
CHAPTER 1

MANAGEMENT CAPACITY
AND RETENTION
OF VOLUNTEERS

Mark A. Hager and Jeffrey L. Brudney

Many charities have less money than they need to effectively carry out their
missions. These organizations have to make hard decisions about where to
cut corners so that they can make ends meet. Too often, the volunteer
program gets short shrift. Such functions as accounting, fundraising, and
service delivery are judged as essential to the organization's operations,
whereas volunteer management may be viewed as incidental to operations.
Charities employ accountants and fundraisers before they employ
someone to manage volunteers. 'When an organization staffs all three
functions, the volunteer program administrator almost certainly gets paid
less than her or his financial management and development counterparts.
Resource constraints, the "expendability" of volunteers, and the lack of
professionalization of the volunteer management field cC1Qspire against
volunteer administrators.

Perhaps we should not be surprised, then, to learn that many U.S.
charities possess rudimentary and ]..ll1derdeveloped management
structures for their volunteer workers. These managemena.. structures,
comprised of both professional staff and adoption of a range of
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management practices, are what we refer to as volunteeT management wjJac
ity. An organization's capacity to manage volunteers is likely related to a
host of outcomes, including the productivity and happiness of the volun
teers. In this chapter, we explore the relationship between volunteer man
agement capacity and the ability of an organization to retain its
volunteers over time. The chapter proceeds in five parts. First, we review
the sparse literature regarding volunteer management practices. Second,
we introduce a national study of volunteer management capacity. Third,
we explore how adoption of commonly accepted volunteer management
practices is affected by the size, scope, and industry of charities. Fourth,
we document the relationships between adoption of these practices, vari
ous organizational characteristics, and retention of volunteers. Fifth, we
offer a range of conclusions for both managers and policymakers who are
interested in maximizing the value of volunteers.

RESEARCH ON VOLUNTEER MANAGEMENT

The fi~ld of volunteer administration has long promoted a range of
commonly accepted practices, including supervision, data collection,
recognition, and training (e.g., Ellis, 1996; McCurley & Lynch, 1996; for
recent reviews of this literature, see Boyd, 2004; Safrit & Schmiesing,
2004). However, like many areas of inquiry in the nonprofit sectOl~ the
extent to which these practices have been adopted has not attracted much
research. Therefore, the calls for better management of volunteer
programs have largely prescriptive, based on an accumulated wisdom
among observers that effective management could bring gains to volunteer
produrtivity in the same ways that scientific management has brought
gains to commerce and industry. The prevailing wisdom is that unless
organizations pay attention to issues of volunteer management, they will
not do a good job of recruiting, satisfying, retaining, and mobilizing

volunteers for service.
The importance is underscored by the findings of a study

commissioned by the UPS Foundation in 1998. That study revealed that
two-fifths of volunteers had stopped volunteering for an organization at
some time because of one or more poor volunteer management practices.
Reasons included the organization not making good use of a volunteers'
time or good use of their talents, or that volunteer tasks were not clearly
defined. The study warned, "Poor volunteer management practices result
in more lost volunteers than people losing interest because of changing
personal or family needs" (UPS Foundation, 1998, p. 15).

Administrators of volunteer programs are not without tools to recruit
and retain volunteers. As the field of volunteer administration has become
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more professionalized, public and nonprofit leaders, agency managers,
and field e~pe~·ts have turned their attention to improving the capacity of
host org~l1lzat~ons to accommodate volunteers. In a report prepared in
cooperatIOn With the Pomts of Light l:<oundation and the Association for
Volunteer Administration, the UPS l:<oundation (2002) advocated adoption
of 2~ v?lunteer ~anagementpractices. In general, the practices center on
pro~lchng fundll1g to support volunteer involvement, especially for a
deslgnat.ed leader or manager to oversee volunteers, and having a set of
appropnate practICes and procedures to administer the volunteer
program.

