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ABSTRACT
BEST PRACTICES FOR VOLUNTEER MANAGEMENT WITHIN TRAIL
ORGANIZATIONS
By

Benoni L. Amsden

Throughout the United States, long distance hiking trails are subject not
only to the whims of nature, but also the pressures of both human visitors and
management conflicts. Resource conservation, volunteer management, and
ecological concerns are only a few of the topics that occupy non-profit trail
management organizations. With a work force made up mainly of volunteers,
these groups adopt as their mission both the maintenance of many miles of trail,
and the protection of the recreation opportunities those trails provide.

The goal of this study is to discover the extent to which a non-profit trail
management organization has adopted and implemented suggested ‘best
practices’ for managing volunteer workforces. Furthermore, the investigation of
the organization’s practices and management techniques can reveal whether or
not these ‘best practices’ can be used to help the organization measure the

effectiveness of its volunteer program.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Throughout the United States, long distance hiking trails are subject not
only to the whims of nature, but also the pressures of both human visitors and
management conflicts (Appalachian Mountain Club, 1992). As a result, the
oversight and maintenance of these trails has become an example of a resource
issue that affects a broad range of interests. Resource conservation, volunteer
management, and ecological concerns are only a few of the topics that occupy
organizations such as the North Country Trail Association, the Green Mountain
Club, and the Appalachian Trail Conference. With a work force made up mainly
of volunteers, and often working in tandem with federal agencies such as the
National Park Service or the U.S. Forest Service, these non-profit groups adopt
as their mission both the maintenance of many miles of trail, and the protection of
the recreation opportunities those trails provide.

Forty-four percent of American adults participate in some form of
volunteering (Independent Sector, 2001; McCurley & Lynch, 1996). In 2000,
volunteers performed an average of slightly more that 24 hours per month of
service, with an estimated value of $239 billion (Independent Sector, 2001).

Non-profit trail organizations rely heavily on this workforce (Plumb, 1996).
In 2001, the 31 groups which work together to maintain the Appalachian Trail
under the oversight of the Appalachian Trail Conference enjoyed the services of
over 5,000 volunteers, who contributed almost 187,000 hours . These volunteers

participated in important outdoor activities such as trail oversight and



maintenance, shelter adoption, and corridor monitoring'. Additionally, volunteers
served in office-based administrative capacities (Plumb, 1996).

As a result of the importance of this volunteer work, the volunteers are
achieving increasing levels of responsibility (Grossman & Furano, 1999).
Therefore, the values, experiences, and expectations of the volunteers who help
these organizations are beginning to be incorporated into management strategies
(Schroeder, 2000). Within the context of recreation and leisure research, much
has been contributed through analysis of volunteer motivations, expectations,
and psychological benefits (Farmer & Fedor, 1999; Grese, Kaplan, Ryan, &
Buxton, 2000; Jackson, 2003; Liao-Troth, 2001; Propst, Jackson, & McDonough,
2004; Schroeder, 2000) . What is missing from the recreation and leisure
research, however, is an analysis from the realm of management — specifically,
the adoption and implementation of practices which have been designed to
increase the effectiveness of volunteer programs.

Academic research and practitioner literature addressing volunteer
management (Barnett, 2002; Bradner, 1993; Campion Devney, 1992; Forsyth,
1999; Govekar & Govekar, 2002; Gratton & Ghoshal, 2003; Lee & Catagnus,
1999; Nienaber Clarke & McCool, 1996; Pharoah, 1997) have determined that
the most successful volunteer programs operate around a planned, established
set of policies and procedures, hereinafter referred to as ‘best practices’
(Brudney, 1999; Ellis, 1996; McCurley & Lynch, 1996; M. Wilson, 1978). These

‘best practices’ outlined below were classified as such because of their

! A corridor monitor is a volunteer who walks property boundaries to ensure no encroachment is
taking place.



recurrence throughout volunteer management programs which were found by

researchers to be successful.

1) Secure support from higher levels: It is important for organizations to
have in place a structure that supports the oversight of the volunteer
workforce (Ellis, 1996).

2) Provide written policies to govern the program: “The[se] policies will
allow the manager of volunteers to develop a consistent pattern of
volunteer involvement, and will provide assistance in dealing with
problem situations” (McCurley & Lynch, 1996, p.5).

