
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

V21 – Enhancing volunteering for the 21st century 
 

Enhancing volunteer capacity to maximise the volunteer 
resources for contextually diverse community 

organisations 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Report of a research project conducted by: 

Australian Catholic University 

St Vincent de Paul Society 

NSW Rural Fire Service 

The Benevolent Society 
 

 

 

September 2006 
 

© Australian Catholic University L imited 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ó Copyright 2006 by Australian Catholic University Limited. This report is copyright. Apart from any 
fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review, as permitted under the 
Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced by any process without written permission. All enquiries 
should be addressed to Professor Jude Butcher, Institute for Advancing Community Engagement, 
Australian Catholic University. 

ISBN 0 949233 25 0 

 
 



V21 – ENHANCING VOLUNTEERING FOR THE 21ST
 CENTURY 

 iii 

 
 
 

Acknowledgements 
 

The V21 Research Team acknowledges with appreciation the cooperation and support of the partner 
organisations and their volunteers and employees who participated in this study. 

The V21 Project was funded by contributions from the four partner organisations and by a Linkage – 
Projects grant from the Australian Research Council (ARC). 

_____________________ 

 

Principal authors 
Jude Butcher 

Michael Ryan 

 

V21 Research Team 
Patrick Duignan ACU National (Principal Investigator) 

Jude Butcher ACU National (Chief Investigator) 

Karen Healy University of Queensland (Chief Investigator) 

Michael Ryan ACU National (Project Officer) 

ACU National  

Peter Howard  

Elizabeth Labone  

Norman Mikhail  

Robert Baker  

St Vincent de Paul Society 

Lisa Boys  

Lisa Bright  

Greg Hogan  

Michael Whiteley  

NSW Rural Fire Service 

Martin Surrey  

Vikki Scanlon  

Jen Dainer  

The Benevolent Society 
Catherine Lyons-Crew 

Annette Michaux  

Amanda Gruhn  

Anne Hampshire (currently Mission Australia) 

 
 



V21 – ENHANCING VOLUNTEERING FOR THE 21ST
 CENTURY 

   iv 

 

Table of Contents 
Executive Summary .............................................................................................................................. 1 

Introduction......................................................................................................................................... 1 
Methodology ....................................................................................................................................... 2 
Findings............................................................................................................................................... 2 
Implications......................................................................................................................................... 5 

Chapter  1 – Enhancing volunteer  capacity......................................................................................... 7 
1.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 7 
1.2 Project context ............................................................................................................................ 8 
1.3 Outcomes.................................................................................................................................. 11 
1.4 Significance of the study .......................................................................................................... 11 
1.5 The research questions ............................................................................................................. 12 

Chapter  2 – An integrated methodology ........................................................................................... 13 
2.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 13 
2.2 Methodology related to the research questions........................................................................ 13 
2.3 Developing a collaborative partnership.................................................................................... 16 
2.4 Sampling................................................................................................................................... 17 
2.5 Survey responses received........................................................................................................ 17 
2.6 Focus group participants........................................................................................................... 19 

Chapter  3 – Volunteer  capacity ......................................................................................................... 20 
3.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 20 
3.2 What is the current level of capacity? ...................................................................................... 20 
3.3 What is the projected level of capacity?................................................................................... 28 
3.4 Key learnings and implications for the future.......................................................................... 30 

Chapter  4 – Volunteer  suppor t and training.................................................................................... 32 
4.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 32 
4.2 Supporting volunteers............................................................................................................... 33 
4.3 Training .................................................................................................................................... 37 
4.4 Key learnings and implications for the future.......................................................................... 40 

Chapter  5 – Volunteer  pathways ....................................................................................................... 41 
5.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 41 
5.2 Accessing volunteering: pathways into the organisation.......................................................... 41 
5.3 The volunteer experience: pathways within the organisation................................................... 48 
5.4 Key learnings and implications for the future.......................................................................... 49 

Chapter  6 – Research into practice.................................................................................................... 51 
6.1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................. 51 
6.2 Principles, policies, practices and outcomes – the PPPO framework....................................... 52 
6.3 Implementing the PPPO framework......................................................................................... 56 

References............................................................................................................................................ 57 
 



CONTENTS 

   v 

 

List of Tables 
Table 2.1 Distribution of volunteer responses by organisation ....................................................... 17 

Table 2.2 Profile of volunteer responses by age and gender ........................................................... 18 

Table 2.3 Profile of volunteer responses by area............................................................................. 18 

Table 2.4 Distribution of employee responses by organisation....................................................... 18 

Table 2.5 Profile of employee responses by age and gender........................................................... 18 

Table 2.6 Focus group participants – survey development ............................................................. 19 

Table 2.7 Focus group participants – survey follow-up .................................................................. 19 

Table 3.1 Survey data related to volunteer self-efficacy ................................................................. 21 

Table 3.2 Survey data related to collective efficacy........................................................................ 23 

Table 3.3 Volunteer service with current organisation.................................................................... 26 

Table 3.4 Hours volunteered each month (on average) ................................................................... 26 

Table 3.5 Frequency of volunteer involvement ............................................................................... 27 

Table 3.6 Activities most commonly undertaken by volunteers ..................................................... 27 

Table 3.7 Intended future service with current organisation ........................................................... 29 

Table 3.8 Desired hours of volunteer involvement.......................................................................... 29 

Table 3.9 Desired frequency of volunteer involvement .................................................................. 29 

Table 3.10 Would you like to be involved in other volunteer roles or activities?............................. 30 

Table 5.1 Reasons for choosing the specific organisation............................................................... 43 

Table 5.2 Sources of efficacy for volunteering................................................................................ 45 

Table 5.3 Have your role and responsibilities changed?................................................................. 48 

Table 5.4 Would you like to be involved in other volunteer roles or activities?............................. 48 

 

List of Figures 
Figure 4.1 Type of support identified by volunteers as most important ........................................... 34 

Figure 4.2 Most important type of support provided - by organisation............................................ 35 

Figure 4.3 Type of support identified by volunteers and employees as most important .................. 36 

Figure 4.4 Types of support as ranked by volunteers in order of importance (from 1 to 5) ............. 37 

Figure 4.5 How useful was the training you received?..................................................................... 39 

Figure 5.1 Events that led to the decision to volunteer ..................................................................... 42 

Figure 5.2 Reasons for choosing the specific organisation............................................................... 44 

Figure 5.3 Sources of efficacy for volunteering................................................................................ 45 

 





V21 – ENHANCING VOLUNTEERING FOR THE 21ST
 CENTURY 

1 

Executive Summary 

Introduction 

Partner organisations 
Three community organisations – the St Vincent de Paul Society, the NSW Rural Fire Service and the 
Benevolent Society - and the Australian Catholic University have completed a three-year collaborative 
research project titled V21 – Enhancing volunteering for the 21st century. 

Aims 
The aim of the project was to help the community organisations maximise their volunteer resource by 
enhancing both individual and collective volunteer capacity. These organisations were seeking more 
flexible organisational structures and processes that maximise their volunteer pool through increased 
volunteer retention and the development of alternative pathways to attract volunteers from diverse 
backgrounds. 

The partner organisations’  goal was to develop structures and processes that: 

·  enhance people’s capacity to volunteer; 

·  make more effective use of the interests and abilities of their current volunteers; 

·  provide volunteering opportunities that are attractive to under-represented groups; and 

·  establish a range of volunteer pathways which promote volunteer retention. 

Context 
Volunteering is ‘an activity which takes place through not-for-profit organisations or projects and is 
undertaken: 

- to be of benefit to the community and the volunteer; 

- of the volunteer’s own free will and without coercion; 

- for no financial payment; and 

- in designated volunteer positions only.’  (Volunteering Australia, 2005) 

Volunteers contribute substantially to the social capital and the economic viability of Australian 
communities. Volunteer participation accounted for $9 billion of the contribution of non-profit 
organisations to Australia’s GDP in 1999-2000 (ABS, 2002); but this participation comes at a price to 
the organisations. For community organisations serious about deploying voluntary workers, this price 
includes costs such as: the salary of a volunteer manager; recruiting and equipping the volunteer; 
orientation and training; support and recognition; management infrastructure, including policies and 
procedures, evaluation and review, and record keeping; and insurance. 

Given these costs, it is important, from a management perspective, that community organisations 
maximise the capacities of volunteers within their organisations. Maximising the use of the volunteer 
resource will be cost effective in terms of the payback on direct expenditure (Gaskin, 1999) and will 
also reduce indirect expenditure. Failure to manage this volunteer resource effectively not only 
constitutes a missed opportunity but may lead to lack of service availability, inefficiencies in service 
delivery, increased costs, and dysfunctional relationships between volunteers and members of the 
organisation’s paid workforce (Johnson, 1981; Moynes, 1966; Twelvetrees, 1991). More effective use 
of the full range of volunteer interests and abilities will increase volunteer satisfaction and retention, 
lower attrition rates and volunteer burnout, and thereby reduce the costs of recruiting replacement 
volunteers. 
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Volunteer capacity 
To address the maximisation of the volunteer resource for community organisations, this study 
employed the concept of ‘volunteer capacity’ . A person’s volunteer capacity includes their sense of 
efficacy to contribute to particular activities of the community organisation and the intended extent 
and preferred form(s) of their contribution. Volunteer capacity includes self-efficacy as a key 
component. Self-efficacy is the belief that one is capable of doing the actions needed to achieve some 
desired goals, or at least of learning how to do so. Self-efficacy within both organisational and 
educational research is recognised as a key factor in motivating and sustaining commitment to a task 
(Bandura, 1997; Labone, 2000). Furthermore, organisational structures that support efficacy are 
recognised as critical in supporting employee engagement and commitment (Bandura, 1997; Saks, 
1994, 1995). Self-efficacy operates as a motivator both at points of task engagement and task 
persistence (Bandura, 1997). In other words, if volunteers perceive a task as accessible and achievable 
then they are likely to engage, and once they have engaged, organisational structures that provide 
appropriate training and support will enhance their job satisfaction and commitment (Saks, 1994, 
1995). 

Methodology 
The components or phases of the research methodology adopted for V21 during 2003-2006 were: 

·  Developing a detailed profile of each partner organisation as a volunteer-involving organisation; 

·  Listening to each organisation’s volunteers and employees through focus groups to inform survey 
development; 

·  Developing and administering the V21 survey of volunteer and employee opinions and 
experiences; 

·  Validating the survey findings through follow-up interviews with focus groups; 

·  Analysing data with respect to the research questions developed for the project; 

·  Developing organisational structures and processes to enhance volunteer capacity; and 

·  Facilitating the implementation of project findings within each partner organisation. 
 

The volunteer questionnaire was responded to by 454 respondents across all organisations; a response 
rate of 71%. Response rates varied from 64% to 82% across the three organisations. 

Findings 
Capacity and efficacy 
Capacity refers to the extent and form of a volunteer’s current and projected contribution to the 
organisation and their sense of efficacy to contribute. This study examines both personal or 
self-efficacy and collective efficacy. 

Enhancing volunteer capacity includes understanding how volunteers view their participation currently 
and their projections regarding their future involvement. The multidimensional view of capacity used 
in this study enables the organisations to be strategic when considering the current and projected 
capacities of volunteers. 

This multidimensional view of capacity encompasses: 

·  current levels of volunteers’  self-efficacy; 

·  current perceptions of collective efficacy; and 

·  the current and projected extent and form of volunteers’  involvement. 
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Self-efficacy: capacity for  effective par ticipation 

A volunteer’s self-efficacy is defined as ‘belief in one’s capacity to organise and execute the courses 
of action required to produce given attainments.’  (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). 

A more differentiated understanding of volunteer self-efficacy was obtained through the use of a 
survey instrument which measures five dimensions of efficacy for volunteering. Focus group data was 
also analysed for evidence of volunteer effectiveness related to these dimensions. 

These five dimensions of self-efficacy for volunteering are: 

·  relationships with the people the service supports; 

·  relationships with other volunteers; 

·  work competence; 

·  empathetic action; and 

·  social awareness. 

Survey respondents reported high levels of self-efficacy overall and on each of the five dimensions. 
For all three organisations, volunteers were most confident in their ability to form relationships with 
other volunteers and in their work competence. 

Collective efficacy: influence of the collective environment 

Collective efficacy refers to volunteers’  ‘shared beliefs that they can work together to produce effects’  
(Bandura, 1997, p. 7). Simply stated, collective efficacy is the extent to which we believe that we can 
work together effectively to accomplish our shared goals. 

Volunteers were asked about two aspects of collective efficacy: the effectiveness of their organisation 
and the impact of teamwork on their effectiveness as a volunteer. Respondents reported high levels of 
confidence on each of the two aspects. However, for all three organisations, volunteers were more 
confident in the effectiveness of their organisation than in the impact of teamwork on their 
volunteering. 

Extent and form of involvement 

A substantial majority of volunteers (79%) indicated their satisfaction with the extent of their current 
involvement; that is, how often they volunteer and for how long. Others indicated that they are willing 
to volunteer to a greater extent; 16% would like to volunteer more often and 15% would like to give 
more hours. Twenty-five per cent of volunteers would like to be involved in a different form to their 
current involvement; that is, in other volunteer roles or activities. 

It is clear that a majority of respondents across each organisation are committed to, and confident in, 
their current volunteer work, and satisfied with their current level of involvement. 

The individual and collective efficacy of volunteers contribute to both their current capacity and their 
motivation to participate in the future. To enhance volunteer capacity organisations need to be 
proactive in constructively drawing upon both the current and projected capacities of their volunteers. 

Support and training 
Volunteers’  self-efficacy is enhanced by positive perceptions of the availability of support and 
training. Hence the provision of support and training has implications for volunteer self-efficacy and, 
in turn, volunteer and organisational capacity. The project has provided a clear picture of how 
volunteers see the current provision of support and training in relation to their volunteering roles. 

Findings have confirmed that volunteers overall feel well supported by the organisation. The most 
important types of support for volunteers are professional support/supervision followed by training. In 
respect of professional support and supervision volunteers want a particular person, such as a 
volunteer coordinator or supervisor, whom they can approach to discuss any issues relating to their 
volunteering role, particularly critical incidents and difficulties with clients. 
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Financial support and physical infrastructure – such as reimbursement of out-of-pocket expenses, and 
the provision of uniforms and equipment - are also important to the majority of volunteers, though less 
important than professional support/supervision and training. 

For employees, the most important types of volunteer support are also professional 
support/supervision and training; but 40% of volunteers rate professional support as the most 
important compared to 13% of employees, and only 26% of volunteers consider training to be the 
most important support compared to 47% of employees. 

Volunteers indicated that the training they have received is useful and sufficient for their respective 
roles. Employees thought volunteers would see the training as less useful than they actually did. 

Volunteers reassess their self-efficacy, and hence their volunteer capacity, in light of the level of 
match between their own and the organisation’s perceptions of available support and training. 
Volunteers’  perceptions may not always align with those of employees, even those who manage or 
supervise volunteers. Volunteers should be involved directly in assessing the availability and adequacy 
of the support and training provided to them. 

The levels of support and training reported by survey respondents are associated with high levels of 
self-efficacy and collective efficacy. This suggests that the level of support and training which is 
currently available would be conducive to favourable (re)assessments of efficacy and capacity by 
volunteers. 

Volunteer pathways 
Pathway is defined in this study as the journey a volunteer takes with a particular organisation from 
initial interest through engagement to staying with the organisation over an extended period of time or 
leaving the organisation at some point in time. 

Pathways into the organisation 

Volunteers’  pathways into the organisation result from their successful search for an effective 
organisation which provides them with opportunities to use their own capacities in the role of 
volunteers. 

Survey respondents were asked if there was a particular event in their lives that provided the 
opportunity to volunteer or to resume volunteering. Fifty-nine per cent of all volunteers identified such 
an event with responses ranging from 53% to 66% across the three organisations. Volunteers who 
identified such an event were asked to provide brief details of the nature of the event. These fell 
broadly into two categories: personal life-events and outside events. 

Through outside events, or through advertising or personal invitation, volunteers become aware of 
particular organisations or groups and the community needs which they seek to address. 

Three key factors are at play in the volunteer’s searching: 

·  personal life-events - such as retirement, bereavement or children leaving home. These may result 
in more ‘personal space’  being available to the potential volunteer and provide the opportunity to 
volunteer to resume volunteering; 

·  outside events – such as a natural disaster or a TV documentary - which heighten their awareness 
of a particular community need and act as a motivator; and 

·  awareness of some organisation, group or  program which has the potential to meet both the 
needs of the community as seen by the potential volunteer and their own personal needs. 