~tl~er studies echo these views on effective means for supporting and
retall1l~gvolunteers. Grossman and Furano (2002) identify three elements
as cruCial to the success of any volunteer program: screening potential
vo~unteers to ensur~ ~ppropriateentry and placement.in the organization;
onentatlOn and trall1ll1g to provide volunteers with the skills and outlook
needed; and management and ongoing support of volunteers by paid staff
to ensure that volunteer time is not wasted. They conclude,

No matter how well intentioned volunteers are, unless there is an infrastruc
ture in place to support and direct their efforts, they will remain ineffective
at be~t or, worse, bec~me disenchanted and withdraw, potentially damaging
reCIpients of services 111 the process. (p. 15)

A research report on volunteer service and community engagement in
selected sta~e agencies and organizations in Texas focuses on many ofthese
same practices and procedures, including screening of volunteers and
matchll1~ th~m to positions, training and orientation, management and
co.mmUl1lCatlOn, and recognition and evaluation (Rehnborg, :1'allon, &
Hll1erfeld, 2002). In another study, paid staff time allocated to the
volunteer program, as well as an array of recommended practices for
volunteer management, were related statistically to the benefits these
programs realized from volunteer involvement (Brudl;1ey, 1999). The
accumulating evidence suggests that volunteer management capacity is a
functIOn of both staff SUjJjJOTt oj volunteeTing and adojJ.tion oj administrative
jJractzces necessaTy JOT the management ojvolunteers. Howevel~ to this point, the
lack of.a national, systematic study of volunteer management practices in
the Ul1lted States representative ofgt variety of programs has limited our
understanding of the prevailing conditions in the field. \

A NATIONAL STUDY OF VOLUNTEER MANAGEMENT CAPACITY

In the fall of 2003, we undertook a national survey of the practices, chal
lenges, and benefits of volunteer management. The data were generated
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from conversations with a representative sample of U.S. public charities
(Urban Institute, 2004). We drew a sample of2,993 of the 214,995 organi
zations that filed Form 990 with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS) in
2000. Since charities with less than $25,000 in annual gross receipts are
not required to file with the IRS, these small organizations are not part of
our sampling frame. We selected our sample within annual expenditures
strata and major subsector of operation, such as health, social services,

and the arts.
We conducted telephone interviews with volunteer administrators or

executive managers in sampled charities. We called all organizations to

verify their existence and to obtain the name of a volunteer administra
tor or someone else who could speak authoritatively about the organiza
tion's operations. We mailed an information letter to the 80% of
sampled organizations with which we completed the initial call. We then
called named representatives up to 30 times to collect study infortna
tion. Interviews averaged 20 minutes. Adjusting for organizations that
were defunct or could not be verified as working organizations in the
initial call, the response rate was 69%. With the application of appropri
ate weights, the results can be used to describe overall conditions in the
working population of public charities with· at least $25,000 in gross

receipts.
Although members of boards of directors are important volunteers in

virtually all charities, we asked respondents to exclude them when
answering our questions about volunteers and volunteer management. VYe
also asked respondents not to count special events participants as
volunteers unless the participants were organizers or workers at the events.
Study results are based on the nearly four out of five charities (1,354 out of
1,753 lsurvey respondents) that engage volunteers in their operations,
either in service to others or in helping to run the organization. We
excluded charities that engage no one who fits our definition of a
volunteel~ as well as charities whose primary purpose is to recruit and place
volunteers in other organizations (such as volunteer centers). The study
does not include government agencies that involve volunteers, such as
schools, libraries, parks, and prisons, although we believe that our findings
can inform the operations of these kinds of agencies.

Responding charities were weighted to represent the expenditure and
subsector strata from which they were sampled. Weights were further
acljusted to account for organizations unreachable in the precall. These
weights helped to ensure that our respondents reflected the
characteristics of the working population of organizations from which
they were drawn. Based on the weighted responses, the results of this
study were representative of the population of nonprofit organizations in
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the United States with annual gross receipts of at least $25,000 which filed
IRS Form 990 in 2000.

ADOPTION OF VOLUNTEER MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

The nine management practices listed in Figure 1.1 are the ones that we
presented to those survey respondents who told us they involve volunteers
in their operations. We asked them if they have adopted each practice to a
large degree, to some degree, or not at all. The bars indicate the
percentage of charities that say they have adopted a practice to a large or
some degree. The most striking finding is that only one practice, regular
supervision and communication with volunteers, has been adopted to a
large degree by more than half of charities. Large degree adoption of
training for either volunteers or for paid staff in working with volunteers is
particularly rare; these practices are more likely to have been adopted only
to some degree, if at all.