3) Create job descriptions: “The job description defines the role,
relationships, responsibilities, obligations, content, power, and
privileges of a volunteer position” (Heidrich, 1990, p.2). Job
descriptions can also be used for recruiting purposes (Brudney, 1999).

4) Provide support activities: These activities should consist not only of
orienting the volunteer to the organization's methods and structures,
but should demonstrate the willingness on the part of the manager to
provide logistical support to volunteers (Brudney, 1999; Ellis, 1996;
McCurley & Lynch, 1996).

5) Empowerment: Empowerment is the process of invigorating
volunteers by empowering them through teaching, training, and
experience so that they can work independently, or manage other
volunteers (Brudney, 1999; Ellis, 1996).

6) Evaluation of work performed.: Evaluating volunteers consists of
keeping records of the type and amount of work performed, observing

whether or not work performance is in line with stated goals, providing
praise for a job well done or remediation of a poor job (Brudney, 1999).

Study Purpose

The goal of this study is to discover the extent to which a non-profit trail
management organization has adopted and implemented these ‘best practices’
for managing volunteer workforces. An investigation of this organization’s
practices and management techniques can achieve this goal, and in addition
reveal whether or not these ‘best practices’ can be used to help the organization

measure the effectiveness of its volunteer program.



This research will provide a path for change for those who are seeking to
improve their organizations, or provide a roadmap for those just starting out.
While the focus of this research is on trail management organizations, it will be of

use to managers in other volunteer sectors as well.

Research Strategy

The best way to determine the role of best practices within a trail
management organization is to analyze the complex nature of the relationships
between volunteers and managers. Given the need to probe and gather detailed
narratives from these individuals, a qualitative approach was chosen.

Current qualitative methodology suggests that the location and awareness
of the researcher is a critical ingredient in any research framework. Ramazanoglu
and Holland (2002) state “No social researcher starts from scratch in a state of
social, intellectual, or political isolation.” (p.12). Bentz and Shapiro (1998) further
challenge positivist notions by “seeing research not as disembodied,
programmed activity but rather as part of the way in which [the researcher]
engage(s] with the world” (p.57).

As a result, this project will employ an interpretive research paradigm
(Kemmis, 1991; Maguire, 1987; Ruonavaara, 2000; S. Smith, 1999). Within the
interpretive paradigm, the relationship between the researcher and the
researched focuses not on the traditional “objectivity and value-free science” but
embraces the idea that “knowledge is a social construction” and “language
contextualizes the meaning of data” (Ruonavaara, 2000, p.32). Furthermore, the

interpretive paradigm approaches the methodological process of research by



calling for a “dialogical process between researcher and subjects to obtain
meaningful data and insights into human behavior” (Ruonavaara, 2000, p.33).
The language of this research paradigm is an “informal style using the personal

voice, qualitative terms, and limited definitions” (Ruonavaara, 2000, p.33).

Role of Researcher

The researcher has served in both volunteer and paid capacities with two
different trail management organizations. During the summer of 2003, the
researcher was employed as a backcountry caretaker for the New England Club
(NEC)Z2. This organization keeps as its mission the protection and maintenance of
Vermont's New England Trail®, a 265 mile footpath traversing the crest of the
Green Mountains from Massachusetts to Canada. The researcher’'s primary
responsibilities as a caretaker consisted of visitor education and trail
maintenance at Stratton Pond, the most heavily used and largest body of water
along the trail (Plumb, 1996). The researcher also maintained ten to twenty miles
of trail, operated composting toilet systems, encouraged low-impact camping
techniques (such as Leave No Trace), collected trail-use data, and served as a
representative for the both NEC and other cooperating agencies such as the U.S.
Forest Service and Vermont Department of Forests, Parks and Recreation. At the
end of each day, the researcher would complete a journey around the pond'’s
perimeter visiting the many campers, answering questions, providing advice, and

collecting use fees.

2 A pseudonym
% A pseudonym



Another important experience situating the researcher within the trail
community consisted of involvement for two years as a member of the Southern
Appalachian Trail Club’s® Trail Patrol. The Trail Patrol is a group of volunteers
who, as time permits, hike the trails of Shenandoah National Park, the George
Washington National Forest, and the Appalachian Trail from Rockfish Gap in
Virginia to Pine Grove Furnace State Park in Pennsylvania. Trail Patrol members
assist hikers with first-aid issues, trail directions, trail maintenance, and Leave No
Trace ethics.