These three factors comprise the context for the potential volunteer’s exploration of volunteering 
opportunities. The relative influence of these three factors will vary according to the individual and 
his/her circumstances. 

Their decision to engage as a volunteer with a particular community organisation is based on: 
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·  their knowledge of the organisation and what it does – and how this aligns with their values, needs 
and circumstances; 

·  their perception that the organisation is effective in what it does (collective efficacy); and 

·  their belief that they could be effective doing that sort of volunteer work (self-efficacy). 

The potential volunteers need to have sufficient knowledge of the organisation to see it as matching 
their goals and capacities and being effective in meeting community needs. This knowledge is at times 
gained from people, such as family, friends or other networks, or through the organisation’s own 
advertising. In RFS and TBS, volunteer coordinators have been found to be pivotal in negotiating this 
match of goal, task and capacity for the new volunteers. 

If people believe they are capable of volunteering it is likely they will follow this through. Self-
efficacy beliefs determine how people feel, think, motivate themselves and behave (Bandura, 2005). 
Factors which influence the development of self-efficacy beliefs include: personally mastering the 
task, vicariously seeing people similar to oneself manage the task, and being socially persuaded that 
one has the capabilities to do the task (Bandura 2005). Any combination of these influences may lead 
a person to initiate volunteering and maintain that involvement. In this study, the most important 
influence was volunteers’  belief that they had the skills and experience to address the tasks involved 
together with their belief that the organisation was effective. 

To facilitate this initiation of volunteering, organisations need to review their structures and processes 
to ensure that pathways into the organisation are accessible to potential volunteers. 

Pathways within the organisation 

Volunteers’  journeys are characterised by an increasingly strong commitment to serve the community 
within the context of the vision, goals and activities of the organisation. Serving the community is the 
valued goal and engaging in particular activities is the effective means. The volunteers acknowledge 
their increased capacity to be confident in responding effectively to people or events even in the most 
challenging of contexts. 

A number of volunteers have changed or are seeking to change their roles and responsibilities during 
their journeys. Two of the three organisations had a broader range of roles for the volunteers. Some 
changes can be to positions of higher responsibility while other changes can be from one frontline 
service to another frontline service, from one location to another, or from a management position to 
frontline service. 

Volunteers may be categorised into two broad ‘ types’  based on their current view of the volunteering 
experience: 

·  Type 1 - They feel it is time for a change in their role and responsibilities. Synchronicity may be 
involved - someone may have suggested this to them before they had articulated this view 
themselves – and this provides the catalyst or trigger for change. Such triggers are person and 
context specific. 

·  Type 2 - They may be formal pathways seekers. They have identified the next step or steps in 
their journey and have a clear time dimension in mind. 

Implications 
The study revealed the importance of the following principles and focus areas for enhancing volunteer 
capacity. 

Ascertain the volunteer perspective and take it ser iously. 
This requires focussing upon: 

·  An evidence-based approach to volunteer perspectives; 

·  Volunteer advocacy; and 

·  Volunteer involvement in decision-making. 
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Adopt a multidimensional view of volunteer  capacity and effectiveness. 
This requires focussing upon: 

·  Self-efficacy; 

·  Collective efficacy; and 

·  Preferred form and extent of involvement 

Employ task accessibility, suppor t and training to enhance capacity. 
This requires focussing upon: 

·  A learning culture within the organisation, teams and programs; 

·  Development of volunteers’  skills and interests; and 

·  Volunteer support at all levels. 

Establish pathways which maximise access to volunteer ing oppor tunities. 
This requires focussing upon: 

·  Why and how the organisation is involving volunteers; 

·  Volunteer experience as a pathway; and 

·  A person’s suitability for particular tasks or roles. 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Chapter 1 – Enhancing volunteer capacity 

1.1 Introduction 
This report presents the findings of a three-year research project Enhancing volunteer capacity to 
maximise the volunteer resources for contextually diverse community organisations. Three community 
organisations – the St Vincent de Paul Society, the NSW Rural Fire Service and the Benevolent 
Society - and the Australian Catholic University were partners in this project. 

The aim of the project was to help the community organisations maximise their volunteer resource by 
enhancing both individual and collective volunteer capacity. 

The short title adopted for the project is V21 – Enhancing volunteering for the 21st century. The V21 
project was funded by contributions from the four partner organisations and by a Linkage – Projects 
grant from the Australian Research Council (ARC). 

1.1.1 How this report is structured 
Chapters 1 and 2 provide an overview of the project: its aims, scope, method and participants. 

Chapters 3 to 5 present the findings related to the different themes explored in the project: 

·  efficacy and capacity (chapter 3) 

·  support and training (chapter 4) and 

·  volunteer pathways (chapter 5). 
Chapter 6 consolidates the learnings identified in chapters 3 to 5 and suggests principles, policies and 
practices arising from these learnings which volunteer organisations might wish to consider in their 
strategic planning and organisational development. 

1.1.2 Definition of key terms 
This section defines some of the key terms as used in the project and in this report. 

Volunteer ing is ‘an activity which takes place through not-for-profit organisations or projects and is 
undertaken: 
- to be of benefit to the community and the volunteer; 
- of the volunteer’s own free will and without coercion; 
- for no financial payment; and 
- in designated volunteer positions only.’  (Volunteering Australia, 2005) 

Capacity refers to the extent and form of a volunteer’s current and projected contribution to the 
organisation and their sense of efficacy to contribute. This study examines both personal or 
self-efficacy and collective efficacy. 

A volunteer’s self-efficacy is defined as the volunteer’s ‘belief in one’s capacity to organise and 
execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments.’  (Bandura, 1997, p. 3) 

Collective efficacy refers to ‘people’s shared beliefs that they can work together to produce effects’  
(Bandura, 1997, p. 7). Perceived collective efficacy is defined as ‘a group’s shared belief in its 
conjoint capabilities to organise and execute the courses of action required to produce given levels of 
attainments’  (Bandura, 1997, p. 477; also Zaccaro, Blair, Peterson, & Zazanis, 1995). Simply stated, 
collective efficacy is the extent to which we believe that we can work together effectively to 
accomplish our shared goals. 

Pathway is defined as the journey a volunteer takes with a particular organisation from initial interest 
through engagement to staying with the organisation over an extended period of time or leaving the 
organisation at some point in time. 
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1.2 Project context 
1.2.1 Need for this study 
Volunteering is an important contributor to social capital, a measure of the connectedness and 
wellbeing of communities. Apart from the tangible value of providing services, participation enriches 
the quality of life for both individual volunteers and society at large. Australian communities strongly 
value the practice of volunteering; in 2004 almost eight out of ten people believed that volunteering 
was more important for the community than it had been five years earlier. (Volunteering Australia, 
2004). The number of volunteers in Australia has increased since 1995 for both genders and across all 
age groups, with this increase being particularly evident in the 18-24 and 55-64 year groups. 
Community, political and business leaders have widely acclaimed this trend. The time commitment for 
individual volunteers is, however, usually short (median of 1.4 hours a week) and, in general, is not 
continuous over an extended period of a volunteer’s life (ABS, 2001). 

Volunteers also contribute substantially to the economic viability of Australian communities. 
Volunteers worked 558 million hours in non-profit institutions in 1999-2000; this participation 
equated to 285,000 full-time equivalent positions and accounted for $9 billion of the $30 billion 
(4.7%) which non-profit organisations contribute to Australia’s GDP (ABS, 2002). However, this 
participation comes at a price to the organisations. For community organisations serious about 
deploying voluntary workers, this price includes costs such as: the salary of a volunteer manager; 
recruiting and equipping the volunteer; orientation and training; support and recognition; management 
infrastructure, including policies and procedures, evaluation and review, and record keeping; and 
insurance. 

Given these costs, it is important, from a management perspective, that community organisations 
maximise the capacities of volunteers within their organisations. Maximising the use of the volunteer 
resource will be cost effective in terms of the payback on direct expenditure (Gaskin, 1999) and will 
also reduce indirect expenditure. Failure to manage this volunteer resource effectively not only 
constitutes a missed opportunity but may lead to lack of service availability, inefficiencies in service 
delivery, increased costs, and dysfunctional relationships between volunteers and members of the 
organisation’s paid workforce (Johnson, 1981; Moynes, 1966; Twelvetrees, 1991). More effective use 
of the full range of volunteer interests and abilities will increase volunteer satisfaction and retention, 
lower attrition rates and volunteer burnout, and thereby reduce the costs of recruiting replacement 
volunteers. 

Effective management of volunteers must also recognise the unique character of the volunteer-
organisation relationship. While acknowledging the similarities between the volunteer-organisation 
relationship and the employee-employer relationship, volunteer management must recognise the 
different ‘contractual’  relationship between volunteers and the volunteer-involving organisation. 
Volunteers want a well-organised but flexible environment, which respects their preferences and other 
commitments (Gaskin, 2003a). The application of the ‘workplace model’  to volunteers, that is, treating 
volunteers as [unpaid] employees, might be appealing to the organisation, but is frequently unwanted 
by the volunteers, who do not want volunteering to feel like paid work.  

Current forms and patterns of volunteering are undergoing significant change, influenced by personal, 
social, economic and organisational factors. Existing organisational models of volunteering are 
generally not reflective of the personal, social, economic and organisational realities affecting 
individuals and organisations in the twenty-first century. Furthermore, there is no clear understanding 
as to why individuals continue or discontinue their engagement with a particular organisation or alter 
their participation in a specific form of volunteer activity. 

To address the maximisation of the volunteer resource for community organisations, this study 
employed the concept of ‘volunteer capacity’ . A person’s volunteer capacity includes their sense of 
efficacy to contribute to particular activities of the community organisation and the intended extent 
and preferred form(s) of their contribution. Volunteer capacity includes self-efficacy as a key 
component. Self-efficacy is the belief that one is capable of doing the actions needed to achieve some 
desired goals, or at least of learning how to do so. Self-efficacy within both organisational and 
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educational research is recognised as a key factor in motivating and sustaining commitment to a task 
(Bandura, 1997; Labone, 2000). Furthermore, organisational structures that support efficacy are 
recognised as critical in supporting employee engagement and commitment (Bandura, 1997; Saks, 
1994, 1995). Self-efficacy operates as a motivator both at points of task engagement and task 
persistence (Bandura, 1997). In other words, if volunteers perceive a task as accessible and achievable 
then they are likely to engage, and once they have engaged, organisational structures that provide 
appropriate training and support will enhance their job satisfaction and commitment (Saks, 1994, 
1995). 

A person’s efficacy to volunteer is determined, in the first instance, by that person’s proposed task 
within the organisation which includes a task analysis based on accessibility and support (Gist & 
Mitchell, 1992). There is a need, therefore, for managers to examine issues of task accessibility, 
training and ongoing support from the perspective of the volunteer. While the impact of these three 
variables has been investigated within the employee/ employer relationship (Gist & Mitchell, 1992), 
little is known about their relevance and effects within community organisations.  

This study set out to investigate organisational structures related to access, training and support within 
three contextually different community organisations. As self-efficacy operates at both the point of 
task engagement and task persistence, this study investigated the impact of access, training and 
support structures at key points of a volunteer’s engagement (attraction, initial engagement, transition 
into the organisation, and ongoing commitment). It also investigated an individual’s perceptions of 
task accessibility, training and ongoing support from the community organisation. Maintaining 
volunteers’  engagement with an organisation over time requires that these factors be considered not 
only from initial engagement with the organisation but also through key points of their continuing 
engagement. 

Self-efficacy is also a highly contextually dependent construct (Bandura, 1997). Assessment of 
volunteer efficacy for a particular task is largely dependent on understanding social, organisational and 
personal factors, and their interrelationships (Wilson & Musick, 1998). A person may feel more 
confident about performing a task in a context that he/she assesses as supportive, as opposed to 
performing the same task in an unsupportive context. Therefore, the impact of different contexts on 
volunteer capacity and commitment were investigated – the different organisational contexts of the 
three community organisations, as well as the social and geographical contexts in which they operate. 
If contextual conditions within the community organisation are assessed as favourable then volunteer 
capacity is likely to be enhanced. In particular, structures that create a favourable organisational 
context are critical in maximising volunteer capacity. Similarly, pathways available to volunteers to 
pursue their engagement facilitate their ongoing participation. If pathways are diverse and flexible 
enough to support a volunteer’s commitment then ongoing engagement is likely to follow - the 
argument is that organisational structures that provide a range of volunteer pathways are critical in 
maximising volunteer capacity. 

Community organisations ideally try to match volunteers to particular tasks on the basis of knowledge, 
interests and skills, but, frequently, the needs of the organisation take priority. The efficacy model 
suggests, however, that an individual’s efficacy and volunteer capacity also need to be considered in 
this matching process. Moreover, the model proposes that an individual’s efficacy and capacity change 
over time, and can be maintained and enhanced by task accessibility, training and support. Hence, 
consideration of individual volunteer capacity, including self-efficacy, needs to be a continuing and a 
key focus for managers within community organisations.  

This focus on enhancing volunteer capacity will provide the managers of community organisations 
with new perspectives and understandings of volunteer motivation and commitment beyond that of 
matching volunteers to positions, which normally involves creating challenging work, developing 
skills and recognising contributions (McCurley & Lynch, 1998; Noble & Rogers, 1998; Lucas & 
Williams, 2000). It is important, therefore, for managers to be able to assess a volunteer’s capacity and 
then create structures and processes that support capacity development, especially at key points of 
each volunteer’s engagement with the organisation. 
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The partner organisations initiated the V21 project to address these issues: the changing nature of 
volunteering; the need for new pathways into and within the different organisations; and ways of 
enhancing the volunteer capacity of the volunteers and the organisations. 

1.2.2 Aims 
The community organisations involved in the project were seeking more flexible organisational 
structures and processes that maximise their volunteer pool through increased volunteer retention and 
the development of alternative pathways to attract volunteers from diverse backgrounds. 

The partner organisations’  goal was to develop structures and processes that: 

·  enhance people’s capacity to volunteer; 

·  make more effective use of the interests and abilities of their current volunteers; 

·  provide volunteering opportunities that are attractive to under-represented groups; and 

·  establish a range of volunteer pathways which promote volunteer retention. 

To achieve this goal the organisations formed a research partnership team and worked collaboratively 
to develop new knowledge for themselves and the community organisation sector generally and to 
enhance the research capability of each organisation. 

The project has engaged the partner organisations in understanding the organisational and societal 
contexts in which volunteers operate, seeking ways of becoming contextually proactive in enhancing 
the capacity of their volunteers and maximising their volunteer base, and identifying the critical issues 
to be addressed in the development of new frameworks for these and other organisations aiming to 
effectively enhance their volunteer capacities. 

1.2.3 The partner organisations 
The partner organisations represent a diversity of social and organisational contexts. They provide a 
wide variety of services across diverse social contexts in all parts of the Sydney metropolitan area, and 
in regional and rural areas of NSW. And they represent a continuum of dependence on volunteers that 
ranges from almost total dependence on one extreme, to use of volunteers to extend and enhance the 
services provided by paid staff on the other extreme. 

The Benevolent Society (TBS) is a non-profit organisation operating as a company limited by 
guarantee with a voluntary board, more than 800 volunteers and approximately 700 paid staff. The 
Society’s purpose is to create caring and inclusive communities and a just society. The Society 
believes that building stronger communities is the best way to reduce social and economic 
disadvantage. The Society’s core programs focus on older people, children & families, women©s health 
and social leadership, and provide services to more than 11,000 clients per year. 

The St Vincent de Paul Society (SVDP) operates as a charity with more than 21,000 volunteers and 
2000 paid staff in NSW and ACT. The Society is one of Australia©s largest charitable providers 
involved in every area of human need. Its most important activity is providing support and material 
help to people in crisis, in their home (which includes nursing homes, prisons, hospitals and on the 
street). This home visitation and support is provided through conferences (the name given to the local 
parish-based groups of Society members). In NSW and ACT the Society has over 600 Conferences 
and has grown to include 270 Centres (retail stores), and 113 Special Works/Services (such as hostels, 
aged care programs and refuges). 

The NSW Rural Fire Service (RFS) is a statutory body with approximately 70,000 volunteers formed 
into over 2,000 volunteer brigades. The role of volunteer rural fire brigades encompasses far more 
than fighting and preventing bushfires – the role for which they are best known. Volunteers are 
regularly called upon to attend building and structural fires, road accidents, assist in search and rescue 
operations and storm and flood recovery. The service is responsible for the structural firefighting in 
more than 1,200 towns and villages across NSW. Some 680 Salaried staff are employed to manage the 
day to day operations of the Service, which include operational management, administration, finance, 
planning, training, hazard reduction management and engineering. 
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Australian Catholic University (ACU) is a publicly funded university with approximately 12,000 
students and approximately 800 full-time equivalent staff across six campuses. A number of courses at 
ACU require students to be involved with community organisations as volunteers. ACU has a strong 
commitment to community engagement as a reciprocal process which extends beyond service to the 
community, which can alter the way a problem is perceived, and which can contribute to social 
change. 

