal-
lenge is the tradition of confidentiality.

Changes that rearrange formal and
informal group relationships. Some profes-
sionals feel that the need for more manpower
can be better met by paraprofessionals than
by volunteers. They feel more comfortable
with paraprofessionals who know their.place
in. the organizational hierarchy and are ready

to take supervision as paid staff members.
Professionals feel that volunteers do not fit
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as readily into defined role relationships
and are less predictable in terms of
commitment to supervision.22

Changes that are forced without
explanation or employee participation.
Many authorities agree that there is a
direct relationship between the amount of
employee participation in change and the
degree of employee acceptance of change.23
Unfortunately; professionals are often not.
consulted or involved in planning volun-
teer programs.

This section has attempted to releste
professional resistance to volunteers to
organizational theory on resistance to
change. There are, of course, many more
facets that this study has not attempted
to deal with, such as how formal and in-
formal organizational structures are altered
by the inclusion of volunteers, how volun-
teers perceive the organizational structure,
and how volunteers perceive professional
social workers, to mention only a few. As
the volunteer movement continues to grow,
so does the scope of the literature.

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS

Are Volunteers Here to Stay?

One of the reasons that this particular
topic was selected for a master's essay is
that the whole picture of voluntarism in the
social services is changing rapidly and will
probably continue to change in the 1970's
and 1980's. These changes have and will
continue to affect the service professions,
professional education, and professional
practice, as well as the function of
agencies and institutions. These changes--
and the response to these changes--need to
be known and dealt with.

Professional MSWs seem to be very
aware of the new climate of voluntarism and
the rapid acceleration of volunteer activity,
whether they welcome or resist it; whether
they are excited or upset by it; whether
they see it as a challenge to their creati-
vity or a meddler in traditions. The ex-
tremely high response to the mailed question-
naire (91.8%) is an evidence of their
interest in the subject matter. WNot only
did 91.8% take time to respond, but of that
number 10% took time to add additional
comments, sometimes a page in length. Their
comments show how aware they are of the
changes taking place in the social services,
in part due to the national developments
focusing on volunteers. Some were particu-
larly interested in the outcome of this
study as they felt that professionals were
being unfairly maligned for resistance to
volunteers.



MSW Attitudes Toward Volunteers: An Overview

The statistics gathered in this study
show that the respondents are neither
positive nor negative in their overall view
of volunteers. They are very close to neu-
tral when summarizi ng over the 30 scales, and
so a sweeping hypothesis such as "MSWs . . .
will tend to view direct service volunteers
in a negative manner" will have to be
rejected. As one respondent wrote:

I have found that the success of
this .depended entirely on the personal
quality of the volunteers. I have
found that some volunteers could be
trusted with nearly the entire respon-
8ibility of therapy while others could
not be counted on to mix paints or
sharpen pencils.

The second hypothesis, “MSWs in vol-
untary agencies will have a less positive
attitude toward direct service volunteers
than MSWs in public agencies," must also be
rejected. There was absolutely no difference
between the groups on the basis of the type
of agency they worked in, when the variable
of amount of exposure was factored out. There
was not even a suggestion of a trend.

The bulk of the findings relate to the
third hypothesis: that “. . . negative
attributions may be modified by familiarity
with the role of the volunteer." MSWs who
had no direct professional experience with
volunteers nor previous personal contact with
volunteers (Groups 3 and 6 on page 15) were
significantly more negative on 14 of the 30
scales than were MSWs who had either direct
pro-fessional contact with volunteers or
previous personal experience as a volunteer
{Groups 2 and 5). MSWs who had both direct
professional contact with volunteers and
previous personal experience as a volunteer
(Groups 1 and 4) were significantly less
negative on 19 out of the 30 scales than
were Groups 3 and 6, who had none.

Groups 1, (both) and 4 (both) rated
volunteers as significantly more beneficial,
good, strong, successful, important, valu-
able, and helpful than did Groups 3 (none)
and 6 (none). There was no significant dif-
ference on the other three scales.

Continuing to compare these four groups
according to the variable of amount of expo-
sure, Groups 3 (none) and 6 (none) were signi-
ficantly more concerned about the possible
loss of jobs and prestige than were Groups
1 and 4. In areas that affected job content
and/or pay they were again significantly more
negative, reacting on five of the six scales
in this area. Groups 3 and 6 were signifi-
cantly more reluctant to allow volunteers
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access to confidential records, feel that
volunteers are less responsive to super-
vision, have less commitment to agency
policies, tend to come and go as they
please, tend to become over-involved with
clients, and generally are not worth the
time and effort involved.

When comparing Groups 2 (either) and §
(either) with Groups 3 (none) and 6 (none),
we do not find them reacting differently on
as many scales. Groups 2 and 5 rated
volunteers as being significantly more
beneficial, strong, important, successful,
and valuable than Groups 3 and 6. Again,
Groups 2 and 5 were less concerned with
the possible loss of jobs and prestige
than were Groups 3 and 6. Groups 3 and 6
felt that volunteers tended to make snap
judgments, were unable to work in highly
sensitive areas, and did not have the skills
and knowledge necessary to work with
clients, at a significantly higher level
than did Groups 2 and 5.

Groups 3 and 6 continued to be
significantly more reluctant to allow
volunteers access to confidential records,
felt that they were less responsive to
supervision, and have less commitment to
agency policies, tend to come and go as
they please, and become over-involved with
clients than did Groups 2 and 5.