The likelihood that a charity adopts a particular management practice
depends on its specific needs and characteristics. Not all practices can or
should be adopted by all charities. While the practice of screening
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Figure 2.1. Management practices that charites say they practice to a large
degree or to some degree.
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volunteers and matching them with appropriate tasks is ir:nportant when
volunteers are mentoring or tutoring children, such screenll1g al:d matcl:
ing may be unnecessary when a neighborhood association mobilIzes resI
dents to clean up a local park. Training paid. staff 111 how to work
effectively with volunteers may be a fruitful practIce for many orgal1lza
tions but it is not relevant to those charities that have no paid staff. The
critic~li question is whether charities that shoul~ be adopting a particular
practice have the resources and other institutional support necessary to

put the practice in place. . '
The fol\owino' four figures document how adoptIOn of these nll1e prac-

tices vary by imbportant organizational characteristics, sucl: as the size of
the organization or the way they use volunteers..These ?Ifferenc.es pro
vide some clues into which conditions make certall1 practIces particularly
relevant, and suggest other kinds of circumstances that inhibit charities

from adopting these practices.

Management Practices and Size of Charity

Figt;re 1.2 illustrates the average level of adoption .of manage.ment
practices by charities of different sizes. For each practice, we assign a
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Nole: I,Ve divided charties into size groups depending on how much total money they say
they spent in a year. This figure is taken from Forms 990 reported to the IRS in 2000 by

charities in the study.

Figure 2.2. Average level of adoption ofvolllnteer management practices, by size

of charity.
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value of 0 if a particular charity has not adopted the practice, a value of 1
if the charity has adopted the practice to some degree, and a value of 2 if
the charity has adopted the practice to a large degree. We then calculate
the average for all of the charities in a particular group.

As we might expect, the size of a charity matters in whether most
practices have been adopted or not. The largest charities (those with over
$5 million in annual expenditures, denoted) consistently fall furthest to
the right on the scale, indicating highest average levels of adoption. In
contrast, the smallest charities (those with less than $100,000 in annual
expenditures, denoted) tend to fall furthest to the left, indicating lowest
levels of adoption.

In Figures 1.2 through 1.5, the bunching of symbols indicates little or
no difference between charities of different types in the adoption of a
management practice, while greater spreads indicate greater differences
in likelihood of adoption. Figure 1.2 shows, for example, that liability cov
erage or insurance protection for volunteers is about equally likely for
organizations in the top two size classes (those with annual expenditures
of $1 million to $5 million, and those with over $5 million in annual
expenditures), and that both are substantially more likely than the small
est charities to have adopted this practice.

On the other hand, the rare practice of training paid staff in working
with volunteers is not influenced by organization size. Despite our expec
tation that this practice would be practiced more often by larger charities
than by smaller ones, we observe no differences across size classes. 1 All
other management practices display differences in adoption level across
categories of organization size. Even the apparent bunching of symbols
on "regular supervision and communication with volunteers" represents a
difference betvveen the smallest and largest charities. This practice is by
far the most commonly adopted practice among small charities, but the
largest charities are still more likely to have adopted it.

Management Practices and Scope of VolunteefUse

We divided charities into four grOlJps based on their scope of volunteer
use. Our categorization of scope is based on both ~he numbers of
volunteers that charities engaged in the past year and the number of
hours that volunteers collectively worked in a typical week. If a charity
engaged at least 50 volunteers over the course of the yeal~ we defined
them as having "many volunteers"; otherwise, we defined them as having
"few volunteers." If volunteers collectively worked at least 50 hours in a
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typical week, we defined a charity as representing "many hours"; other
wise we considered them to represent "few hours."

The cross-classification results in four categories of charities. The group
with "few volunteers, few hours" is the largest group, and we expect that
they are least likely to have adopted most volunteer management practices.
"Many volunteers, few hours" includes those charities that engage many
volunteers for predominantly short term or episodic assignments; in
contrast, "few volunteers, many hours" includes those charities that use
volunteers in more sustained ways. "Many volunteers, many hours" is the
smallest group, but represents those charities with the largest scope of
volunteer involvement.

Figure 1.3 shows how adoption of management practices varies across
scope of volunteer use. As expected, charities with large scope of volun
teer involvement are significantly more likely to have adopted the various
practices when compared to charities that engage comparatively fewer
volunteers for fewer hours.

Comparisons of the two middle categories show that charities that use
episodic volunteers ("many volunteers, few hours") have the edge in
recogtiition activities, collection of information on volunteer numbers and
hours, and measuring the impacts of volunteer activities. In contrast,
charities with more sustained use of fewer volunteers ("few volunteers,
many hours") are more likely to have liability coverage or insurance pro
tection, training and professional development for volunteers, screening
and matching procedures, and regular supervision and communication. As
might be expected, the former group tends to focus on the results of

volunteer involvement, while the latter show greater investment in bring
ing on and sustaining volunteers.