1.3 Outcomes 
Key outcomes of this research, designed by the partner organisations and the university researchers, 
were: 

·  Organisational structures and processes that enhance an individual’s volunteer capacity at key 
points of his/her engagement; 

·  A validated multidimensional measure of volunteer efficacy relevant to different organisations and 
social contexts; 

·  New and diverse volunteer pathways responsive to changing lifestyle patterns and choices and 
designed to enhance a person’s volunteer capacity; 

·  Enhanced capacity of community organisations across Australia to attract, select, support and retain 
volunteers. 

1.3.1 Partner benefits 
The three community organisations had identified the need for a better understanding of how they 
could both: 
·  maximise the effective involvement of their volunteers, and 

·  increase the probability of continued commitment of the volunteers over time. 

The V21 project was designed to help these community organisations gain a better understanding of 
how they can increase, manage and sustain the involvement of volunteers. It also developed 
organisational structures and processes in consultation with the organisations to assist them in 
enhancing volunteer participation. Overall, the research will help the organisations to better manage a 
key organisational resource – their volunteer workforce. It has the long-term benefit of ensuring more 
effective engagement of a broad cross-section of people in positive volunteering experiences, which in 
turn will impact on the likelihood of their volunteering across various life stages. In addition, 
participation in the project has enhanced the research capability of each organisation. Longer-term 
collaborative research partnerships, if established, will allow the outcomes of the proposed 
organisational model to be studied over time. 

1.3.2 Sector benefits 
The community organisations in this project can be characterised as large public-serving not-for-profit 
organisations. They are an integral part of a sector that in 1999-2000 contributed $21 billion or 3.3% 
to Australia’s GDP. When the free services provided by volunteers were valued and included, the 
sector’s contribution to GDP rose to $30 billion or 4.7% (ABS, 2002). Moreover, the non-profit sector 
is reportedly growing at 6.7% per annum. 

From an economic perspective, volunteers are a significant resource. Community organisations, with a 
generally high – and increasing – reliance on volunteers, need to better harness that resource and move 
towards more effective structures to manage and grow that resource. Moreover, many of these 
organisations are grappling with the need to develop new pathways appropriate to the changing 
lifestyles and interests of current and potential volunteers. This research will help the sector as a whole 
work through the issues involved in increasing the volunteer resource. 

1.4 Significance of the study 
The research outcomes provide a significantly new knowledge base for community organisations in 
maximising their volunteer resource. The conceptual contribution lies in the research incorporating 



V21 – ENHANCING VOLUNTEERING FOR THE 21ST
 CENTURY 

12 

self-efficacy as a key intrapersonal variable in an organisational model for enhancing volunteer 
capacity. This new and flexible model is contextually sensitive, having been developed across three 
diverse organisational settings and a wide range of social and geographical contexts. 

The project provides a significant advance upon current research into efficacy for community 
engagement (Butcher et al, 2004; Labone, Butcher & Bailey, 2002) by developing a new and 
multidimensional measure of volunteer capacity. This multidimensional instrument provides a valid 
and reliable measure of volunteer capacity that managers of community organisations can use to 
enhance their volunteer resource. 

The research contributes new conceptual and theoretical understandings of volunteering as well as 
procedural knowledge which managers of volunteers in community organisations can draw upon to: 
·  assess the impact of their current organisational structures and processes on volunteer capacity and 

make appropriate adjustments; 

·  monitor individual and collective volunteer capacity as a means of maximising ongoing 
commitment of their volunteers;  

·  identify people, including ‘clients’ , whom they could select or retain as volunteers on the basis of 
their capacity to undertake particular forms of volunteer work;  

·  provide flexible volunteer pathways sensitive and responsive to the backgrounds and changing 
lifestyle choices and expectations of volunteers. It is expected that these volunteer pathways will 
increase volunteer retention and will be applicable to all those community organisations that 
engage volunteers; 

·  manage, more effectively, the interface between volunteers and paid. 

1.5 The research questions 
The partner organisations’  collective priority for maximising their volunteer resource led to the 
following five research questions. These questions were studied across diverse community 
organisations and social contexts. 

1. What are the levels of match between volunteers’  and organisations’  perceptions of volunteer task 
accessibility, training and support? 

2. How do these levels of match impact on an individual’s volunteer capacity? 

3. What organisational structures and processes enhance volunteer capacity at key points of an 
individual’s engagement? 

4. What volunteer pathways would be most responsive to the changing lifestyle needs and 
expectations of volunteers? 

5. How can community organisations incorporate volunteer capacity in the development and 
implementation of their strategic plans to enhance goal achievement? 

 

Chapter 2 outlines the methodology adopted in studying these research questions and in developing a 
collaborative partnership. 

 



V21 – ENHANCING VOLUNTEERING FOR THE 21ST
 CENTURY 

13 

 

Chapter 2 – An integrated methodology 

2.1 Introduction 
The key characteristics of the methodology adopted for the project were: 

·  grounding of the research in the reality of the organisations; 

·  finding a common language and ensuring that the learning and research were inherently inclusive; 

·  the use of both quantitative and qualitative data; 

·  a multi-faceted view of each of the variables; and 

·  a focus on how the research team operated. 

 

The goal established for this study was the development and validation of a flexible organisational 
volunteer model to both enhance volunteer capacity and maximise an organisation’s volunteer 
resources. The achievement of this goal was guided by a conceptual framework whose principal 
components were: 

·  an individual’s volunteer capacity profile; 

·  the organisation’s volunteer capacity profile; 

·  the volunteer pathways individuals can access to maintain their engagement as volunteers; and 

·  the level of match of volunteers’  and the organisation’s perceptions of task accessibility, training 
and support. 

An individual’s volunteer capacity profile consists of the person’s sense of efficacy to contribute to 
particular activities of the community organisation, and the intended extent and preferred forms of that 
contribution. The organisation’s volunteer capacity profile reflects the individual volunteer capacities. 

2.2 Methodology related to the research questions 
The components or phases of the research methodology adopted for V21 during 2003-2006 were: 

·  Developing a detailed profile of each partner organisation as a volunteer-involving organisation; 

·  Listening to each organisation’s volunteers and employees through focus groups to inform survey 
development; 

·  Developing and administering the V21 survey of volunteer and employee opinions and 
experiences; 

·  Validating the survey findings through follow-up interviews with focus groups; 

·  Analysing data with respect to the research questions developed for the project; 

·  Developing organisational structures and processes to enhance volunteer capacity; and 

·  Facilitating the implementation of project findings within each partner organisation. 
Each of these methodology components is now detailed in turn. 

2.2.1 Developing the profile of each partner organisation 
An organisational profile of each partner organisation was developed which describes key aspects of 
the organisation from a volunteering perspective. Each profile contains a brief history of the 
organisation as a volunteer-involving institution, and includes the organisation’s mission and strategy, 
organisational structure, volunteer pathways into and within the organisation, and systems and 
processes for managing volunteers. These profiles provide data regarding the current structure and 
processes within the partner organisations; they were used to inform the development of the major 
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survey instrument and to serve as a baseline for determining ‘what organisational structures and 
processes enhance volunteer capacity at key points of an individual’s engagement.’  

2.2.2 Listening to the organisations’ volunteers and employees 
Focus groups were conducted prior to the creation of the survey to establish themes that would inform 
the development of the survey instrument and the study as a whole. A discussion guide with key 
questions and follow-up questions/prompts was developed to explore and understand the volunteering 
experience from the viewpoint of both volunteers and employees who work with and/or manage 
volunteers. The key questions are listed below. 

KEY QUESTIONS – FOCUS GROUPS FOR SURVEY DEVELOPMENT 

1. Why did you become a volunteer with [PO*]? 

2. Why do you continue to volunteer your services with [PO]? 

3. What is your most memorable experience as a volunteer? (Why is it memorable?) 

4. Can you describe the ways that [PO] currently supports you to do your volunteering? 

5. Do you think that [PO] utilises your interests and abilities as a volunteer to the full? 

6. How do you think volunteering with organisations like [PO] will change in the future? 

* [PO] = Name of Partner Organisation 

Employee focus groups were asked for their views on the same matters using parallel questions, e.g. 
Why do people volunteer/continue volunteering with [PO]? In what ways does [PO] support its 
volunteers? Does [PO] utilise the interests and abilities of its volunteers to the full? 

Focus group questions were reviewed initially by experienced and practising volunteer administrators 
as a ‘ reality check’  for both the matters to be discussed and the language used. The amended questions 
were then trialled with small groups of volunteers and employees from the partner organisations, and 
their feedback used in producing the final questions. 

Separate focus groups were conducted with volunteers and employees from each partner organisation. 
Focus groups with volunteers were conducted in both metropolitan and rural/regional locations. Focus 
groups with employees were conducted in metropolitan locations only, due to administrative 
constraints. 

The focus groups for each organisation were facilitated by one project team member from ACU and 
one other member, normally from another partner organisation. They were conducted over two hours 
and were taped with the permission of all participants. The tapes were transcribed and then analysed 
by the research team. 

2.2.3 Developing and administering the V21 survey 
Survey questionnaires were prepared for both volunteers and employees to capture their opinions and 
experiences related to volunteering. The research team constructed the surveys based on the research 
questions and findings from the initial focus groups. The surveys included items related to self-
efficacy and capacity to volunteer; social and organisational context factors; organisational structures 
and processes; volunteer engagement issues; and volunteer pathways, as well as items soliciting a 
range of demographic information. 
The surveys were piloted with a small group of volunteers and employees from all organisations to 
check language and relevance before distribution. 

Partner organisations identified volunteers and employees based on the sample cells (see section 2.4 
Sampling) and these were invited to complete the survey. 

The survey pack consisted of a cover letter, a copy of the questionnaire, a parent/guardian consent 
form for participants under 18 years, and a pre-paid envelope to return the survey. 

In two organisations the survey was distributed to participants by hand. Some participants completed 
the survey in a group session and handed in their completed surveys at the end of the session, while 
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others were asked to complete the survey when convenient and return it by mail. In the third 
organisation the survey was distributed and returned by mail. 

The survey was submitted anonymously. All versions of the survey stressed the confidential nature of 
the survey. The survey took approximately 30 minutes to complete. 

2.2.4 Follow-up focus groups to validate and extend survey findings 
A second series of focus group discussions was conducted to validate survey findings and to further 
explore key issues related to the research questions. These discussions sought to identify how an 
organisation might increase or improve what it is able to accomplish through its volunteers and how 
this might be achieved through the different journeys or pathways volunteers can take within the 
organisation. A discussion guide with key questions was developed to explore these issues. Volunteers 
were invited to recount their experiences or journeys as volunteers, the most important influences on 
these journeys, and what else may be possible for the volunteers and the organisation. Other questions 
asked about volunteer-employee relations and volunteering in the future. The key questions are listed 
below. 

KEY QUESTIONS – FOCUS GROUPS FOR SURVEY FOLLOW-UP 

1. How would you describe your own journey as a volunteer with [PO]*? 

2. What have you found most satisfying about your journey as a volunteer? 
 What have you found most frustrating about your journey as a volunteer? 

3. What or who has facilitated your journey? 
 What, if anything, has complicated your journey? 

4. How can [PO] make the journey better for volunteers in the future? 

5. What are the most important things that have kept you volunteering? 
 What are the most important things that will keep you volunteering? 

6. To what extent have you found the choices and opportunities that you were looking for as a volunteer? 

7. How do you see the relationship between [PO] paid staff and volunteers? 
 How can this relationship best serve you as volunteers? 

8. What do you see as the greatest opportunity for volunteering in the future? 
 What do you see as the greatest challenge for volunteering in the future? 

* [PO] = Name of Partner Organisation 

Employee focus groups were asked for their views on the same matters using parallel questions, e.g. 
How would you describe the journey of volunteers within [PO]? (Can you give some examples?) 
What do you think volunteers find most satisfying about their journey as a volunteer? What do you 
think volunteers most frustrating about their journey as a volunteer? What or who has facilitated their 
journeys? 

Separate focus groups were conducted with volunteers and employees from each partner organisation. 
Focus groups with volunteers were conducted in both metropolitan and rural/regional locations. Focus 
groups with employees were conducted in metropolitan locations only, due to administrative 
constraints. 

The focus groups for each organisation were facilitated by one project team member from ACU and 
one from another partner organisation. They were conducted over two hours and were taped with the 
permission of all participants. The tapes were then transcribed and presented to the research team 
members for analysis. 

2.2.5 Analysis and validation of data related to the research questions 
Survey responses were analysed using machine coding and the statistical package SPSS for structured 
responses and inductive coding techniques for open-ended responses. The research team scrutinised 
the survey data to identify themes and topics to be further explored in the follow-up focus groups. 
These themes and topics formed the basis of the focus group questions. 
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Team members studied the focus group transcripts to identify the key concepts and issues discussed. A 
consolidated list of concepts and issues was developed as a framework for organising and reporting 
the focus group data. 

2.2.6 Developing organisational structures and processes 
The partner organisations’  goal was to develop structures and processes that enhance volunteer 
capacity for both the individual and the organisation. To develop these structures and processes 
consultative meetings were held with each partner organisation to review the project findings and 
discuss the implications for their organisation. Meetings were held with senior executives and with 
staff involved more directly in the management and support of volunteers. The reflections and insights 
from these meetings have informed the selection of the policy areas, practices and outcomes presented 
in chapter 6 of this report, Research into Practice. 

2.2.7 Facilitating the implementation of project findings 
Two strategies were adopted for facilitating the implementation of the project findings. The first 
strategy was the participation of all partner organisations in a research forum focussing on the research 
findings and their implementation. The second strategy was a meeting of the research team with each 
of the partner organisations individually. The form of this meeting was determined by each 
organisation and reflected the different organisational structures and strategic planning processes of 
each organisation. 

2.3 Developing a collaborative partnership 
As a research-focussed project bringing together diverse community organisations and the research 
expertise of a university, there was a need to establish a collaborative team approach which took 
account of these circumstances. Early in the project, the partner organisations recognised the need to 
examine how they might best develop their ability to work as partners and to learn from each other in 
ways that enhanced each other©s capacities. 

Challenges encountered in developing an effective partnership included the diverse organisational and 
social contexts of each organisation and the different language usage across organisations. A constant 
focus of the team’s learning has been around finding a common language and ensuring that the 
learning and research are inherently inclusive. It is important that partnerships are aware of the type of 
language that will foster their effectiveness (Griffiths, 2004). The process to come to a common 
understanding of language terms across the partners was very lengthy. The challenge to understand 
each other has been notable in the difference in the language used between the partner organisations. 
The language differences highlighted the complexities and diversity of organisations that come 
together in partnership (Butcher, Hogan, Surrey & Ryan, 2004). 

From its inception, the V21 team was committed to reflecting upon how they learned both individually 
and as a team. Critique of the partnering process was established as a regular project activity. This led 
to a form of scholarship which respects the insights and expertise of all members and challenges all 
four organisations to genuine engaged citizenship. 

The project also focussed on developing the capacity of each of the organisations through critique of 
practice, mutual learning, and skills transfer. Formal attention was given to the processes of running a 
research project, focus groups, refining questions and interpreting findings. Conference papers were 
presented as a team with representatives from each partner organisation being involved. Key issues 
such as a common language and the diversity of social and organisational contexts were discussed 
across various meetings. 

Appropriate reflection and evaluation helped make the learning about partnerships more explicit by 
making connections between research, learning and the project’s dimensions. There was a continuing 
effort by the team to devote time to developing the organisational understanding of one another and to 
focussing the partnership around agendas and priorities that were mutually beneficial. Listening and 
open communication informed the thinking, decision-making and actions of the partners (Howard, 
Butcher & Labone, 2003). The partnership was further enhanced by holding project meetings and 
workshops on the sites of all four organisations. 
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2.4 Sampling 
The sampling for interviews and questionnaires was designed to include the diversity of organisations, 
their volunteers and employees, and their contexts such as metropolitan, regional and rural. Strategies 
were developed to ensure that youth were included in the sampling at all stages of the study. 

2.4.1 Volunteer sample 
The sample cells were developed with the participating organisations to ensure that a comprehensive 
range of volunteer groups were selected from each organisation. The age categories were chosen to 
cater for a cross-sectional study of differences in volunteer groups from school through to post-
retirement. Gender was included to ensure that the samples were not biased on this basis. Location 
(metropolitan, regional, rural) was included to allow the influence of geographical context to be 
examined. 
Volunteers were sampled on the basis of the following demographic variables: 

·  Organisation (3 categories): SVDP, RFS and TBS. 