Given this background, the researcher approaches this study as an
informed observer with a strong interest in improving the benefits that trail

organizations derive from their volunteer workforce.

Benefits of Best Practice Research

The results of this research will complement the existing theoretical
literature by applying volunteer management concepts from other sectors to trail
management organizations. Additionally, this research will provide insight into
how trail organizations are managing their volunteers, and will also serve to close
the gap between theory and practice. Narrowing this gap can provide volunteer
managers and coordinators with pragmatic ways and justification for improving

their volunteer management practices.

* A pseudonym



CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The definition of a “volunteer” is somewhat controversial (Brudney, 1999).
Although other definitions are valid, this thesis will adopt the definition that
appears in By the People: a History of Americans as Volunteers (Ellis & Noyes,
1978): “To volunteer is to choose to act in recognition of a need, with an attitude
of social responsibility and without concern for monetary profit, going beyond
what is necessary to one’s physical well-being” (p.10). This definition purposely
encompasses all industries and sectors, and includes those who give their time
to serve the interests of hiking trails.

The relevant research and literature regarding this topic can be divided
into two areas for review. The first area includes the research surrounding the
relationship between volunteering and public participation. The second area
includes research surrounding ‘best practices’ for managing various types of
workforces, and measurements of effectiveness. To further contextualize and
clarify the relationship between trail management and ‘best practices’, and the
development of the research questions, an example is presented which outlines

the nature of volunteer management within the New England Club.

Volunteering and Public Participation

The literature surrounding volunteering and public participation has
provided a multitude of definitions. Propst, Jackson, and McDonough (2004)
suggest that researchers tend to focus on certain definitions based on their
disciplinary training. For example, researchers who focus on public participation

are grounded in “participatory democracy, civic engagement, social capital,



international development and other theoretical frameworks common in political
science and sociology”, while those who study volunteering “rely on theories from
psychology” (Propst et al., 2004, p.405).

Definitions of volunteering and public participation vary in terms of the
extent to which citizens actually seek out opportunities to donate their time and
energy. While volunteering typically provides services that are “professionally
initiated and defined”, citizen participation tends to be more of a “voluntary
activity that is individually initiated and defined” (Arai and Pedlar, 1997; Propst et
al., 2004, p.405).

By “arraying specific behaviors along a spectrum to reflect the degree of
citizen power over decision-making,” Propst et al. (2004) devised a method for

defining participation based on the behaviors of volunteers (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Spectrum of Participation Behaviors in Natural Resource Management, Planning, and
Policy-making

Low Power High Power
Participating in tasks | Providing unsolicited Providing Exercising decision-
directed by others feedback (managed unsolicited making authority (co-
(managed by the by the organization) feedback (not managed)
organization) managed by the

organization)
No direct decision-making authority

*Source: Propst, D. B., Jackson, D., & McDonough, M. (2004). Public Participation, Volunteerism
and Resource-Based Recreation Management in the U.S.: What Do Citizens Expect? Society
and Leisure, 26(2), 389-415

The ‘low power’ end of the spectrum includes volunteer behaviors
consisting of “passive involvement in activities directed by others”(McDonough &

Wheeler, 1998; Propst et al., 2004). Additionally, the ‘low power’ end of the



spectrum includes behaviors that McDonough and Wheeler suggest are a
‘means to an end” (McDonough & Wheeler, 1998). For example, at the low
power end, the goal of the organization that manages volunteers is simply
provision of labor, thus participation is a means to an end.

The ‘high power’ end of the spectrum, on the other hand, displays
behaviors which include “some level of shared authority in policy making,
planning or management”, where a volunteer assumes control of his/her own
objectives and outcomes (McDonough & Wheeler, 1998; Propst et al., 2004,
p.395). At this end of the spectrum, McDonough and Wheeler suggest that the
goal is empowerment, so participation is no longer the means, but rather the end.