Management Practices and Primary Use of Volunteers

The work that volunteers clo also influences adoption of management
practICes. We asked survey respondents to describe the main role that vol
unteers perform, the one to which the organization devotes the most time,
mon~~, a~1d other resources. Based on these descriptions, we organized
chantIes ll1to four categories based on their primary use of volunteers.

Most charities use volunteers primarily in direct service activities, such
as mentoring or tutoring. Some use volunteers in canying out services,
but not in ways that usually bring them into contact with clients,
members, or other beneficiaries of organizational activities; we describe
these activities as "indirect service." The other two categories include
volunteers who are primarily working to make the charity run rather than
pr~v~~ing ser,:ices. One is an internal administrative role, including such
actIVItIes as filll1g, copyll1g, or answering phones. The other is an external
administrative role, including such activities as fundraising, lobbying, or
public relations (see Figure 1.4).

Charities that primarily use volunteers in direct service roles are fur
thest to the right on all nine management practice scales, indicating that
they are far more likely to have adopted each practice. The result makes

Training for paid staff in
workio9with vo;unt.."--;--------llllll-.li<---+f------------J

no ..doo-tion ~m.;11 degree .adoption l:'rUff ~1e:gr~e ~«:Opt}",n

R~guldr 5uper,ision and I
communication with VOlunt~ers-·-~-------'-"---~---'--"-..._ .:,.•._-- -¥+---
Liabihy (overag~ or ir,suram:~ _

prot::c.ion for vulunt.;e~

Re:gular coHection of inlonTiation on
volunteer numbers and h.,urs,--t------------lIiIl-I~,---+--------1

Sl::re!?n~ng pro.:edufe; to
identify,ui,ablevo;unt"ers--t------------I-e--I.H~ ..' --••-----

Viritten policies and job descriptions
for volunteer invof.,'o?ment - _..- 'B-'*"'-"'-*'j; -+ .

R€<ogl1itiofl activities. such J~ ilNard ---I-----------..Ik-
GH-=-monies. for volunt~~rs • ;... •

.Annual m~aSlJrE:m~nt of
the impacts of V{dunt~ers .. *. II

Training and profession31 do?':/e[opment
opportunities for volunteers'-"-- _.-..__ _-.- --.-..- _ -._-- _-... .-*- -- ---_..\_ ..___. _ __.

tdirect ser...ice • il'ldi;-'e{t $€'r",ic.e *internal admil)istr..tion .e:Jl.t~rnaladminis:tration

---------+--0«.--...-..•.•

no adoptiQO

Regular supervision and ..._
c-ommunicat!OA \':ith volunteers

Liabilit'j cOVErage or jnsLlr2nce
pmtection for\:'olt1nte~rs

R€g ula r co lIetti on oT information o-n
volunteer numoo:rs and hours

Streening pro~JlJrB tlj __ _..__ __ _ _ _ _ _ _
identify sl.lltilble vollll"lt€'€'r~

~~Vrjtte-n pclides and jcb descriptio:15 --I------------I.........;.~(-__.---III----_1
for vohJllt€£r ill';Qlvem~l1t

Rerognition ,1ctf,/ities,. such,as: award _ ------------~....I--.-"".~~--llI------1
~ref'!lonj:e~forvColunteers -

Annual m•.,u",m.ntof --I--------..----.-;!----.--------I
the- impacts of volumeers MI

Traioing .nd prof~5Siona;d"wlopm"nl --1------------+""--.-8--------_1
op ptJrtun ities fo rvol unteii'rs

Training lor paid naif in --I-----------t-.HD------------I
~~rlcingwith volunteers

Figure 2_3_ Average level of adoption of volunteer management practices, by
scope of volunteer use.

Figure 2.4_ Average level of adoption of volunteer management practices, by
pnmary use of volunteers.
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Figure 2.5. Average level of adoption of volunteer management practices, by
subsector.
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sense because charities that use volunteers for direct client contact must
be more careful about how these services are handled. Failure to follow
accepted practices for volunteer management may jeopardize service
quality, the reputation of the organization, or the quality of the volunteer
expenence.

In contrast, the average adoption scores for charities that use
volunteers primarily in indirect service, internal administration, or
external administration tend to group togethel~ indicating that these
charities have about the same level of adoption of the management
practices and that these uses of volunteers do not distinguish adopters
from nonadopters. To the extent that there are differences, charities that
involve volunteers primarily in internal administration tend to be second
most likely to adopt most practices. Howevel~ these charities are least
likely to evaluate the impacts of their volunteers, not surprising given that
their volunteer tasks are primarily administrative rather than service
oriented.