·  Age (4 categories): 15-18 years (school age); 19-30 years (further study/early employment); 31-55 
years (employment to retirement); and older than 55 years (post-retirement). (15-18 years for 
SVDP and RFS only.) 

·  Gender (2 categories): male/female. 

·  Geographic area of service delivery (3 categories): metropolitan, regional and rural. (Metropolitan 
only for TBS.) 

This results in a total matrix of 54 cells. Ten volunteers per cell were targeted for  survey data from 
SVDP and RFS while TBS targets differed for each age group (19-30: 10M/20F; 31-55: 10M/40F; 
55+: 20M/60F) making a total of 640 participants). Two volunteers per cell were targeted for  
interview data (total of 108 participants). 

2.4.2 Employee sample 
Employees were sampled on the basis of the following variables: 

·  Organisation (3 categories): SVDP, RFS and TBS. 

·  Employee roles (2 categories): executive/senior manager and section manager+. 
·  Gender (2 categories): male/female. 

·  Geographic area of service delivery (3 categories): metropolitan, regional and rural. (Metropolitan 
only for TBS) 

(Note: + Ideally, the section managers would be managers/supervisors of volunteers. 

This results in a total matrix of 28 cells. Five employees per cell were targeted for  survey data for 
SVDP and RFS and 10 per cell for TBS making a total of 160 participants. Two employees per cell 
were targeted for  interview data (total of 56 participants). 

2.5 Survey responses received 
2.5.1 Volunteer responses 
The volunteer questionnaire was completed by 454 respondents across all organisations; a response 
rate of 71%. Response rates varied from 64% to 82% across the three organisations. 

Table 2.1 Distr ibution of volunteer  responses by organisation 

 ALL SVDP RFS TBS 

Responses 454 197 153 104 

Sample 640 240 240 160 

Response rate       71%       82%       64%       65% 
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Table 2.2 Profile of volunteer  responses by age and gender 

ALL SVDP RFS TBS 
AGE 

(years) M  F Total M  F Total M  F Total M  F Total 

15-18 18 23 41 12 9 21 6 15 21 - - - 

19-30 26 31 57 10 12 22 16 15 31 0 4 4 

31-55 41 78 119 13 22 35 27 30 57 1 26 27 

55+ 90 132 222 44 68 112 23 18 41 23 46 69 

Total 175 264 439 79 111 190 72 78 150 24 76 100 

Note: No age given - 15 

Table 2.3 Profile of volunteer  responses by area 

 ALL SVDP RFS TBS 

Metropolitan 187   42   41 104 

Regional 122   72   50 - 

Rural 132   79   53 - 

Total locations 441 193 144 104 

No location   13     4     9     0 

Total 454 197 153 104 

 

2.5.2 Employee respondents 
The employee questionnaire was completed by 88 respondents across all organisations; a response rate 
of 55%. Response rates varied from 50% to 65% across the three organisations. 

Table 2.4 Distr ibution of employee responses by organisation 

 ALL SVDP RFS TBS 

Responses   88 30 32 26 

Sample 160 60 60 40 

Response rate      55%     50%     53%     65% 

 

Table 2.5 Profile of employee responses by age and gender 

ALL SVDP RFS TBS 
AGE 

(years) M  F Total M  F Total M  F Total M  F Total 

15-18 - - - - - - - - - - - - 

19-30 6 14 20 3 8 11 3 0 3 - 6 6 

31-55 21 28 49 2 12 15 18 3 21 - 13 13 

55+ 8 6 14 1 2 3 7 0 7 - 4 4 

Total 35 48 83 7 22 29 28 3 31 - 23 23 

Note: No age given - 5 
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2.6 Focus group participants 
The following tables give details of the number and location of participants in each set of focus group 
interviews. 

Table 2.6 Focus group par ticipants – survey development 

 SVDP RFS TBS ALL 

 Met Reg Rur Tot Met Reg Rur Tot Met Reg Rur Tot Met Reg Rur Tot 

Vol 10 
(2) 

- 8 
(1) 

18 
(3) 

13 
(2) 

- 4 
(1) 

17 
(3) 

13 
(2) 

  13 
(2) 

36   
(6) 

- 12 
(2) 

48   
(8) 

Emp 5 
(1) 

- - 5 
(1) 

5 
(1) 

- - 5 
(1) 

3 
(1) 

  3 
(1) 

13   
(3) 

- - 13   
(3) 

Tot 15 
(3) 

- 8 
(1) 

23 
(4) 

18 
(3) 

- 4 
(1) 

22 
(4) 

16 
(3) 

  16 
(3) 

49 
(9) 

- 12 
(2) 

61 
(11) 

Note: Number in parentheses ( ) is the number of groups interviewed. 

Table 2.7 Focus group par ticipants – survey follow-up 

 SVDP RFS TBS ALL 

 Met Reg Rur Tot Met Reg Rur Tot Met Reg Rur Tot Met Reg Rur Tot 

Vol 2 
(1) 

- 5 
(1) 

  7 
(2) 

  7 
(1) 

   9 
(1) 

- 16 
(2) 

  7 
(2) 

    7 
(2) 

16 (4)    9 
(1) 

5 
(1) 

30   
(6) 

Emp 4 
(1) 

- - 4 
(1) 

10 
(3) 

  1* 3 
(1) 

14 
(4) 

3 
(1) 

  3 
(1) 

17 
(5) 

1* 3 
(1) 

21   
(6) 

Tot 6 
(2) 

- 5 
(1) 

11 
(3) 

17 
(4) 

10 
(1) 

3 
(1) 

30 
(6) 

10 
(3) 

  10 
(3) 

33 
(9) 

10 
(1) 

8 
(2) 

51 
(12) 

Note: Number in parentheses ( ) is the number of groups interviewed. 
*  included in a metropolitan group. 

 

 

The next three chapters report the findings from the V21 survey and focus groups and discuss the 
implications of these findings under the following headings: 

·  Volunteer capacity (chapter 3) 

·  Volunteer support and training (chapter 4) 

·  Volunteer pathways (chapter 5). 
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Chapter 3 – Volunteer capacity 

3.1 Introduction 
The principal focus of the V21 project was to gain a better understanding of volunteer capacity and 
apply this knowledge to develop structures and processes which enhance the volunteer capacity of 
both the individual and the organisation. 

Volunteer  capacity was defined multidimensionally to include a volunteer’s sense of efficacy to 
contribute to the organisation and the extent and form of that contribution. The study examined 
volunteers’  current levels of efficacy and the current and projected extent and form of their 
involvement. Volunteer efficacy included both individual or self-efficacy and collective efficacy. The 
extent included the length of volunteer service, the frequency of current involvement and the hours 
volunteered while the form included the roles and activities performed. 

This multidimensional approach to capacity included volunteers’  reports of the more objective 
dimensions of their volunteer time and activity together with ratings or self-assessments of their belief 
in their individual and collective volunteering capabilities. The measures of this multidimensional 
construct of volunteer capacity provided both quantifiable and qualitative understandings of a 
volunteer’s capacities. 

Quantifiable elements of volunteer capacity included measures of self-efficacy and collective efficacy 
and the extent and form of current and future volunteering activities. Extent provided measures of how 
often and for how long the participants volunteer currently and the extent of what they would like to 
do in the future. Form provided reports of their current roles and activities and whether they would or 
would not like a change in these. Conscious that many of the volunteers are involved in difficult 
situations their efficacy measures provided the organisations with an understanding of how effectively 
the volunteers thought they could engage in such contexts (Labone, Butcher and Bailey, 2005). 

Qualitative understandings of capacity were obtained from focus group interview data. 

This chapter reports both quantitative and qualitative findings in relation to volunteers’  current levels 
of capacity and their projected capacity based on their intentions regarding future volunteering 
involvement. The importance of valuing this capacity is then discussed and key learnings and 
implications for practice are presented. 

3.2 What is the current level of capacity? 

3.2.1 Self-efficacy: capacity for effective participation 
A volunteer’s self-efficacy is defined as ‘belief in one’s capacity to organise and execute the courses 
of action required to produce given attainments.’  (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). 

A more differentiated understanding of volunteer self-efficacy was obtained through the use of a 
survey instrument which measures five dimensions of efficacy for volunteering. Focus group data was 
also analysed for evidence of volunteer effectiveness related to these dimensions. 

These five dimensions of self-efficacy for volunteering are: 

·  relationships with the people the service supports (building trust, being valued, establishing 
rapport and responding with sensitivity); 

·  relationships with other volunteers (valuing, building good working relationships with and 
maintaining appropriate professionalism with other volunteers); 

·  work competence (handling experiences out of one’s comfort zone, making a positive 
contribution, participating successfully and with enjoyment); 

·  empathetic action (perceived capability to empathise with people’s life situations); and 
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·  social awareness (believing a little support and contribution makes a difference, that there are 
needs you can respond to and that your effectiveness as a volunteer has increased) (Labone, 
Butcher and Bailey, 2005). 

Volunteers were asked how confident they were in their ability to form relationships with people the 
service supports and other volunteers, to work competently as a volunteer, to initiate empathetic 
action, and to demonstrate social awareness. The survey included several items for each dimension. 
Responses for each item were reported using a seven-point Likert scale with ‘not confident’  at a 
ranking of 1 and ‘very confident’  at a ranking of 7. 

Survey respondents reported high levels of self-efficacy overall and on each of the five dimensions. 
For all three organisations, volunteers were most confident in their ability to form relationships with 
other volunteers and in their work competence. Table 3.1 summarises volunteer responses on each 
self-efficacy dimension. 

Table 3.1 Survey data related to volunteer  self-efficacy 

Dimension 
ALL 

(Mean score 
per item*) 

SVDP 
(Mean score 
per item*) 

RFS 
(Mean score 
per item*) 

TBS 
(Mean score 
per item*) 

Relationships with clients or people the 
service supports 5.5 5.4 5.5 6.0 

Relationships with other volunteers 6.3 6.3 6.3 6.1 

Work competence 6.1 6.0 6.1 6.0 

Empathetic action 5.7 5.9 5.7 6.0 

Social awareness 5.9 6.0 5.9 5.6 

Total self-efficacy score 5.9 5.9 5.9 6.0 

*  on a 7-point scale (1 = ‘not confident’ ; 7 = ‘very confident’ ) 

Focus group data was analysed for volunteers’  perceptions of their effectiveness related to these self-
efficacy dimensions. These perceptions are presented in the next section. 

How volunteers spoke about self-efficacy 

In focus group interviews volunteers spoke about various aspects of their volunteering experience and 
the influences which helped or hindered their effectiveness as volunteers (see Focus Group Questions 
in sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.4). While the focus group questions did not address directly the dimensions of 
self-efficacy, many comments were related to volunteers’  perceptions of self-efficacy. These are 
reported here. 

Relationships with clients or people the service supports 
SVDP volunteers were more likely to talk about good experiences of being with people the service 
supports when these people were grateful, appreciative or wanting to help themselves. Both SVDP and 
TBS respondents mentioned difficulties in terms of unappreciative or difficult clients. RFS volunteers 
tended to mention the people the service supports only when talking about these people showing 
appreciation for the work done by volunteers; these people were talked about more as a group of 
people which volunteers engaged with once the main job was done. 

‘What I get out of it is when you help a genuine person, that’s what makes the difference I think. 
(SVDP, Rural) 

‘The owners of the property will come out and thank all the crews who came out to help. It feels really 
good that they are so appreciative of the work we have done.’  (RFS, Regional) 
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‘And then, every now and then you’ ll have a visit where you’ ll know that the mother wouldn’ t have 
been able to do what she did that week if you hadn’ t been there.  And that’s quite a big deal.’  (TBS, 
Metropolitan) 

‘And the frustrating thing is having this current mother who I know, no matter what I say, she’s not 
listening, although a couple of things she might hear and take on board. Even though I hate what she’s 
feeding her children, and I hate how she attends to their crying all the time, I stay, because it’ s a good 
exercise for me to practise restraint.’  (TBS, Metropolitan) 

Relationships with other volunteers 
SVDP and TBS volunteers discussed relationships with other volunteers in terms of friendship and 
acceptance whilst RFS talked of family, camaraderie and unity. 

‘We©re all friends, we all help each other and you can confide in them you know.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

‘The friendships that you make … just by being around these people. I enjoy being with them.’  (RFS, 
Rural) 

‘You get unemployed to doctors, solicitors, things like that, Labor, Liberal, Catholics, Protestants, you 
name it, the whole mix is in there and to the brigades it means nothing, you©re a person and that©s the 
big thing about it - it just doesn©t matter.’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

‘And it’ s just a great place to come and everyone’s friendly … contributing and talking to other like-
minded people. You know and it’s just nice to keep coming back.’  (TBS, Regional) 

Work competence 
Work competence was discussed by RFS volunteers in terms of seeing a job well done, by TBS 
volunteers in terms of having been helpful, and by SVDP volunteers as a combination of both these 
perspectives. 

‘Probably the satisfying [thing] is when you get a particular job done to your own satisfaction and to 
the benefit of the Society.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

‘The work is dirty but at the end of it that’s fine, to know you’ve done the job …’ (RFS, Regional) 

‘ I don’ t see tangible results of what I do every day, because I work in [profession] … so when I leave 
work and go off, I actually have got something that I can see.’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

‘ I suppose one of the most satisfying things is that you are helping somebody, even with the basic 
thing of eating, and you’ re helping a lot of people stay in their homes a little bit longer.’  (TBS, 
Metropolitan) 

Empathetic action 
SVDP volunteers spoke of their empathy for their clients as a group and RFS identified the community 
as their “client group”. TBS volunteers, however, tended to empathise with the life situations of 
particular individuals, reflecting the one-on-one dimension of several TBS programs. 

‘You might say we shouldn’ t be helping those people, which in a way I don’ t think we should because 
they probably should be able to fend for themselves really if they just could manage it somehow. So 
sometimes that, you know, annoys people and they leave the conference.’  (SVDP, Metropolitan) 

‘But satisfactory meeting and helping of poor people because this was totally, you know, a different 
sort of situation that I hadn’ t realised when I first joined, that people were living like that, and that’s 
been very satisfying.’  (SVDP, Metropolitan) 

‘They come down to have a talk to you, we’ re their friends…. You see the same faces day after day. 
And they haven’ t got any money, they’ve just, they need a companion, they need someone.’  (SVDP, 
Rural) 
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‘ I feel that I want to help the community, the community needs help. I feel that I am wanted in that 
community for the job that I do and that satisfies the job that I am doing, that keeps me going and I’ ll 
keep coming back.’  (RFS, Regional) 

‘There is one client’s situation I can think of readily that©s very bad…but it doesn©t make me think that 
I won’ t go back again.’  (TBS, Metropolitan) 

Social awareness 
SVDP volunteers spoke of social awareness in terms of learning about other people’s situations. RFS 
volunteers were less likely to talk about social awareness of individuals’  situations but were very 
likely to talk about an awareness of responsibility to communities. TBS volunteers made little 
comment on social awareness apart from some comments on not knowing if their contribution makes a 
difference. 

‘ I have sort of discovered the problem of mental illness in my work within the Society. So, you know, 
it’ s opened up that to me as an important social issue.’  (SVDP, Metropolitan) 

‘ I can think of a couple of places that I©ve been into and I©ve been a bit distressed as to how the person 
has been living and it has been very upsetting. You©d like to be able to help but you know you can©t.’  
(TBS, Metropolitan) 

3.2.2 Collective efficacy: influence of the collective environment 
Collective efficacy refers to volunteers’  ‘shared beliefs that they can work together to produce effects’  
(Bandura, 1997, p. 7). Simply stated, collective efficacy is the extent to which we believe that we can 
work together effectively to accomplish our shared goals. 

Collective efficacy is an important and largely unexplored variable in volunteering (Thomas, 2005). In 
a volunteer context the ‘ feeling of the group’  can be a factor helping a person enter and maintain 
volunteer involvement and as such was central to this study of volunteer capacity. Collective efficacy 
has been described as being built through extensive social networks, shared purposes and values that 
transcend diverse groups, and a successful experience of working together over time to achieve 
common goals (Kilpatrick & Abbott-Chapman, 2005). 

The V21 survey asked volunteers how confident they were about two aspects of collective efficacy: 
the effectiveness of their organisation and the impact of teamwork on their effectiveness as a 
volunteer. A single item was used for each aspect and responses were reported using a seven-point 
Likert scale with ‘not confident’  at a ranking of 1 and ‘very confident’  at a ranking of 7. 