Volunteering often has an affective component. For example, one form of
volunteering which is more than just the provision of labor, or means to an end, is
known as serious leisure. Serious leisure is distinguished from other types of
leisure by the need to participate in a unique subculture, acquire special skills
and knowledge in the context of career development, and strongly identify with
the chosen pursuit (Stebbins, 1992). Serious leisure incorporates behaviors
which locate the participant on the right (high power) side of the spectrum. Unlike
public participation, however, the goal of serious leisure is skill or career
development, not necessarily power in decision making.

Arai and Pedlar discussed volunteering as a serious leisure pursuit in their
qualitative analysis of participants in a Canadian initiative to promote healthy
communities, finding significant correlations between serious leisure and

volunteer participation. The participants benefited from feelings of empowerment



and enrichment, developed through a sense of purpose, control, and contribution
(Arai & Pedlar, 1997). This form of serious leisure, in this case volunteering, had
a positive effect on community life (Arai & Pedlar, 1997). For volunteer managers
within trail organizations, Arai and Pedlar (1997) demonstrate that volunteers
engaging in serious leisure will provide feedback and demand authority, and that
when they are managed properly there can be substantial benefits.

Citizens who participate frequently with an organization expect some level
of influence and do not always feel they are treated fairly. Smith and McDonough
(2001) examined how the public participants’ conceptualization of “having been
treated fairly and/or received fair outcomes” affected their satisfaction and their
support for resource managing authorities (p.23). Using focus groups, Smith and
McDonough discovered that principles of representation and voice were not
being met by natural resource management agencies in Michigan. Citizens who
participate in natural resource decision-making processes did not feel involved,
and, in some cases, they feet disrespected (Smith & McDonough, 2001).

Propst and Bentley (2000) investigated the differences between managers
and citizens in how they defined and perceived public participation. While both
mangers and citizens agreed that the benefits of having volunteers exceeded the
cost of their management, they disagreed as to the nature of volunteer
contributions (Propst & Bentley, 2000). Managers saw citizen participation in
terms of power and input, while citizens saw their participation in terms of duty

and community redress (Propst & Bentley, 2000).
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The act of volunteering transcends individual recreation activities and
manager/volunteer relationships to find a place in the fabric of society. One of the
fundamental facets explaining the success of democracy in America throughout
history is the willingness of citizens to volunteer and participate in a wide variety
of organizations and groups. Cigler and Joslyn (2002) measured this participation
and reveal an interesting relationship between attitudes of political tolerance and
levels of membership in volunteer organizations. Specifically, if an individual is a
member of a voluntary group, the resulting inclusion with other like-minded
people can contribute to that individual exhibiting higher levels of political
tolerance (Cigler & Joslyn, 2002). Furthermore, the more groups one is a
member of, the more politically tolerant one will be (Cigler & Joslyn, 2002).

In summary, this literature reveals some acute differences among
volunteers that managers within trail organizations need to acknowledge.
Specifically, an understanding of the spectrum of volunteer behaviors is critical
because the act of managing and empowering volunteers means working with
and guiding individuals who may want to do more than just provide labor. For
volunteers who seek a voice and some degree of control, differences exist
between those who feel enriched and empowered, and those who feel that the
system is treating them unfairly.

Second, it is important for volunteer managers in trail organizations to
realize that many volunteers are most likely already users of the trail. This could
mean that of the volunteers who decide to participate, those with familiarity and

experience on the trail may be more likely to expect influence in decision making.
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The successful volunteer manager, being aware of the literature, will find ways to
treat volunteers fairly, show them how they are influencing decisions, and

understand that for many, their activity is serious leisure.

Best Practices and the Effectiveness of Volunteer Management

Few studies have focused on effective strategies for volunteer
management, such as ‘best practices’ in the trail management sector. Therefore,
this section will discuss literature from studies conducted in other sectors of
volunteer management.

A ‘best practice’ approach to volunteer management is important in part
because it pinpoints personnel issues. Understanding both the abilities of
volunteers and what makes them satisfied will help eliminate some of the pitfalls
of crisis management. For example, as Pynes (1997) states, “Agencies need to
anticipate their personnel requirements so that they are prepared to deal with
changing situations”(p. 67). ‘Best practices’ can equip managers to understand
the skills of the volunteer workforce and fit volunteers with positions that make

the most of those skills.