Management Practices and Subsector

The charities in this study represent the broad array of nonprofit
organizations in the United States. Charities are involved in our daily
lives in a rich variety ofways, and their missions touch on almost all issues
of public interest. The industry, or subsect01~ in which a charity works,
might be related to how it engages volunteers or which practices it has
adopted in managing its volunteers.

We placed our study organizations into categories based on their
primciry purpose. Three-fourths of them couldbe placed in one of four
major categories: human services; education; health; or arts, culture, and
humanities (Figure 1.5). The remaining one-fourth consists of either
charities that support the work of other charities or charities that operate
in smaller subsectors (such as environmental or animal related). The
figure is based only on the three-fourths of the charities that we classified
into the major groups indicated.

Charities operating in the health subsector are more likely to have
adopted most practices. On average, health charities are more likely to
have liability coverage or insurance protection for volunteers, hold
recognition activities for volunteers, and to screen and match volun
teers to appropriate assignments. This result likely reflects the greater
number of resources, the higher level of professionalization, and (in
some cases) the greater urgency of volunteer performance in the health
field.

Human service charities rival health charities on adoption of most
items, but charities operating in the education and arts fields tend to lag
on most practices. Charities operating in the education and arts fields are
substantially less likely to have liability coverage, to regularly collect
information on volunteer numbers and hours, to measure the impacts of
volunteers, or to screen and match volunteers to assignments. Arts
organizations are notably less likely to hold award or other recognition
activities for their volunteers.

The only practice that does not vary by subsector is the popular prac
tice of supervision and communication with volunteers, practiced equally
by human service, education, health, and arts organizations.

DETERMINANTS OF VOLUNTEER RETENTION

In this section, we explore the relationship betweeri the adoption of
volunteer management practices, various organizational characteristics,
and the reported rate of volunteer retention among the charities in our
study. The goal is to explain statistically why some cha11ties retain more
volunteers than others. Retention is a goal for most charities, as well as an
indication of the success of its volunteer program. For charities that engage
volunteers mainly in episodic or short-term assignments, retention may
not be quite so high a priority. Even in these cases, howevel~ most charities
would likely prefer to have their volunteers take on new tasks as
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Table 1.1. The Influence of Management, Investments,
Volunteer Value, and Other Organizational Characteristics on

Retention of Volunteers

Retention appears to be very much a product of what charities do directly
for their volunteers.

. Sometimes a practice that is good for the charity may not be popular
WIth individual volunteers. A curious finding is that regular supervision

assignments are completed. Recruiting volunteers IS an expensive and
time-consuming job, so charities generally like to maximize retention.
Retention is also important because volunteers often become loyal
financial donors to the organization as well.

To measure retention, we asked respondents, "Of the volunteers that
worked with your organization] year ago, approximately what percentage
would you say are still involved as volunteers?" Nearly 3% said zero, and
] 7% said all were retained, but most fell somewhere in beGveen. The
median charity reported an 80% retention rate; the mean is 73%, with a
standard deviation of 28. ] .

Our analysis considers how a variety of organizational practices and
characteristics are related to the reported retention rate. \IVe employ
multiple regression analysis, a multivariate statistical procedure that con
siders all variables at the same time, so that the influence of one practice
or characteristic takes into account all of the other factors in the analysis.
The factors are divided into four categories: management practices,
investments in volunteer resources, the value that volunteers bring to
charities, and various other organizational characteristics.

Management Practices

The variables in this section are eight of the nine management prac
tices discussed on the preceding pages; "annual measurement of impacts"
is excluded because it overlaps substantially with "regular collection of
information" (1' = 0.65). This set of variables separates charities that say
they have adopted practices to a large degree from those that do not
make this claim.

As the model in Table].] shows, four ofthe eight management practices
have an effect on volunteer retention. Charities that say they have adopted
to a large degree the practice of hosting recognition activities for
volunteers have a higher rate of retention, as do those that offer training
and professional development opportunities for volunteers, and those that
use screening procedures to identify suitable volunteers and to match them
with appropriate jobs or tasks. These volunteer management practices all
center on making the experience worthwhile for the volunteer. Other
practices, such as liability coverage or insurance protection, regular
collection of information on the number of volun teers and hours, training
for paid staff in working with volunteers, and written policies and job
descriptions, may generate other benefits, but they center on what is
important to the charity rather than what is important to volunteers. ot
sm-prisingly, adoption of these practices is unrelated to retention.