Survey respondents reported high levels of collective efficacy on each of the two aspects. However, 
for all three organisations, volunteers were more confident in the effectiveness of their organisation 
than in the impact of teamwork on their volunteering. Table 3.2 summarises volunteer responses on 
each item. 

Table 3.2 Survey data related to collective efficacy 

I tem 
ALL 

(Mean score 
per item*) 

SVDP 
(Mean score 
per item*) 

RFS 
(Mean score 
per item*) 

TBS 
(Mean score 
per item*) 

The organisation I volunteer for is 
effective 6.1 6.1 6.0 6.3 

Volunteering within my team increases 
my effectiveness as a volunteer. 5.9 5.9 5.9 5.7 

*  on a 7-point scale (1 = ‘not confident’ ; 7 = ‘very confident’ ) 

Focus group data was analysed for themes of teamwork and the collective environment. The results of 
this analysis are presented in the next section. 
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How volunteers spoke about collective efficacy 
Focus group participants talked about support from their work team and a wider collective feeling and 
a collective culture of each organisation. 

Teamwork 
Volunteers from all three organisations described teamwork in terms of feeling like part of a 
community. SVDP and TBS respondents also talked about teamwork related to getting along with 
others, whilst RFS respondents were more likely to talk about teamwork as important for safety and 
survival. 

‘Teamwork must exist in every aspect of life in general and not just where you work. You must have 
that friendliness, that companionship, that everybody’s there to get a little bit out of volunteering, be 
thanked, be accepted and feel good about yourself after you’ve done a day’s work.’  (SVDP, 
Metropolitan) 

‘ I feel as a team we complete each other. I believe everyone is doing their best even with a lack here or 
a shortage there. I believe every member is part of a team … all of them; even the staff are excellent.’  
(TBS, Metropolitan) 

‘Well, you depend on it. If you haven’ t got teamwork, then you’re dead.’  (RFS, Rural) 

The collective environment 
Volunteers from all organisations also talked about a collective feeling which is wider than teamwork 
and more about the collective culture of the organisation. 

SVDP volunteers noted positive aspects of the ‘Vincentian’  culture of a feeling of support to stay from 
other volunteers, people the service supports and by the spiritual connection whilst TBS volunteers 
noted the importance of friendship and acceptance. RFS volunteers noted positive aspects of the 
culture centred on the family and community feel and working in unity. RFS and SVDP volunteers 
were more likely to comment on organisational processes that give volunteers the chance to develop 
new skills and move to different activities and, although mentioned, at TBS this was less common. 

‘ I don’ t know what I would have done without them. I’ ve been through a bit. If I hadn’ t had this place 
to come to I don’ t know ... It’ s been marvellous.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

‘Last year I got in a huff and I left … and I found I missed the clients very much, and I would meet 
them when I was shopping, and they’d say “You don’ t work down at the Centre anymore”  … and I 
went back.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

‘Also sharing in a spiritual sense. Their faith is driving them and it’ s infectious and actually the 
camaraderie within our group is really good.’  (SVDP, Metropolitan) 

‘… no matter how you look at it, it’ s an extended family – they’ re always there for you. That’s one 
thing that has facilitated my journey because if you need help you can always turn to somebody.’  
(RFS, Regional) 

‘ I like helping the community; I love that feeling of community that it gives. The area that I©m in, the 
suburb that I©m in, whilst very suburban is on the urban interface, the urban bushland interface and it©s 
a village sort of atmosphere now and it©s really nice when you go down to the shops and you know 
more and more people mostly because of the [volunteering].’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

‘ I think too it hasn’ t been mentioned so far, is the type of people you work with all come from 
different backgrounds. Be it low financial situation, all the doctors and lawyers and that, are working 
side by side and there is no ill feeling about how well one is doing or the other’s not or anything like 
that. It is very special.’  (RFS, Regional) 

‘You come here and you feel you aren’ t being judged or things aren’ t expected of you, um, so you can 
just go at your own pace … you can just feel comfortable as the person you are.’  (TBS, Regional) 
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‘ I have made a couple of friends through meals on wheels. I wouldn’ t have met these people apart 
from doing that.’  (TBS, Metropolitan) 

‘What I©ve found most satisfying is the fact that I can go as far as I want to go. I just choose to do this 
and they say “Fair enough, go for it” .’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

‘There’s plenty of room for you to do as much as you want to do.’  (SVDP, Metropolitan) 

‘You get the backing of everyone around you to sort of make you go a bit further than you would 
normally.’  (TBS, Regional) 

Challenging aspects 
Challenging aspects of the collective culture were discussed mainly by SVDP and RFS respondents. 
The volunteers in these two organisations were more likely to work as part of a group or a team 
whereas most TBS volunteers work one-up with their clients. RFS and SVDP volunteers talked in 
terms of a collective pressure to take on more work, the challenge of moving to new level of 
responsibility, and the consequence of being less involved in front line action. Another challenging 
aspect was the politics or cliquishness with the accompanying possible blocking of opportunities for 
some individuals or groups. The volunteers’  commitment presented its own challenges for both SVDP 
and RFS volunteers as volunteering became an integral part of their lives to which they felt obligated. 

Taking on more work 
‘ I don’ t have any more time to give, my captain doesn’ t have any more time to give, and a lot of the 
members don’ t have any more time to give.’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

‘ I know some of the poor sorters at the moment will last 2 or 3 years and will be absolutely overloaded 
with the amount of donations that is coming in.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

Moving away from area of interest 
‘Just becoming an officer has complicated my journey, if you like, but there is a need there for it and 
I’m happy to continue on ... It’ s hard to be the full role as an officer when you want to be out there on 
the end of the line.’  (RFS, Regional) 

Challenges of group work 
‘ I just think it©s about human behaviour … they©re all humans and in all organisations, businesses, 
you©ll always have cliques, you©ll always have people that get on really well … but I think it is still a 
bit of a man/woman thing, there©s still a bit of, you know, you©re in the kitchen and they©re on the 
trucks, and you know you can get on the trucks … .’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

Being obligated 
‘ I think it sort of becomes part of your life. You just practise your Vincentian activities. It isn’ t always 
necessarily coordinated by the Centre. It is a real habit in your life.’  (SVDP, Metropolitan) 

‘ I don’ t want to go to two meetings a week but you’ve made a commitment and you have to maintain 
that commitment.’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

‘A lot of members of my brigade feel like they gave up being a volunteer when they signed on … the 
only part of volunteering was coming up and signing up.’  (RFS, Metropolitan) 

3.2.3 Extent and form of participation 
Extent of participation includes the length of volunteer service, the frequency of current volunteering, 
and the number of hours volunteered. Form of participation includes the activities undertaken by 
volunteers and the current use of volunteers’  skills and interests. 
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Extent of cur rent par ticipation 

Length of volunteer service 
Most survey respondents had already served five years or more with their current organisation and 
were thus experienced in volunteering with that organisation. Volunteers’  length of service ranged 
from one month to 60 years. Details of volunteer service are set out in table 3.3. 

Table 3.3 Volunteer  service with current organisation 

 ALL 
(years) 

SVDP 
(years) 

RFS 
(years) 

TBS 
(years) 

Median 5.0 5.0 7.4 3.0 

Mean 9.6 9.9 12.2 5.3 

Shortest 0.1 0.2 0.5 0.1 

Longest 60.0 60.0 60.0 32.0 

No. of responses 443 195 147 101 

 

Hours volunteered 
Almost 60% of volunteers reported service of less than 16 hours per month. TBS volunteer 
involvement usually is scheduled as a certain amount of time, hence more than 90% of TBS 
respondents volunteer less than 16 hours a month. SVDP and RFS were fairly evenly spread with 
about half their respondents volunteering less than 16 hours per month and about half volunteering 
more than16 hours per month. 

Table 3.4 Hours volunteered each month (on average) 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

8 hours or less 30.0 21.0 27.3 51.5 

9-16 hours 28.5 24.6 25.3 40.6 

17-24 hours 13.2 13.8 16.0 7.9 

25-32 hours 7.8 11.3 8.7 - 

33-40 hours 8.5 12.3 9.3 - 

More than 40 
hours 

11.9 16.9 13.3 - 

No. of 
responses 

446 195 150 101 

 

Frequency of volunteering 
All organisations showed a pattern of volunteering heavily weighted towards weekly or fortnightly 
involvement. Overall, more than 85% respondents volunteered at least fortnightly; across 
organisations this ranged from 79% to 92%. 
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Table 3.5 Frequency of volunteer  involvement 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

Weekly 73.3 81.4 65.4 69.6 

Fortnightly 13.8 10.3 13.7 20.6 

Monthly 9.1 6.7 13.7 6.9 

Less than once a month 3.8 1.5 7.2 2.9 

No. of responses 449 194 153 102 

 

Form of cur rent par ticipation 
The form of a volunteer’s current involvement was captured as the volunteering activities undertaken 
by volunteers and the organisation’s use of the skills and interests of the volunteers. 

Activities undertaken by volunteers 
Volunteers listed the different tasks they were involved in with the option of listing more than one 
task. The activities most commonly engaged in by volunteers in each organisation reflect the principal 
roles of that organisation. The majority of RFS volunteer work involves emergencies and special 
events and the training and support roles which accompany these. For TBS and SVDP a major focus 
was social support. Almost half the SVDP volunteers were also involved in fundraising and/or retail 
activities, while more than half the RFS volunteers reported involvement in fundraising. 

Table 3.6 lists the six most common activities reported by volunteers from each organisation. 

Table 3.6 Activities most commonly undertaken by volunteers 

 SVDP RFS TBS 

1 Fundraising/retail (49.2%) Emergency/firefighting/ 
safety/rescue (75.8%) 

Visiting/social support/ 
welfare support (49%) 

2 Visiting/social support/ 
welfare support (48.2%) 

Educational/training/ 
tutoring/mentoring (54.2%) 

Food service/catering 
(32.7%) 

3 Material relief (31%) Fundraising/retail (51.6%) Driving (16.3%) 

4 Administrative/clerical 
(28.9%) 

Radio communications/ 
logistics/aviation support 
(48.4%) 

Recreational activities 
(11.5%) 

5 Counselling/mediation/ 
advocacy (18%) 

Driving (40.5%) Fundraising (9.6%). 

6 Educational/training/ 
tutoring/mentoring (18.3%) 

Administrative/clerical 
(33.3%) 

Educational/training/ 
tutoring/mentoring (2.9%) 

IT/computing (2.9%) 

 

Current use of skills and interests 
To understand the match between the skills and interests of the volunteers and the tasks they were 
involved in, focus group participants were asked if they were able to use their skills and interests in 
volunteering. Analysis of focus group transcripts indicated a varied utilisation of skill and interest 
ranging from ‘not using’  to ‘over use’  of skills and interests.  
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Strong themes emerged around the utilisation of skills and interests being presented as an invitation 
and a choice to volunteers. Both RFS and SVDP volunteers were more likely to discuss the use of 
their skills in volunteering with TBS volunteers least likely to mention this. Of the two organisations 
that did foster skill and interest development the operational environments were quite different. RFS 
volunteers reflected on the utilisation of skills as more a function of efficiency with deliberate seeking 
of and the channelling of skills and experience. SVDP volunteers reflected on utilisation of skills with 
a link to a religious philosophy of using what one has been given. TBS volunteers talked about more 
individual opportunities.  

Perspectives on ability to have control over what skills and abilities you use or do not use in 
volunteering were discussed. Respondents from all three organisations felt choice was important but 
reflected a different experience. TBS volunteers discussed choice only existing if options were known 
and choice not to use outside skills in volunteering. SVDP volunteers discussed choice in terms of 
declining volunteer participation and taking on extra work.  RFS volunteers talked about a loss of 
control over one’s choice in skills use and a ‘self directed’  environment. This shows a wide continuum 
across the organisations regarding volunteers’  experiences of choice in use of skills and interests. The 
choices and initiative lie both with the volunteers and the organisations. The following interview data 
illustrate these different positions. 

Matching of skills to tasks/roles by the organisation 
‘That’s what the districts do look at in the people and say “OK you’ re a professional in what you may 
be, how that can be drawn into use at the district level”  and that’s happening more and more.’  (RFS, 
Metropolitan) 

‘ I love doing craftwork and things like that. So one of the women approached me [and] asked me if I 
couldn’ t decorate the Centre… so, yes, they used me in that area to the best of my ability because I’m 
quite interested in those sorts of things.’  (TBS, Regional) 

‘ I know there are certain volunteers there who have particular interests … so the manager tends to ask 
them to do a job that can utilise their knowledge base.’  (SVDP, Metropolitan) 

‘We’ re lucky in our [group] we have a person who is very aware of what each one of us is good at. 
She is a real horses for courses type.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

‘ I work in the IT industry. [Name] had problems with the computers and I think “ I do this every day, I 
don’ t want to”  and you go up to the station and they say “Oh could you have a look at the 
computers”… and they say “Ah, I have a new computer at home, can you just…”. I don’ t care.’  (RFS, 
Metropolitan) 

Use of skills initiated by the volunteer  
‘ I think we have heaps of opportunities in the organisation to do a whole range of things and I think 
we’ve only got to put our mind to it and we have to make the effort to apply and we also then have to 
make the effort to do some pre-course work and pre-directional work and to wait. I think a lot of it 
comes back to us. I think the organisation certainly provides us with the opportunities to do stuff.’  
(RFS, Regional) 

‘God gave you certain abilities and you use those to do his work for him.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

‘ I have qualifications in training and I would like to see my skills used a bit more.’  (SVDP, Rural) 

3.3 What is the projected level of capacity? 
The volunteers also indicated how they saw the extent and form of their continued involvement with 
the organisation. Their responses indicated an ongoing commitment with some volunteers projecting a 
change in the extent and/or form of their participation. 
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3.3.1 Continued involvement  
All three organisations have a committed volunteer work force. More than 80% of survey respondents 
intend to continue volunteering for at least another 2 years. Sixty-one per cent believe they will stay 
volunteering with the organisation for more than 5 years. Across all organisations 10% expect to 
continue for less than 1 year. 

Table 3.7 Intended future service with current organisation 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

Less than 6 months 3.0 1.6 3.3 5.3 

6 to 12 months 4.6 5.4 1.3 8.4 

1 to 2 years 10.9 14.0 3.3 16.8 

2 to 5 years 20.6 24.7 16.0 20.0 

More than 5 years 60.8 54.3 76.0 49.5 

No. of responses 431 186 150 95 

 

3.3.2 Change in hours and frequency 
A majority of volunteer survey respondents are satisfied with the current extent of their volunteering. 
They do not want to change the amount of time and frequency with which they currently volunteer. 
However, a significant number of respondents want a change to their current volunteer hours and/or 
the frequency of their volunteering. 

Almost 15% of all volunteers want to give more hours; 20% for RFS. Twelve per cent of SVDP 
volunteers want to do fewer hours. 

Table 3.8 Desired hours of volunteer  involvement 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

More hours 14.5 11.7 20.2 11.8 

Less hours 6.7 11.7 4.7 - 

About the same 78.8 76.5 75.3 88.2 

No. of responses 448 196 150 102 

 
Sixteen per cent of all volunteers would like to volunteer more frequently; but this ranges from 24% to 
11% across the organisations. Five per cent want to reduce the frequency of their volunteering; but 
again, this varies from 9% to 1% across the organisations. 

Table 3.9 Desired frequency of volunteer  involvement 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

More often 16.3 13.7 23.5 10.7 

Less often 4.9 8.6 2.7 1.0 

About the same 78.8 77.7 73.8 88.3 

No. of responses 449 197 149 103 
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3.3.3 Change in activities 
Although 75.5% of volunteers do not want to be involved in other volunteer roles or activities, there 
are a significant number of volunteers across all organisations wanting involvement in other volunteer 
roles and activities (RFS 34.4%, SVDP 20.7%, TBS 16.8%). This desire for change in the form of 
their volunteering provides a basis for the organisations to discuss with them how they may be able to 
contribute most effectively to the community and the organisation. 

Table 3.10 Would you like to be involved in other  volunteer  roles or  activities? 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

No 75.5 79.3 65.6 83.2 

Yes 24.5 20.7 34.4 16.8 

No. of responses 445 193 151 101 

3.4 Key learnings and implications for the future 

3.4.1 Key learnings 
Enhancing volunteer capacity includes understanding how volunteers view their participation currently 
and their projections regarding their future involvement. The multidimensional view of capacity used 
in this study enables the organisations to be strategic when considering the current and projected 
capacities of volunteers. 