Increasing the amount of exposure to
volunteers does not seem to increase the
amount of the favorable attitude, so that
there was no significant difference be-
tween Groups 1 (both) and 2 (either) nor
between Groups 4 (both) and 5 (either).
Cross-matching accross type of agency also
showed no significant differences, e.g.,
Group 4 (both) vs. 2 (either) and Group 1
(both) vs. Group 5 (either). There is a
definite trend for Groups 1 (both) and 4
{both) to be more positive toward volunteers
than Groups 2(either) and 5 (either) but
not at statistical levels of significance.

Implications

What does all this mean? What are the
implications for the field of social work?
We see that MSWs in this study are more
favorable to volunteers if they have expos-
ure to volunteers. We also see that there
are certain areas of change that are
particularly threatening, especially as
the addition of volunteers to social
services involves changes in job content.
The continuous assumption in the litera-
ture that professionals will resist vol-
unteers may not necessarily be true. Again,
it is important to remember that verbal
attitudes are not necessarily congruent
with action attitudes. But it appears that



There is reason to beljeve that MSWs have
a more open mind.on the subject of direct-
service volunteers than has been thought.

It is significant to note that virtually
every MSW in the study agreed with the
statement: Professionals need training in
the skills of conducting successfui volunteer
programs. The implication here ie that grad-
uate schools of soecial work should take
another look at their curriculum and give
serious thought to providing courses in Wl-
unteer Admintstration. A few schools have
begun to do this, but very few. It also
meang that agencies should endeavor to pro-
vide time for training workshope, conferences,
and seminars in the field of Wilunteer Admin-
istration for their staffs.

Professional and agency functions are
changing and will have to continue to change
if they are to remain relevant. As the
functions of the volunteer continue to expand,
volunteer programs cannot continue to develop
in the hit-and-miss way that most such pro-
grams have been developed so far. Profession-
al social workers must be involved in the
planning and ongoing administration of vol-
unteer programs if they are to be utilized to
their fullest potential. Professional staff
will need training and retraining to work as
teammates with volunteers, as they now work
as teammates with other professionals. Pro-
fessionals will need training with volunteers,
rather than training volunteers and pro-
fessionals separately and then assuming that
they will be able to work together.

The point is that the volunteer has an'
important, unique contribution to make--a
contribution that neither parallels nor
duplicates the tasks, functions, or the
methods of the professional. Only frustra-
tion and disappointment can result if the
volunteer is viewed as a pinch-hitter for an
overworked staff. Neither the psychiatrist,
social worker, nor psychologist can be pinch-
hitters for each other, but together they
form a unique team whose end product is
greater than the sum of its parts.

Involving the volunteer requires accept-
ance of change, but resistance to change is
normal. Inertia is a recognized phenomenon
of the physical world, and we must realize
that it operates in the social world as well.

Now the spotlight is on the professional
and the volunteer. The questions is whether
the professional will invite the volunteer to
share the stage and what role the volunteer
will play. Professional staff who have been
fearful, unconvinced, and overprotective of

their clients must now begin to work hard at
including the volunteer and easing the re-
strictions and caveats which have dis-
couraged volunteers from playing a meaning-
ful part in the social services.
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(Appendix A)

Likert-type Opinion Scale

The first section of the questionnaire was a Likert-type opinion scale

with twenty items. Each item related to one of the eight areas of resistance
to change, discussed on pages 17 and 18. The questions relating to each of
the eight items are listed below.

Respondents were given the option of replying “strongly agree,” "agree,"

"undecided," "disagree,” or "strongly disagree" to each statement item. The
responses were scored so that a response indicative of a strongly favorable
attitude was given a score of "1" while a response indicative of a strongly
unfavorable attitude would be given a score of "5."

I.

II.

III.

Iv.

Changes that were perceived to lower status or prestige:

If volunteers are trained to provide services that professiomals
are now providing, it will mean loss of professional jobs and prestige.

Changes that cause fear:

Professionals can best utilize their skille by training and super-
vising direct-service volunteers, rather than providing services to a more
limited number of clients.

The communication gaps and digtrust that often avise between
professionals and cliente don't happen when local volunteers are involved.

Professionals need training in the ekills of conducting successful
volunteer programs.

Changes that affect job content and/or pay:

Personal counseling services should be dome by volunteers under
professional leadership and supervision.

When volunieers provide direct services to clients, the professional
gives up the reward of direct contact with the client.

" Wlunteers lack perspective and tend to make snap judgments.

" Wlunteers don’'t have the knowledge and/or ekills necessary to-
work with clients.

Wlunteers are trying to meet their oun peychological needs and not
the needs of the clients.

Wlunteers are able to work with clients in highly sensitive areas.
Changes that reduce authority or freedom of acting:

Wilunteers should be given assignments even if they require access
to confidential records.

The best delivery of service is by a volunteer-professional team,
as each brings different knowledge and skills to serve the client.

Changes that disrupt established work routines:

Blunteers, because of their flexible schedules, can offer services
to clients outside of professional working hours.

' Blunteers don't get paid, so they come and go ae they please.
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VI. Changes that rearrange formal and informal group relationships:

WBlunteers work only a few houre a week and are not as committed
as the professional.

Wlunteers are as respongive to supervision as paid staff.
Wilunteers lack commitment to agency policies.
VII. Changes that are forced without explanation or employee participation:

There were no statement items on the questionnaire that directly
related to this area of resistence ot change.

VIII. Changes that are resisted because of mental and/or physical lethargy:

‘Wlunteers don't remain with the agency long enough to justify
the time and effort necessary to properly train and supervise them.

Semantic Differential Scale

The c&ncept “volunteer"was judged against a ten scale differential
consisting of the following bi-polar adjectives:

1. harmful - beneficial
. healthy - sick
bad -!good

-h!»l\)

. active - passive

5. weak - strong

6. succelsfu] - unsuccessful
7. unimportant - important
8. calm - excitable

9. worthless - valuable

10.  helpful - hindering
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