lv!rl11agemenl Practices AdojJ/ed /0 Lmge Degree

- recognition activities

- training and professional development for vols

- screening, matching volunteers to assignments

- supervision, communication with volunteers

- written policies and job descriptions

- training for paid staff in working with volunteers

- liability coverage and insurance protection

- regular collection of volunteer numbers and hours

Inveslmenl in VOlu.nleer Resources

- lack of funds for supporting volunteers

- time that paid staffer spends on volunteer management

- staff or board members indifferent toward volunteers

T1d1le ojVolunleen

- volunteers recruit others one-on-one

- volunteer benefits index

- volunteers absent, unreliable, poor work Cluality

01ganiwlional Chamclerislics

- size of charity

- percentage of volunteers under age 24

- ratio: number of staff/number of volunteers

- recruitment problems index

Constant (a)

R-sCluare

Adj. R-sCluare

ValidN

SE Standard error
Multiple regression model;

**"jJ < .001; **jJ < .01; *P < .05; -jJ <:.10

"

b (SE)

5.54** (1.78)

3.80* (1.90)

3.30 - (I. 70)

-7.54**" (1.76)

-1.91 (1.72)

.34 (2.11)

1.63 (1.59)

.25 (1.71)

-2.01* (1.01)

.06 (.47)

-3.10-(1.64)

4.75*** (1.19)

1.23*** (.34)

-3.79*" (1.34)

-1.4 I" (.63)

-.44*** (.03)

-.19 (.12)

-.80 - (.48)

72.72*** (3.58)

.259

0.247

1,082
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and communication with volunteers is associated with lower levels of
retention. This management practice is the most widely adopted among
charities, with two-thirds of the charities adopting it to a large degree, and
virtually all of them adopting it to at least some degree. We do not suggest
that charities stop supervising and communicating with their volunteers!
Howevel~ some charities may supervise and communicate in a way that
volunteer experiences feel too much like the grind oftheir daily jobs rather
than an enjoyable avocation, thereby diminishing the experience for
volunteers and reducing their desire to continue volunteering. Of course,
increased support and communication may be a response to poor
retention. Thus, organizations that encounter retention problems may take
steps to alleviate their problems by engaging volunteers more directly-
which would generate a negative relationship between volunteer retention
and supervision and communication, as found in Table 1.1.

Investment in Volunteer Resources

The first variable in this section reflects the percentage of time that a
paid staff member spends on volunteer management; for charities with
no staff or no paid staff member in the role of volunteer administrator,
the value is O. The two other measures come from a series of questions
about challenges that charities might face. We asked respondents if lack of
adequate funds for supporting volunteer involvement was a big problem,
a small problem, or not a problem at all for their charity. We similarly
asked whether indifference or resistance to volunteers on the part of paid

staff or board members was a problem.
Charities that feel challenged by the lack oUunds allocated to support

volunteers have lower retention rates than charities that report fewer such
challenges. Surprisingly, however, retention rates do not vary according to
the percentage of time a paid staff member devotes to managing the vol
unteer program. Although having a paid staff volunteer coordinator is
related to adoption of management practices (as well as other benefits),
this support in itself does not necessarily translate into greater retention
of volunteers. This finding may suggest that having a volunteer com-dina
tor is not nearly so important as what this person does on the job.

The final issue in the category of investment in volunteer resources
concerns organizational culture. That is, has the leadership of the charity
invested in creating the kind of climate that welcomes and encourages
volunteers? No surprise, the results indicate that charities that experience
resistance or indifference toward volunteer involvement are less able to

retain volunteers.
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Value That Volunteers Bring to Charities

Our first variabl: in this section indicates whether the charity uses
volunteers to recrUit volunteers one-on-one to a great extent, to some
extent, or to no extent. The second is a Benefits Index, a sum of the
reported advantages or values that volunteers bring to charities in the form
of. incre~sed service quality, cost savings, public support, or specialized
skIlls; higher :alu.es re~ect greater reported benefits (Hager & Brudney,
2005). The tl~lrd I~em IS another of the challenges that we asked respon
dents ab~ut; 111 thiS case: we asked if absenteeism, unreliability, or poor
work habits or work qualtty on the part of volunteers was a big problem, a
small problem, or not a problem.