This multidimensional view of capacity encompasses: 

·  current levels of volunteers’  self-efficacy 

·  current perceptions of collective efficacy; and 

·  the current and projected extent and form of volunteers’  involvement. 

A substantial majority of volunteers indicated their satisfaction with the extent of their current 
involvement; that is, how often they volunteer and for how long. Others indicated that they are willing 
to volunteer to a greater extent; that is more often or more hours. A number of volunteers would like to 
be involved in a different form to their current involvement; that is, in other volunteer roles or 
activities. 

It is clear that a majority of respondents across each organisation are committed to, and confident in, 
their current volunteer work, and satisfied with their current level of involvement. 

The individual and collective efficacy of volunteers contribute to both their current capacity and their 
motivation to participate in the future. 

3.4.2 Implications 
A key principle for organisations is valuing each person and working with them in defining and 
enhancing their volunteer capacity. This person focus ensures that the relationships between the 
volunteers themselves and between volunteers and the organisation are valued. 

Organisations need to review their structures and processes to see whether they facilitate this capacity 
enhancement. 

To enhance volunteer capacity organisations need to be proactive in constructively drawing upon both 
the current and projected capacities of their volunteers. 

The goals of volunteer capacity building need to be owned by all rather than being seen as a driving 
force which may actually constrain capacity. 
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Volunteers’  self-efficacy and capacity are enhanced by positive perceptions of the availability of 
support and training. The next chapter examines volunteer and employee perceptions of the support 
and training available to volunteers in their organisations. 
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Chapter 4 – Volunteer support and training 

4.1 Introduction 
One of the principal aims of the V21 project is to help the partner organisations determine the self-
efficacy of their volunteers and to apply this knowledge to enhance individual and collective volunteer 
capacity. 

The V21 project investigated volunteers’  perceptions of the availability and adequacy of the support 
and training provided by each partner organisation and the match between these perceptions and those 
of the organisation. 

This chapter reports the findings of the V21 survey related to volunteers’  perceptions of the form and 
relative importance of the support and training available to them and the extent to which employees’ 
perceptions match those of the volunteers. Key learnings related to volunteer capacity and efficacy are 
identified along with implications for organisational policy and practice. 

Volunteer capacity consists of the person’s sense of self-efficacy to contribute to particular activities 
of the community organisation, and the intended extent and preferred forms of that contribution. Self-
efficacy refers to ‘beliefs in one’s capacity to organise and execute the courses of action required to 
produce given attainments’  (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). 

A person’s sense of self-efficacy is influenced by their analysis of the accessibility of particular tasks 
and the perceived availability and adequacy of the organisation’s training and support (Gist & 
Mitchell, 1992). Individual volunteers reassess their self-efficacy, and hence their volunteer capacity, 
in light of the level of match between their own and the organisation’s perceptions of task 
accessibility, available training and support and the different organisational pathways they can access 
to contribute to the organisation as a volunteer. 

Maintaining volunteers’  engagement with an organisation over time requires that issues of support and 
training be considered not only during initial engagement with the organisation but also throughout 
their continuing engagement. Managers of volunteers need to examine issues of ongoing support and 
training from the perspective of the volunteer. Considerations of volunteer support and training also 
need to take account of differences in the extent and form of volunteers’  involvement (as discussed in 
chapter 3). 

Findings related to support and training are organised according to the following questions based on 
the survey responses. 

Suppor ting volunteers 

·  Do volunteers feel well supported? 

·  What types of support are available to volunteers? 

·  What types of support are most important to volunteers? 

·  Does the most important type of support vary across organisations? 

·  How do employees’  responses compare to those of volunteers? 

·  What other types of support are important to volunteers? 

Training volunteers 

·  Have volunteers received training for their work as a volunteer? 

·  How useful was the training volunteers received? 

·  Do volunteers believe training is necessary for their work? 

·  Have volunteers received sufficient training? 

·  Is training available to prepare volunteers for other roles? 
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4.2 Supporting volunteers 

4.2.1 The importance of volunteer support 
Volunteers want and need supervision and personal and professional support (Gaskin, 1998, 2003a). 
Gaskin concludes that ‘ the support given to volunteers should combine personal and professional 
support; a clear individual line of support; light-touch supervision (in most cases); prompt and 
straightforward payment of expenses; organising volunteer get-togethers and socials; and facilitating 
volunteer support networks and mentoring.’  (Gaskin, 2003a) 

Satisfaction with the support they receive is a key factor in keeping people volunteering. Gaskin 
identified support and supervision as a key ‘pressure point’  at which an ‘appropriate intervention’  by 
the organisation can influence a person’s likelihood of staying as a volunteer. Gaskin found that, 
above all, volunteers want to know that there is someone they can go to when they want advice or 
support, that their role and needs are respected (Gaskin, 2003a). 

A Scottish study of the role and responsibilities of volunteer coordinators (Lishman & Wardell, 1998) 
found that support which involved enabling and helping volunteers to undertake their tasks was 
universally acknowledged as a necessity, especially in the light of increased volunteer involvement in 
direct service provision. Coordinators recognised that volunteers had different support needs according 
to the complexity and responsibility of their role. 

4.2.2 V21 survey findings – support 
The V21 survey included a section which focussed on volunteer support. This section was headed 
‘How are you supported by [your organisation] in your volunteering?’  The findings from this section 
of the survey are reported below. 

Do volunteers feel well supported? 

In the V21 survey more than 90% of volunteers in each organisation reported that they feel well 
supported by the organisation in their volunteering work. In contrast, 73% of all employees surveyed 
feel that volunteers are well supported by the organisation, but this ranged from 36% to 96% across 
the three organisations. 

Volunteers were asked to nominate up to five types of support provided to them by the organisation 
they volunteer for and to prioritise these in order of their importance to them. As these were open-
ended or unprompted responses, all responses were reviewed initially to establish a set of data codes 
or categories. Some revision or re-specification of these codes was necessary as the analysis 
progressed. 

Six categories of support were identified from the data. These were: 

1. Peer suppor t and networking. This referred to the importance of friendship opportunities that 
emerged through the volunteer process. Peer support was differentiated from formal meetings of 
volunteers organised by the service; these were coded as ‘professional support/ supervision’ . Typical 
answers included in this section were: ‘ I always get help when I need from other ladies’  (SVDP); 
‘Companionship’  (RFS). 

2. Financial and physical infrastructure. This referred to the provision of financial support such as 
compensation for costs incurred or other goods and services (e.g. lunch), the provision of appropriate 
uniforms, and insurance coverage. 

3. Professional suppor t and supervision. This included the provision of supervision and back up, 
especially in complex matters, debriefing following stressful events, the provision of formal meetings 
for volunteers to discuss work matters, and newsletters. Respondents from all organisations discussed 
the importance of back up from members of the organisation; as one respondent from TBS stated, ‘ I 
knew someone was there for me’  and critical incident support was often mentioned by RFS 
respondents. 
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4. Training. This referred to access to formal training sessions, seminars, and the provision of written 
training materials (not including newsletters). This included: skill-based training; seminars; and 
provision of training manuals. For example, a respondent from RFS stated that ‘Training to improve 
my skills’  was most important for them in supporting their volunteer role. 

5. Pastoral care and personal suppor t. This referred to the provision of spiritual support and 
counselling (not related to a specific work incident) as differentiated from professional support and 
supervision (which is focused on the volunteering activities). This type of support could be seen as 
part of being recognised and cared about by the organisation. In this category there were substantial 
differences amongst organisations in the kinds of support volunteers saw as important. For instance, 
most comments about pastoral care were associated with SVDP respondents. Some respondents 
mentioned that they appreciated the extra counselling and care that was available to them. This finding 
is to be expected given that, as responses to other survey items suggested, many respondents elected to 
volunteer because of a significant life change including redundancy, bereavement, and other changes 
in family circumstances. 

6. Being recognised and feeling welcomed by the organisation. The kinds of support in this 
category ranged from the provision of certificates, to regular events to ensure that volunteers felt 
welcomed. 

Which types of support are most important to volunteers? 

Figure 4.1 identifies the types of support which volunteers identified as the most important for them – 
that is, they placed them first in order of importance. 
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Note: This data also includes ‘no answer’  responses as this shows that a substantial proportion of respondents 

(approx. 22%) did not answer this question. This is important to bear in mind when interpreting these results. 

Figure 4.1 Type of support identified by volunteers as most impor tant 
 
Overall, the most important types of support provided by the organisations were professional support, 
which included supervision and advice especially in complex matters, and training support. It was 
important that this support was accessible and readily available especially in a crisis situation. For 
example, a respondent from TBS stated that the most important support was: ‘A co-ordinator that is 
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available to discuss worries and problems.’  RFS respondents repeatedly emphasised the importance of 
Critical Incident Support as a type of support available to them in volunteering. 

Does the most important type of support vary across organisations? 

The results in figure 4.1 show a clear pattern in overall support preferences of respondents. However, 
there are marked differences between respondents according to organisation. Figure 4.2 shows that the 
most important type of support identified by respondents varied substantially by organisation. 
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Note: This data excludes ‘no answer’  and ‘uncodable’  responses. 

Figure 4.2 Most important type of support provided - by organisation 

 

Figure 4.2 shows most distinctly that RFS members identified training as the most important type of 
support provided by the organisation. This training referred to all aspects of fire management and 
safety. Financial/physical support – especially the provision of appropriate equipment and clothing - 
was also identified as more important for RFS volunteers than for volunteers in other organisations. 

For SVDP, the most important type of support was professional support and supervision – especially 
in managing complex or upsetting events with service users. Peer support facilitated by the 
organisation was also greatly appreciated by volunteers. 

For TBS members, like SVDP, the most important type of support was professional support and 
supervision and again this referred to handling complex client issues. TBS members were also more 
likely to mention that feeling welcomed and being recognised by the organisation (by the provision of 
certificates in particular) were important ways the organisation supported them. 

How do employees’ responses compare with those of volunteers? 

Employees were also asked to nominate up to five types of support which the organisation provided to 
volunteers. They were asked to prioritise these types of support in order of their importance to 
volunteers. 

Figure 4.3 shows how employee perceptions compare with those of volunteers. 
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Figure 4.3 Type of support identified by volunteers and employees as most important 

Figure 4.3 shows that volunteers rate the importance of professional support and supervision more 
highly than employees. While volunteers consider training to be important, they do not rate it as highly 
as employees. 

What other types of support are important to volunteers? 

In addition to the most impor tant form of support for them, survey respondents were able to list up to 
four more forms of support in order of importance to them. Figure 4.4 outlines the types of support that 
respondents ranked from 1 to 5 in importance across all three organisations. This shows that while 
some types of support, such as financial support and infrastructure, are not mentioned often as the most 
important type of support, they nonetheless rate as important for volunteers. 
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Type of support by order of importance
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Note: Twenty-two per cent of respondents did not answer this question. This data excludes ‘no answer’  and ‘uncodable’  

responses. On average, those who answered this question listed fewer than three types of support. 

Figure 4.4 Types of support as ranked by volunteers in order  of importance (from 1 to 5) 

 
Figure 4.4 shows that professional supervision was identified as an important type of support not only 
as the first priority but also in later priorities. Of note is the significance of financial (and physical 
infrastructure) support in second and third priority responses. Financial types of support - including 
cash to cover costs incurred in volunteering activity, provision of uniforms, and insurance coverage - 
were more likely to be mentioned as important, though not as important as professional support and 
training. 

As mentioned previously, volunteers reassess their self-efficacy, and hence their volunteer capacity, in 
light of the level of match between their own and the organisation’s perceptions of task accessibility, 
available training and support. 

In the V21 survey, professional support and supervision were identified as the most important type of 
support for volunteers. The importance of training for volunteers was also reinforced strongly. 
Volunteers identified training as the second most important form of support behind professional 
support and supervision, while employees’  assessments reversed these placings. In one organisation, 
however, both volunteers and employees identified training as the most important form of support. 

In the section on volunteer support, the V21 survey looked specifically at the availability and impact 
of training. The findings are discussed in the following section. 

4.3 Training 

4.3.1 The importance of training 
Research suggests that training and mentoring, as well as a welcoming culture, are necessary to keep 
new recruits (Gaskin, 1998, 2003a). Effective training equips volunteers with confidence and skills. It 
also contributes to retention by encouraging a sense of commitment to the work and by reinforcing the 
perception that the volunteers’  role is valuable – to the organisation, the clients and the volunteers 
themselves (Britton, 1999). Gaskin (2003a) identified training, and especially ongoing training, as a 
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key ‘pressure point’  at which an ‘appropriate intervention’  by the organisation can influence a 
person’s likelihood of remaining a volunteer. 

Training progression and accreditation options play a crucial role in attracting volunteers who are 
motivated by the desire to improve and learn skills, which includes young people and those wanting to 
increase their employability (Gaskin, 2003b; Institute for Volunteering Research, 2002) 

Volunteers are also more likely to continue with an organisation if they receive training, and 
particularly if that training and their skills are recognised by other volunteer organisations and by 
potential employers through an accreditation process (Australian Council of Social Service, 1996; 
Dollard, Rogers, Cordingley, & Metzer, 1999) 

Volunteers want to be adequately trained for the tasks they will have to carry out, but many do not 
need nor feel they need training. The 1997 National Survey of Volunteering in the UK found that 
three-quarters of volunteers had not received training to do with their voluntary work. Of those who 
had, the vast majority found it adequate although more than a third of these rated their training only as 
‘ fairly adequate’  (Davis Smith, 1998). 

Gaskin (2003a) found that volunteers had mixed experiences of training, from none (and none needed) 
to long initial courses and ongoing top-ups. Volunteers reported that even extensive training can 
sometimes be inadequate, though some organisations get it right. 

Volunteers want to receive further training as and when needed and, for many but not all, be given 
accreditation. The latter applies particularly to young people, black and minority ethnic (BME) people 
and unemployed people, but does not exclude some older people who appreciate the discipline of 
working towards a target (Hutchison, 1999; Institute for Volunteering Research, 2002; Rochester & 
Hutchison, 2001). 

Gaskin (2003a) concludes that training needs to vary greatly: an intensive initial course may be 
essential to develop particular skills and awareness (e.g. advice work, police volunteering, working 
with vulnerable people); ongoing courses may be required (e.g. skills updates, wider policy and 
regulatory development); or none may be needed (volunteer drivers, community gardening schemes). 
‘ It is important that organisations judge the content and extent of training very carefully, to serve 
exactly the volunteer’s and the organisation’s needs’  (Gaskin, 2003a). 

4.3.2 V21 survey findings – training 

Have volunteers received training for their work as a volunteer? 

Seventy-eight per cent of volunteers reported that they had received training for their work as a 
volunteer. Responses ranged from 53% to 94% across the three organisations. 

Ninety-six per cent of employees reported that volunteers receive training for their work, with a 
response rate of 89% or above for each organisation. 

How useful was the training volunteers received? 

Of the 78% of volunteers who had received training, 92% thought the training was at least ‘ fairly 
useful’  while 46% found it ‘extremely useful.’  
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Figure 4.5 How useful was the training you received? 

 

Volunteer responses across the three organisations ranged from 31% to 65% for ‘Extremely useful’  
and from 6% to 14% for ‘Fairly useful.’  

Ninety per cent of employees thought that volunteers found their training at least ‘ fairly useful’  while 
24% thought that volunteers found their training ‘extremely useful.’  

Employee responses across the three organisations ranged from 12% to 32% for ‘Extremely useful’  
and from 10% to 17% for ‘Fairly useful.’  

Do volunteers believe training is necessary for their work? 

In the V21 survey, 78% of volunteers believed that training was necessary for their volunteering work, 
while 100% of employees thought training was necessary. 

Across the three organisations, volunteer responses ranged from 57% to 96% while the employee 
response from each organisation was 100%. 

Have volunteers received sufficient training? 

Eighty-six per cent of volunteers had received sufficient training for their volunteering work, with 
each organisation’s response being 83% or above. While 100% of employees believe that training is 
necessary, only 66% believe that the training volunteers receive is sufficient; but responses ranged 
from 43% to 80% across the three organisations. 

Is training available to prepare volunteers for other roles? 

Overall 67% of volunteers thought that there was training available to prepare them for other roles – 
but responses from each organisation ranged from 39% to 93%. Eighty per cent of employees reported 
that such training was available, with responses by organisation ranging from 67% to 87%. 
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4.4 Key learnings and implications for the future 

4.4.1 Key learnings 
The project has provided a clear picture of how volunteers see the current provision of support and 
training in relation to their volunteering roles. The provision of support and training has implications 
for volunteer self-efficacy and, in turn, volunteer and organisational capacity. 