TI~e. value of volunteer participation to the charity affects retention.
ChantIes that use volunteers to recruit other volunteers one-on-one are
better ab!e t? reta.in volunteers. Enlisting volunteers as "spokespersons" for
th: chanty 111 thIS manner implies a level of trust in these participants,
eVIdence of both a supportive organizational culture and confidence that
the charity provides a worthwhile experience to volunteers. The value that
chariti~s place on volunteers pays dividends in retention. Similarly, the
model 111 Table 1 shows that the greater the number of benefits charities
feel they realize from volunteer involvement, the higher their rate of
volunteer retention. Conversely, to the extent that charities perceive that
volunteer service .is costly to them in the form of absenteeism, unreliability,
or pOOl- work habits, they have lower reported rates ofvolunteer retention.
Charities that do not have this perception do a betterjob of keeping their
volunteers.

Organizational Characteristics

Size of charity is indicated by the five size groupings introduced in an
earlier section. Percentage of volunteers under age 24 is the reported per
centage of total volunteers in this age category. The ratio of staff to volun
teers is calculated by dividing the reported number of; staff members by
the number of volunteers in the past year. A high value on this ratio
~-eflects an organization where most work is done by paid staff; a low value
111dicates an organization where most work is done by volunteers. The
final measure, the Recruitment Problems Index, is a sum\of three recruit
ment ch~llenges pr~be.d in the survey of charities (Hager & Brudney,
2005). HIgh values 111dlCate problems with recruiting sufficient numbers
of vO~l~nteers, recruiting volunteers with the right skills or expertise, or
recrUlt111g volunteers during the workday; low values indicate few
reported recruiting problems.
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We anticipated that larger charities would be better able to retain vol
unteers due to their greater adoption of various volunteer management
strategies (see Figure] .2), but the results in Table].] suggest the oppo
site: smaller charities have higher rates of volunteer retention. The survey
results cannot tell us why this is the case, but it is easy to imagine several
possible reasons for this finding. Since smaller charities tend to have
fewer volunteers, they can devote more attention to them as individuals.
Ol~ with less budget to pursue organizational missions, volunteer assis
tance (and retention) is more critical for them. On the other hand,
another measure of the importance of volunteers to the charity, the ratio
of paid staff to volunteers, is not related to retention.

The strongest effect in the analysis pertains to the predominant age of
the volunteers in a given charity. Table].] indicates that charities with a
larger percentage of volunteers under age 24 have lower rates of reten
tion. Again, we can imagine the circumstances that might explain this
finding. Young people are newer to work life, their life circumstances
often change seasonally and rapidly, and their roots in the community are
less deep than for older volunteers. Consequently, they are less likely to

main~ain relationships with the charities to which they volunteer their

time.
Finally, the analysis shows that charities that have problems recruiting

volunteers also encounter difficulties in retaining them. Steps toward alle
viating one of these shortcomings should also help to address the other.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND POLICY

In th1is chaptel~ we focused on charities' adoption of nine recommended
practices for volunteer management. We explored the relationship
between adoption of these practices, other organizational characteristics,
and the retention of volunteers. The practices under study are supervision
and communication with volunteers, liability coverage for volunteers,
screening and matching volunteers to jobs, regular collection of
information on volunteer involvement, written policies and job
descriptions for volunteers, recognition activities, annual measurement of
volunteer impact, training and professional development for volunteers,
and training for paid staff in working with volunteers. From the analysis
presented in the chapter, we draw the following seven conclusions
regarding the state ofvolunteer management capacity in the United States.

]. Adoption of Volunteer Management Practices Not Widespread:
Of the nine practices, only regular supervision and communication
with volunteers has been adopted to a large degree by a majority of

2.

3.

4.

5.
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ch.arities.We .",:ere surprised to learn, for example, that only one
third. of chantl~s.have adopted to a large degree the practice of
publicly recognIZIng the work of their volunteers. Over 60% have
adoI?ted each of the practices to at least some degree, however. This
findll1g .suggests that the practices for volunteer management are
known, If not always fully implemented, in America's charities.

Likelihood of Adoption Depends on Characteristics of the
Charity: The likelihood that a charity adopts a particular
management practice depends on its specific needs and
characteristics, such as its size, level of volunteer involvement
pred.o.minant role for volunteers, and industry. For example:
cl:antles that emphasize episodic volunteer use tend to adopt
dlffel:ent management practices than charities that emphasize more
sustall1ed use of volunteers. Charities operating in the health field
have. ~enerally ad~pted more of the practices as well. Larger
chanties are more lrkely to have adopted most, but not all, of the
management practices under study.

Some Practices Tied to Greater Retention of Volunteers Some
Not: Charities interested in increasing retention of vol~mteers
should. invest in recognizing volunteers, providing training and
profes~lOnal development for them, and screening volunteers and
ma~chl.ngthem to organizational tasks. These practices all center on
ennchmg the volunteer experience. Management practices that
focus more on the needs of the organization, such as documentation
of volunteer numbers and hours, are unrelated to retention of
volunteers, even though they help the program to realize other
benefits.