Findings have confirmed that volunteers overall feel well supported by the organisation. The most 
important types of support for volunteers are professional support/supervision followed by training. In 
respect of professional support and supervision volunteers want a particular person, such as a 
volunteer coordinator or supervisor, whom they can approach to discuss any issues relating to their 
volunteering role, particularly critical incidents and difficulties with clients. 

Financial support and physical infrastructure – such as reimbursement of out-of-pocket expenses, and 
the provision of uniforms and equipment - are also important to the majority of volunteers, though less 
important than professional support/supervision and training. 

For employees, the most important types of volunteer support are also professional 
support/supervision and training; but the order of importance is reversed. 

Volunteers indicated that the training they have received is useful and sufficient for their respective 
roles. Employees thought volunteers would see the training as less useful than they actually did. 

4.4.2 Implications 
Volunteers reassess their self-efficacy, and hence their volunteer capacity, in light of the level of 
match between their own and the organisation’s perceptions of available support and training. 
Volunteers’  perceptions may not always align with those of employees, even those who manage or 
supervise volunteers. Volunteers should be involved directly in assessing the availability and adequacy 
of the support and training provided to them. 

The levels of support and training reported by survey respondents are associated with high levels of 
self-efficacy and collective efficacy. This suggests that the level of support and training which is 
currently available would be conducive to favourable (re)assessments of efficacy and capacity by 
volunteers. 

To enhance volunteer efficacy and capacity, organisations should maintain, if not increase, the support 
and training available to volunteers, particularly in those areas which are most valued by volunteers – 
understanding that such provision must also address the needs of the organisation. 

Organisations should ensure that all employees, but particularly those in a volunteer-facing role, 
understand the importance of support and training for both the volunteers and the organisation. 

The provision of support and training, and its importance, should be clearly identified in organisational 
policies and processes to facilitate their delivery in practice. 

Organisations should monitor the provision of support and training to ensure that these continue to 
meet the needs of both the volunteers and the organisation and so enhance the capacity of both the 
volunteers and the organisation. 

 

This chapter has discussed how volunteers and employees perceive the support and training available 
to volunteers within their organisations. The next chapter examines how volunteers perceive the 
pathways and opportunities available to them as volunteers within their organisations. 
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Chapter 5 – Volunteer pathways 

5.1 Introduction 
This chapter addresses the enhancement of volunteer capacity through examining volunteer pathways 
into the organisation and within the organisation from the perspectives of the volunteers themselves. 
The questions arising from this examination are highlighted as well as the questions to be addressed by 
organisations in their strategic planning if these pathways are to be responsive to volunteers’  changing 
needs and lifestyles in ways which enhance the volunteer capacity of the individual and the 
organisation. Key learnings and implications are presented based upon these questions. 

Pathway is defined as the journey a volunteer takes with a particular organisation from initial interest 
through engagement to staying with the organisation over an extended period of time or leaving the 
organisation at some point in time. 

This chapter is arranged in three sections: 

·  Accessing volunteering: pathways into the organisation 

·  The volunteer experience: pathways within the organisation 

·  Key learnings and implications. 

5.2 Accessing volunteering: pathways into the organisation 
This section reports survey and interview data relating to volunteer pathways into the organisation and 
presents understandings drawn from these data. 

5.2.1 Survey data – pathways into the organisation 
The survey sought to identify: 

·  particular events which led to or facilitated an individual’s decision to volunteer; 

·  why an individual chose to volunteer with a specific organisation; and 

·  why an individual believed they could be effective as a volunteer before they joined up. 
 
Survey results for these three areas are presented below. 

Did a particular event lead to your volunteering? 

Survey respondents were asked if there was a particular event in their lives that provided the 
opportunity to volunteer or to resume volunteering. Fifty-nine per cent of all volunteers identified such 
an event with responses ranging from 53% to 66% across the three organisations. Volunteers who 
identified such an event were asked to provide brief details of the nature of the event. These fell 
broadly into two categories: personal life-events and outside events. 

Figure 5.1 illustrates the events identified by volunteers. 
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Figure 5.1 Events that led to the decision to volunteer  

Several of the events identified in figure 5.1 relate to changes in personal circumstances. For TBS and 
SVDP, retirement is identified as the most significant event that leads to volunteering. However, RFS 
respondents rarely cited retirement as a motivator; instead, awareness of need and relocation to a rural 
community were the two most commonly cited motivations for volunteering. 

For many, volunteering provided an opportunity to pursue interests and personal commitments. For 
example, one respondent from SVDP commented: ‘ I retired from work at the age of 62 and wished to 
do service to God and the community.’  Mostly, retirement and volunteering were seen as positive 
aspects of a lifestyle change, that is, to a slower pace of life in which respondents had more choice to 
realise their values. For a small number, retirement and redundancy had come as a shock and 
volunteering was a way of providing a structure to their day. For some, other changes in work 
circumstances, such as the shift to part-time employment, were a factor in volunteering.  

Other respondents identified changes in family circumstances, especially widowhood, as a reason for 
volunteering, especially for SVDP but also for TBS. This finding suggests that these organisations 
should be alert to the possibility that a significant proportion of volunteers may be in a period of 
mourning and may require support with grief and loss issues. Volunteering was also experienced by a 
significant proportion as helpful in a family transition, such as the period when children have recently 
left home. 

Other nominated events related to opportunities for self-improvement. A small proportion of 
respondents saw volunteering as a way of improving their job readiness; that is, they saw volunteering 
as an opportunity to increase work skills. Again this was especially important for SVDP and TBS. 
Indeed, at least three respondents from TBS commented that they saw volunteering as a way to 
develop skills in their field of study (social work or therapies) and also as a way of continuing to stay 
relevant while looking for work. For example, one respondent from TBS stated they had volunteered 
because they encountered ‘difficulty in finding a relevant paid position and feeling I had time and 
skills to share.’  

For RFS respondents there was some indication that positive community pressure to become involved 
influenced their decision to volunteer. For example, one respondent stated they had been motivated to 
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volunteer because ‘ I moved to a small rural village [where] most members of the community were 
brigade volunteers.’  

Another factor that was especially important for respondents in SVDP was encouragement to 
volunteer from a senior and respected person, such as a Parish Priest or a teacher. A personal 
approach, where a member of the organisation identified and encouraged the individual also seemed 
an especially effective motivator for some volunteers. 

Why did you choose to volunteer with this organisation? 

Volunteers were asked why they chose to volunteer with their current organisation. Their responses 
are summarised in the following table. 

Table 5.1 Reasons for  choosing the specific organisation 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

I was asked by a friend 12.2 17.9   3.3 14.3 

I was asked by a member of [PO]*  21.0 32.3 19.3   1.0 

I was asked by a family member 12.4 10.8 20.0   4.1 

I saw an advertisement 12.2   4.6   2.0 42.9 

Other 42.2 34.4 55.3 37.8 

No. of responses 443 195 150 98 

* [PO] = Name of Partner Organisation 

The most important of these reasons for choosing SVDP were being asked by a member of the 
organisation or being asked by a friend. For RFS, the most important reasons were being asked by a 
family member or a member of the RFS. But involvement of family or peers was identified as an 
important ‘other’  reason as distinct from being asked by a family member or being asked by a friend. 
For TBS, seeing an advertisement was clearly the most important of these reasons. Being asked by a 
friend was also significant. 

Volunteers who responded ‘Other’  were asked to provide details. Figure 5.2 illustrates all responses to 
this question, including the ‘other’  reasons. 
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Figure 5.2 Reasons for  choosing the specific organisation 
Note: There is considerable overlap between these reasons and the particular events which led to volunteering identified 

earlier in this chapter (see figure 5.1). 

 

‘Other’  reasons for volunteering with a particular organisation differed substantially across 
organisations. Responses of RFS volunteers were clearly concentrated in two main areas. The first was 
family or peer involvement; examples of responses in this category included: ‘ I left school, started 
working on the farm, went to fires with my father’ , and another commented, ‘ It is a natural 
progression amongst farming families in rural NSW.’  The second category was the desire to help the 
community. An example of this type of response is: ‘ I see it as a community responsibility as we live 
in the bush.’  

SVDP and TBS respondents cited a broad range of ‘other’  reasons. For SVDP volunteers, the desire to 
help and the importance of doing volunteering that was consistent with one’s personal values were the 
most frequently cited ‘other’  reasons for choosing the organisation. For instance, one respondent from 
this organisation stated that they chose SVDP because of their ‘ large interest in social justice’  and 
another stated ‘ it was a personal calling, a giving to God.’  For TBS volunteers, the key ‘other’  reasons 
cited included community outreach by the service; that is, the service had actively recruited volunteers 
by advertising at other TBS events and in the local newspaper. One respondent stated that they had 
‘attended a fundraising lunch for TBS and became aware of the need for volunteers.’  

Many of the reasons given by survey respondents for volunteering and for choosing a particular 
organisation were also mentioned by interview participants when describing their pathways into the 
organisation. (See 5.2.2 Interview data – pathways into the organisation.) 

Why did you believe you could work effectively with this organisation before 
you joined up? 

Factors which influence the development of self-efficacy beliefs include: vicariously seeing people 
similar to oneself manage the task, personally mastering the task, and being socially persuaded that 
one has the capabilities to do the task (Bandura 2005). Any combination of these influences may lead 
a person to initiate volunteering and maintain that involvement. In addition, an individual’s perception 
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of the collective efficacy of a particular organisation may influence them to volunteer with that 
organisation rather than another. 

Based on these potential influences, volunteers were given four possible reasons for believing they 
could work effectively with their particular organisation before they joined up, and were asked to 
indicate how important each had been for them. Their responses are presented below. 

 

Table 5.2 Sources of efficacy for  volunteer ing 

Self-efficacy 
ALL 

ORG’NS 

Vicar ious exper ience 
My family, friends or neighbours were volunteers in [PO]* . 

 
  2.8+ 

Enactive mastery 
I have the skills and/or life experiences to contribute to the community. 

 
4.5 

Social persuasion 
I was persuaded by others to give this type of volunteer work a try. 

 
2.4 

Collective efficacy 

Influence of collective efficacy 
I chose to work with [PO]* because I believed it was an effective organisation. 

 
5.1 

+ Mean scores based on a 7-point scale. (1 = ‘Not at all important’ ; 7 = ‘Extremely important’ ) 
*  [PO] = Name of Partner Organisation. 

Sources of Efficacy

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Social persuasion

Vicarious experience

Enactive mastery

Collective efficacy

Mean score (on a 7-point scale)

 

Figure 5.3 Sources of efficacy for  volunteer ing 

In this study, the most important influence was volunteers’  belief that they had the skills and 
experience to address the tasks involved together with their belief that the organisation was effective. 
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5.2.2 Interview data – pathways into the organisation 
Focus group participants were asked to reflect on their pathway into the organisation. They identified 
structures and relationships which showed them the pathways into the organisation and challenges 
which need to be addressed if these pathways are to be effective. A selection of their responses is 
presented below. 

Place of school conferences (school-based groups of Society members) 
‘My journey first started when I was still at school. One of the Marist brothers, Brother A, started the 
junior conference at school.’  (SVDP) 

Role of family 
‘ I started out with both my parents being in the Service from when I was little and there was a course 
held at where I lived and I studied it and I have joined since then.’  (RFS) 

‘ I was born into the Rural Fire Service.’  (RFS) 

Joining the organisation 
‘ If someone is joining a conference, they’ re almost out there straight away visiting people in their 
homes.’  (SVDP) 

‘Young volunteers as well as older volunteers come in for a specific purpose, for one thing, and then 
they get a broader view of the organisation and end up doing a whole myriad of things possibly not 
even doing what they originally intended to do.’  (SVDP) 

‘ I think somebody asked me [to volunteer], if I remember back then. I don’ t think I would have 
volunteered.’  (SVDP) 

‘ It’ s like any position or job role that you might take on: you don’ t know the full extent of the 
organisation when you first start.’  (RFS) 

‘When I started to join I was too young and I needed supervision, so I just came along and helped. So 
I’ ve come up through the Service and I’ve never looked back.’  (RFS) 

‘ I wanted to do some form of volunteering and, basically, I didn’ t know about this program, didn’ t 
know about its existence until I went onto a website on general volunteering, and sort of honed down 
my focus [to TBS’s home visiting program] because … I was in a similar sort of situation when my 
first child was born – a new migrant with no family whatsoever.’  (TBS) 

‘ I came along [to the Centre] with a friend – just to see what was happening one day. We saw a sign 
outside and came in and … they explained everything to us. And then they were advertising some 
[volunteer] courses, I went along with that and it was fantastic.’  (TBS) 

‘ [Person] volunteered me and it’s one of the best things I’ve ever done. She volunteers me for all sorts 
of things and her taste is impeccable.’  (TBS) 

Challenges to make the pathways effective 
Both volunteers and employees identified challenges which need to be addressed if the pathways into 
the organisation are to be effective. The process of initial engagement should be user friendly; this 
process needs to address issues which might dissuade people from volunteering with the organisation. 

‘The way we actually process volunteers [is a challenge]... the process is filling out application forms 
then having to attend training sessions ... it can often be a couple of months before they [volunteers] 
are able to be placed in an activity.’  (SVDP) 

‘We also have a communication problem, where we might process people in the office and then send 
their forms out to a Special Work for them to be placed but that Special Work won©t get in touch with 
the volunteer so they might not hear back from anyone for several months, if ever.’  (SVDP) 

‘There is a lack of a coordinated approach State wide.’  (SVDP) 
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‘As a volunteer organisation you would think that we would have volunteer coordinators in every 
Special Work at every level and we just don©t.’  (SVDP) 

‘We are not making the best use of our people right from the word go. We’ re limiting ourselves and 
saying: “You do basic fire fighter now and then you have to wait a period to do village.”  …’  (RFS) 

‘ If I came in now and had to wait 8-10 weeks to get into the organisation I would be going across the 
way there and saying to the SES would you like me to come in and join.’  (RFS) 

‘They get the feeling that we are just not interested in them because they filled in a form and it’ s 
presented and they can’ t come back until the form comes back from Sydney.’  (RFS) 

‘Well basically we match them with the client. … and then we introduce them and see if it works. 
Sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’ t. … And if it doesn’ t work from the volunteer’s point of 
view they might just say, “ I’m not cut out for this,”  and we counsel them back out of it. And 
sometimes they might say, “That person is not the right match for me,”  so we counsel them about 
having another match.’  (TBS) 

5.2.3 Understanding pathways into the organisation 
Volunteers’  pathways into the organisation result from their successful search for an effective 
organisation which provides them with opportunities to use their own capacities in the role of 
volunteers. Their search can be triggered by an event in their own lives or an outside event. Through 
these outside events, or through advertising or personal invitation, they become aware of particular 
organisations or groups and the community needs which they seek to address. 

Three key factors are at play in this search: 

·  personal life-events, such as retirement, bereavement or children leaving home. These may result 
in more ‘personal space’  being available to the potential volunteer and provide the opportunity to 
volunteer to resume volunteering; 

·  outside events – such as a natural disaster or a TV documentary - which heighten their awareness 
of a particular community need and act as a motivator; and 

·  awareness of some organisation, group or  program which has the potential to meet both the 
needs of the community as seen by the potential volunteer and their own personal needs. 

These three factors comprise the context for the potential volunteer’s exploration of volunteering 
opportunities. The relative influence of these three factors will vary according to the individual and 
his/her circumstances. 

Their decision to engage as a volunteer with a particular community organisation is based on: 

·  their knowledge of the organisation and what it does – and how this aligns with their values, needs 
and circumstances; 

·  their perception that the organisation is effective in what it does (collective efficacy); and 

·  their belief that they could be effective doing that sort of volunteer work (self-efficacy). 

The potential volunteers need to have sufficient knowledge of the organisation to see it as matching 
their goals and capacities and being effective in meeting community needs. This knowledge is at times 
gained from people, such as family, friends or other networks, or through the organisation’s own 
advertising. In RFS and TBS, volunteer coordinators have been found to be pivotal in negotiating this 
match of goal, task and capacity for the new volunteers. 

If people believe they are capable of volunteering it is likely they will follow this through. Self-
efficacy beliefs determine how people feel, think, motivate themselves and behave (Bandura, 2005). 
Factors which influence the development of self-efficacy beliefs include vicarious experience, 
personal mastery and social persuasion (Bandura 2005). Any combination of these influences may 
lead a person to initiate volunteering and maintain that involvement. 

To facilitate this initiation of volunteering, organisations need to review their structures and processes 
to ensure that pathways into the organisation are accessible to potential volunteers. 
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5.3 The volunteer experience: pathways within the organisation 
This section reports survey and interview data relating to volunteer pathways within the organisation 
and presents understandings drawn from these data. 

5.3.1 Survey data – pathways within the organisation 
The survey sought to identify: 

·  if volunteers’  roles and responsibilities had changed since they started volunteering; and 

·  if volunteers wanted to be involved in other roles or activities within their organisation. 

Survey results for these two questions are presented below. 

Have your role and responsibilities changed since you started volunteering 
with this organisation? 

Seventy per cent of RFS volunteers reported changes in their roles and responsibilities compared with 
53% for SVDP and 10% for TBS. 

Table 5.3 Have your  role and responsibilities changed? 
 ALL 

(%) 
SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

No 51.0 46.7 30.1 90.3 

Yes 49.0 53.3 69.9 9.7 

No. of responses 451 195 153 103 

Would you like to be involved in other roles or activities in your organisation? 

Thirty-five per cent of RFS volunteers indicated they would like to engage in other roles or activities 
compared with 21% for SVDP and 17% for TBS. (See section 3.3.3) 

Table 5.4 Would you like to be involved in other  volunteer  roles or  activities? 

 ALL 
(%) 

SVDP 
(%) 

RFS 
(%) 

TBS 
(%) 

No 75.5 79.3 65.6 83.2 

Yes 24.5 20.7 34.4 16.8 

No. of responses 445 193 151 101 

5.3.2 Interview data – pathways within the organisation 
Focus group participants were asked to reflect on their volunteering pathways within the organisation. 
A selection of their responses is presented below. These responses show the benefits of new 
opportunities for the volunteers. These opportunities are sometimes offered by the organisation and 
sometimes sought by the volunteer. 

Place of conference membership 
‘The opportunity to become a conference president and a regional council president opened up the 
Society to me. I guess through these experiences I found out a lot more about the Society. I understood 
it a lot better and could see the extent of its works.’  (SVDP) 

‘The most satisfying part of the work is the grass roots side of the organisation. So I’m back doing 
home visitations because I don’ t find administrative functions particularly interesting. I’ ve done all 
that in my working life, so I wasn’ t looking for that.’  (SVDP) 

Place of leaders encouraging pathways 
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‘ [Diocesan President] has facilitated my journey when he asked me to do all these jobs.’  (SVDP) 

Moving on and up 
‘ It’ s up to us to identify somebody and try to encourage them to do some of these extra courses, do 
some of the management.’  (RFS) 

‘What helps to run things better is if you know exactly what’s going on and come up through the ranks 
- that is definitely better.’  (RFS) 

The Benevolent Society recruits volunteers to a particular role within a program. There is little 
movement between roles or programs. However, some volunteers expressed an interest in other roles 
or responsibilities. 

‘Basically we are providing social contact with people so it doesn’ t get any more or less complex than 
what it is; you go and visit somebody. Over time some volunteers feel more comfortable and they 
might do longer visits or they might take the person out or whatever – but some volunteers do that 
from the beginning.’  (TBS) 

‘Obviously, organisations like this need lots of Indians, and not many chiefs. And you need to be an 
Indian for a while before you can even think about being a chief.’  (TBS) 

‘ I’d quite like to move a bit further on, but I need a bit more experience first, and I’m still not quite in 
a position to do it yet.’  (TBS) 

‘ I haven’ t explored the other option which I mentioned, which was getting a bit more involved with 
the sort of social policy and decision making related to issues for women.’  (TBS) 

5.3.3 Understanding pathways within the organisation 
Volunteers’  journeys are characterised by an increasingly strong commitment to serve the community 
within the context of the vision, goals and activities of the organisation. Serving the community is the 
valued goal and engaging in particular activities is the effective means. The volunteers acknowledge 
their increased capacity to be confident in responding effectively to people or events even in the most 
challenging of contexts. 

A number of volunteers have changed or are seeking to change their roles and responsibilities during 
their journeys. Two of the three organisations had a broader range of roles for the volunteers. Some 
changes can be to positions of higher responsibility while other changes can be from one frontline 
service to another frontline service, from one location to another, or from a management position to 
frontline service. 

Volunteers may be categorised into two broad ‘ types’  based on their current view of the volunteering 
experience: 

·  Type 1 - They feel it is time for a change in their role and responsibilities. Synchronicity may be 
involved - someone may have suggested this to them before they had articulated this view 
themselves – and this provides the catalyst or trigger for change. Such triggers are person and 
context specific. 

·  Type 2 - They may be formal pathways seekers. They have identified the next step or steps in 
their journey and have a clear time dimension in mind. 

5.4 Key learnings and implications for the future 

5.4.1 Key learnings 
Three overarching principles emerge from the project data related to the experience of volunteering in 
the three organisations: 

·  The need to look at volunteering from the perspective of the volunteer or the potential volunteer. It 
is the volunteers’  perceptions which determine their capacity and effectiveness. The organisation 
and its employees are not to assume an understanding of the volunteers’  perceptions. 
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·  The value to both the volunteer and the organisation of viewing the volunteer experience as a 
pathway. As illustrated in this report, this approach facilitates the discussion of the volunteer’s 
journey with the organisation: from initial enquiry to engagement, to continued involvement 
(which may include changes in roles or responsibilities) and cessation of involvement. 

·  The importance of having a designated person – such as a volunteer coordinator – as the first point 
of contact for volunteers to discuss issues related to their volunteering assignments. Volunteers 
value this and it is a key factor in understanding and addressing the volunteer perspective. 

Implications are now presented for pathways into the organisations and pathways within the 
organisations. 

5.4.2 Implications 

Pathways into the organisation 

·  Volunteer coordinators are pivotal to the matching and initial engagement processes. 

·  Organisations need to make the requirements of the compliance agenda user-friendly. 

·  Organisations need to engage with prospective volunteers with respect to their sense of their own 
capabilities and the capacities of the organisation. 

·  Organisations need to be flexible in the way they present volunteering opportunities. Different 
models of volunteer involvement should be available side-by-side within the organisation – eg 
project-based, short term, long term; regular times and fixed hours, staggered times and variable 
hours. Of course, the needs of the organisation/program are paramount and not all options would 
be available in all circumstances. The matching of volunteer and organisation needs is the key. 

Pathways within the organisation 

·  Again, volunteer coordinators are pivotal to successful volunteer transitions within the 
organisation, matching the changing needs of the volunteer to the needs of the organisation, which 
may also be changing. 

·  Again, the requirements of the [expanding] compliance agenda must be made user-friendly. 

·  Models of volunteer involvement need to be flexible to accommodate the changing needs and 
lifestyles of existing volunteers. 

·  Organisations need to recognise that pathways within the organisation include the pathway to 
commitment. Organisations should acknowledge and celebrate this commitment. 

·  Organisations need to nurture, affirm and celebrate all volunteers. Their strategic planning needs 
to distinguish between Type 1 and Type 2 volunteers as defined above. 

·  Organisations need to address the issues of volunteer-organisation mismatch, and situations where 
a volunteer is no longer able to perform satisfactorily the duties and responsibilities associated 
with their volunteering role. 

·  Management and supervision of volunteers needs to address the quality dimension of the 
volunteer-task/role match. A quality audit approach should be used to assess the appropriateness 
of continuing the current volunteering activity, reassigning the volunteer to another role or 
program within the organisation, or ending the relationship with the volunteer. 

 

This report has presented an understanding of volunteer capacity, support and training, and pathways 
into and within the organisation. The final chapter presents a framework for volunteer organisations to 
be strategic in translating the research into practice. 
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Chapter 6 – Research into practice 
 

6.1 Introduction 
This chapter addresses how community organisations can incorporate the research findings regarding 
volunteer capacity in the development and implementation of their strategic plans. The key learnings 
and implications identified in chapters 3 to 5 are consolidated. Principles arising from the research 
findings are listed together with policy areas and practices where these principles might find 
expression and application in volunteer organisations. Outcomes which might be expected from these 
practices are also suggested. 

To develop this Principles-Policies-Practices-Outcomes (PPPO) framework, meetings were held with 
each organisation to review the research findings and discuss the implications for the organisation. 
These meetings involved senior executives and staff involved more directly in the management and 
support of volunteers. The reflections and insights from these meetings have informed the selection of 
the policy focus areas, practices and outcomes presented in this chapter. 

The V21 team identified four key principles for enhancing volunteer capacity which had emerged 
from the research findings; they are: 

·  Ascertain the volunteer perspective and take it seriously. 

·  Adopt a multidimensional view of volunteer capacity and effectiveness. 

·  Employ task accessibility, support and training to enhance capacity. 

·  Establish pathways which maximise access to volunteering opportunities. 

Team members from each partner organisation then considered each key principle in turn and detailed 
the policies, procedures and outcomes which might apply in their organisational contexts. These were 
then reviewed by the V21 team as a whole to consolidate related items and to express them in terms 
that were applicable to volunteer-involving organisations more generally rather than being context-
specific. The outcome was the PPPO framework which is intended to be a practical tool to assist 
organisations in enhancing capacity. 

The PPPO framework is presented in the following table (section 6.2). The final section of the report 
(section 6.3) indicates how each of the partner organisations intends to use this framework. 
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6.2 Principles, policies, practices and outcomes – the PPPO framework 
 

Pr inciple from the 
research findings 

Policy focus areas Practices Outcomes 

Ascertain the volunteer 
perspective and take it 
seriously. 

·  Adopt an evidence-based approach to 
studying volunteer perspectives. 

·  Incorporate volunteer advocacy within 
organisational structures. 

·  Involve volunteers directly in organisational 
decision-making. 

·  Ensure that there is a staff member 
specifically focusing on volunteer 
relations and advocacy. 

·  Employ action research to continually 
find out the volunteer perspective. 

·  Maintain current data about volunteers 
and their perspectives on volunteering 
within the organisation. 

·  Survey existing volunteers about their 
current level of satisfaction with their 
volunteering and how it might be 
improved. 

·  Provide transparent systems through 
which volunteers can provide 
feedback/suggestions on the 
work/services in which they are involved 
eg. Regular evaluations/ reviews of 
services. 

·  Provide places for volunteer 
representation on all appropriate 
committees. 

·  Ensure volunteers can access effective 
grievance procedures. 

·  Provide structured debriefing for 
volunteers in confronting services. 

·  Volunteer-related documentation is 
streamlined and effective for both the 
program coordinator and the volunteer. 

·  Evidence-based reviews of volunteer 
reality/issues inform organisational 
decision-making and practice. 

·  Comprehensive documentation on the 
volunteer reality/ issues affecting 
volunteer involvement and the issues are 
acted upon. 

·  Better understanding of the volunteer 
perspective on issues/services. 

·  More effective communication between 
volunteers and staff as well as the 
organisation. 

·  Volunteers feel their input is valued and 
feel they have some say in how things are 
run. 

·  Volunteers feel able to raise concerns and 
know that they will be acted upon. 

·  Effective systems are in place for storing 
and re-calling volunteer information and 
statistics. 
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Pr inciple from the 
research findings 

Policy focus areas Practices Outcomes 

Adopt a 
multidimensional view 
of volunteer capacity and 
effectiveness. 

·  Integrate this multidimensional view of 
capacity into policy regarding volunteer 
effectiveness. 

 [Self-efficacy, collective efficacy, preferred 
form and extent of involvement] 

·  Use the five dimensions of self-efficacy 
as a framework for assessing volunteer 
perceptions of capacity and effectiveness. 

·  Recognise the collective identity as key to 
individual and team effectiveness in group 
situations. 

·  Develop organisational support systems 
that take into consideration a volunteer’s 
preferred time, frequency and form of 
involvement. 

·  Provide creative and flexible volunteer 
opportunities, eg. work from home, short-
term community projects, etc. 

·  Understand the ‘contract’  between the 
volunteer and the organisation/group in 
terms of the agreed form and extent of 
involvement. 

·  Volunteers with a greater sense of their 
individual and collective capacity and 
efficacy. 

·  Volunteers with greater confidence in 
their abilities – greater self-efficacy. 

·  Volunteer satisfaction with the role they 
are given and their level of commitment. 

·  Volunteers have opportunities to negotiate 
their involvement with the organisation. 



V21 – ENHANCING VOLUNTEERING FOR THE 21ST
 CENTURY RESEARCH INTO PRACTICE 

 

54 

Pr inciple from the 
research findings 

Policy focus areas Practices Outcomes 

·  Develop a learning culture within the 
organisation as a whole and within 
individual teams or programs. 

·  Develop the skills and interests of 
volunteers as a priority for enhancing 
capacity and increasing retention. 

·  Seek volunteer advice on what areas they 
would like to be further skilled up in and 
act on this advice. 

·  Develop the capacity of the organisation 
in the areas of: 

�  Training. 

�  Strengths-based approaches. 

�  Coaching/mentoring. 

·  Ensure volunteers can access training that 
is task-related as well as compliance-
related. 

·  Provide opportunities for volunteers to 
work in roles that utilise their skills and 
experience if they wish to. 

·  Give due consideration to volunteers’  
availability when scheduling required 
training. 

·  Track volunteer training. 

·  Involve volunteers in delivering or co-
facilitating training in their areas of 
expertise. 

·  Volunteers have access to learning 
opportunities that: 

�  suit the time of their involvement; 

�  take into account their previous 
experience and knowledge; and 

�  are focussed on their volunteer roles 
and responsibilities. 

·  Skilled volunteers who are competent in 
performing tasks required. 

Employ task 
accessibility, support and 
training to enhance 
capacity. 

Develop a culture of volunteer support at all 
levels within the organisation. 

·  Provide ongoing formal and informal 
support to volunteers. 

·  Make times available for structured and 
unstructured support activities. 

·  Make professional support and 
supervision available to volunteers. 

·  Volunteers are accessing support systems 
within the organisation. 

·  Volunteers are providing support to other 
volunteers. 

·  Volunteers feel supported in their roles. 

·  Volunteers are satisfied with the support 
structures available to them. 
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Pr inciple from the 
research findings 

Policy focus areas Practices Outcomes 

Establish pathways 
which maximise access 
to volunteering 
opportunities. 

·  Be clear about why and how the 
organisation is involving volunteers. 

·  Reflect the perception of the volunteering 
experience as a pathway. Focus to include: 

�  Pathways into the organisation; 

�  Pathways within the organisation; and 

�  Pathways out of the organisation. 

·  Assess a person’s suitability for a particular 
task/role in the context of the individual’s 
abilities and interests, the organisation’s 
mission and needs, and current legislative 
requirements. 

·  Value and celebrate volunteer 
commitment. 

·  Targeted recruitment programs and 
flexible pathways directed at specific skill 
sets and age and cultural groups. 

·  Standard application process that is 
readily accessible and timely. 

·  Capture all relevant information (areas of 
interest, current skills etc) on volunteer 
application forms so that this can be taken 
into account when assessing suitability 
and looking at pathways. 

·  Process for assessing suitability. 

·  An induction program is available giving 
volunteers access to information on the 
pathways available to volunteers across 
the organisation. 

·  Volunteer programs to be more whole-
organisation focused. 

·  Volunteers supported when moving 
within or from the organisation. 

·  Strategic mentoring of volunteers in 
relation to new roles and opportunities 
across the organisation. 

·  Available volunteer positions are 
advertised and promoted across the 
organisation. 

·  Staff appreciate the contributions that 
volunteers make to organisational 
capacity and effectiveness. 

·  Smooth and timely transition into the 
organisation. 

·  Right volunteers for the right positions. 

·  Volunteers feel supported when moving 
on from their current role. 

·  Comprehensive understanding of 
volunteer needs and desires so that 
appropriate pathways can be 
implemented. 

·  Volunteers are aware of the pathways 
available to them across the organisation. 

·  Volunteers have a greater sense of a 
commitment to and a future within the 
organisation. 
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6.3 Implementing the PPPO framework 
Organisations wanting to enhance their individual and collective volunteer capacity might wish to 
consider using the PPPO framework in their strategic planning and organisational development. Given 
the diversity of volunteer organisations, the policy areas and practices identified in section 6.2 (above) 
are indicative only and are expressed in generic terms. Not all practices might be relevant for a 
particular organisation; and some would need to be expressed in organisation-specific terms. 

How the partner organisations plan to use the PPPO framework 
Each of the partner organisations has indicated that they will use the PPPO framework. 

The St Vincent de Paul Society will use the framework as a basis for looking at the role of their newly 
appointed volunteer coordinators. 

The NSW Rural Fire Service will modify and expand the items in the framework to produce an 
organisation-specific form of the framework. They will make this modified framework available to 
volunteers and will use it as a basis for their new volunteer survey. 

The Benevolent Society plans to use the PPPO framework as a basis for their Volunteer Project Team 
to review and implement as appropriate. This project team is directly linked to the Society’s 2006-
2009 Strategic Plan. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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