Charities Can Do Others Things as Well to Maximize Volunteer
R.etention: Volu.n.teer management practices are only part of the
pICtl~r:. In additIOn to adopting certain management practices,
chanties can provide a culture that is welcoming to volunteers, allo
cate sufficient resources to support them, and enlist volunteers in
reCl~litin~ other volunteers. All of these practiiles help charities to
achieve higher rates of retention. The research shows that adoption
of volunteer management practices is important to the operations
of most ch.arities. By in:esting in these practices and by supporting
volunteer mvolvement m other ways, charities en~ance their volun
teer management capacity and their ability to retain volunteers.

Sco~e and Nature of Volunteer Use Influences Management
ChOices: Different volunteer management practices have different
un~erlying.pUl:poses. While all volunteers like to be recognized for
their contnbutlons to the organization or community, this kind of



26 M. A. HAGER and J. L. BRUDNEY Management Capacity and Retention of Volunteers 27

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

This chapter is based on an Urban Institute brief authored by Mark A.
Hager and Jeffrey L. Brudney (2004), T1JlunteeT Management Pmctices and
Retentzon ofT1Jlunteers. The work was conducted with support from the Cor
poratiion from National and Community Service, the UPS Foundation,
the Urban Institute, and the University of Georgia.

the mana?err~ent practices under study, the roles that volunteers play in
the orgal1lZatlOn and trade-offs between satisfying organizational and vol
unteer needs are also important in understanding which charities adopt
which practices.

Volunteers are valuable human resources. Four out of five charities use
volunteers to help them meet organizational needs for service and admin
isu-ation. Most charities could not get by without their volunteers, and
they certainly would be less productive and responsive without them.
Turno:~r of volunte~rs can disrupt the operation of the charity, threaten
the abIlity to serve cbents, and signal that the volunteer experience is not
as rewarding as it. m.ight be. Charities cannot be expected to keep every
volu.nteel~ but bUlldll1g volunteer management capacity to involve and
retall1 them makes sense for both charities and the volunteers upon whom
they rely.

external motivation may not be necessary for charities that have
made long-term commitments to their volunteers, a practice that
appeals to the intrinsic motivations of individuals. Long-term com
mitments are exemplified by training and professional develop
ment opportunities, regular communication and supervision, and
liability coverage. These are precisely the kinds of practices more
likely to be adopted by those charities that use volunteers in sus
tained ways, characterized by having relatively few volunteers who
spend a lot of hours working for the charity. Charities that cater to
episodic volunteers adopt different strategies, such as providing
external validation through public recognition of volunteers.

6. Charities Must Balance Individual and Organizational Needs:
To sustain the participation of volunteers, charities must create a
good experience for them. Charities must be equally concerned
with implementing practices designed to make sure that they
involve volunteers wisely and well, and commit sufficient support
resources to this endeavor. Our study shows that charities that
adopt the practices most directly concerned with satisfying volun
teers reap the highest rates of retention. Practices that cater more
to the needs of the charity than the needs of volunteers are
unlikely to motivate volunteers and, in fact, are not related to
retention of volunteers over time. Nonetheless, these practices may
be critical for the charity to oversee volunteer involvement in an
accountable mannel~ and to generate resources necessary to keep
the charity running.

7. Retention of Volunteers Involves More Than Management
Techniques: Adoption of recommended volunteer management
practices can help organizations to retain volunteers, but charities
interested in retaining volunteers should not stop there. They
should also allocate sufficient funds to support volunteer
involvement, cultivate an organizational climate that is welcoming
to volunteers, give their volunteers an experience worth sharing,
and enlist volunteers in recruiting other volunteers one-on-one.
Howevel~ neither volunteer management techniques nor these
other steps alone will maximize retention. Charities that want to
retain these essential human resources should adopt relevant
volunteer management practices and invest in the infrastructure,
culture, and volunteer experience that will keep volunteers coming
back.

Charities adopt volunteer management practices for reasons that go
beyond the question of whether they can afford them or not. While the
resources available to a given charity no doubt playa part in adoption of

I.

NOTE

Conc.lusion~ rega.rding statistical differences (or similarities) between orga
l1lZatlOns WIth chfferem characteristics in the adoption of managemem
practIces are based on analysis of variance, a statistical test that indicates
whether the observed diflerences are large enough to be considered
greater than chance (jJ < 0.05).
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