Research Related to Best Practices

In order to measure the effectiveness of ‘best practices’, Brudney (1999)
conducted a study which assessed their implementation throughout government-
based volunteer programs and correlated that implementation to the perceived
benefits of using volunteers. To accomplish this, he conducted survey of 500

government-based volunteer programs, discovering high levels of

12



implementation. Furthermore, it was determined that higher levels of
implementation of ‘best practices’ increased perceived benefits (Brudney, 1999).
Complimenting Brudney's research in the government sector, other
research investigated the parallels between personnel management in both the
corporate and non-profit sectors. Wilson and Pimm (1996) focused their study on
volunteer motivation, benefits, and management strategies currently in place in
Great Britain. They concluded that the majority of the volunteer workforce is
badly managed, in that it does not adhere to conventional business management

methods:

“The difficulty...is that the leverage the commercial company has over its
employees is just not matched in groups using voluntary workers. Thus,
they have to adopt a pragmatic approach taking that which is applicable
from business and adjusting it appropriately for the circumstances which
apply to unpaid personnel.” (Wilson & Pimm, 1996, p.26)

A third study, conducted by Grossman and Furano, evaluated effective
volunteer practices within educational mentoring programs (Grossman & Furano,
1999). The authors concluded that as volunteers are given greater responsibility,
their effectiveness depends on an infrastructure built around selection, training,
communication and support (Grossman & Furano, 1999). “No matter how well-
intentioned volunteers are, unless there is an infrastructure in place to support
and direct their efforts, they will remain at best ineffective, or, worse, become
disenchanted and withdraw, potentially damaging recipients of services in the
process” (Grossman & Furano, 1999).

An example of a volunteer assessment technique is the Volunteer

Functions Inventory. The VFI is designed to measure volunteer motivations in six

13



distinct psychological areas: values, understanding, career, social, esteem, and
protective (Clary, Snyder, & Ridge, 1992). Each area is assigned a score based
upon the volunteer's responses to a survey. By assessing these scores, the
“volunteer administrator can quickly identify and rank order the salient
motivational concerns of the respondent” (Clary et al., 1992). Clary, Snyder, and
Ridge (1992) expand their analysis to demonstrate how the VFI can be used to
help managers optimize three areas of volunteer management: recruitment,
placement, and retention.

In summary, these examples all share the conclusion that strategic
volunteer management, in any form, results in higher levels of beneficial
outcomes, which are indicators of organizational effectiveness in managing
volunteers. All are situation-specific and address the extent of different best
practices in a piecemeal fashion. Is there a more systematic and holistic
approach to measuring effectiveness that can be applied to a variety of volunteer

management situations and organizations?

Conceptual Approach for Measuring Effectiveness

One challenge inherent to the implementation of any volunteer
management strategy is the determination of how well the volunteer program is
working, and the impact that any change to the management framework will have
on overall effectiveness. As the above examples demonstrate, different
organizations have different needs and different measurement metrics, so
approaches and methods for determining effectiveness are personalized to fit the

needs of the organization.
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This research attempts to develop a holistic measurement of effectiveness
by exploring and adapting an existing evaluation framework. Specifically, Ramlall
(2003) presents a framework for measuring human resources, which is organized
into human resource activities (management clusters®) and their associated

outcomes (Table 1).

® The term ‘cluster’ refers to a range of related ideas.
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Table 1: Ramlall's Model of Human Resource Management Effectiveness

Management Cluster

1. Strategic Planning

2. Acquistion of Employees

3. Training & Development

4. Organizational Change &
Development

5. Performance
Management

6. Reward System

7. Organization Behavior &
Theory

Outcome

- Analysis, decisions, actions needed to create and sustain
competitive advantage

- Effective contribution of new employees to business strategy
implementation

- Planning process, advertising, and recruitment sources support
business strategy

- Interviews effective in selecting right candidates

- Positive change in attitude of participants
- Increased expertise in areas applicable to job
- Opportunities to practice newly acquired skills on the job

- Support from peers, supervisors, and others in using knowledge
gained

- Higher levels of productivity, quality of products and services

- Positive change in responsiveness in meeting customer needs
- Culture reflects organization and supports business strategy

- Fluid organization structures

- Each position and task supports strategic business objectives

- Effective process for maximizing performance

- Reward system motivates increased performance
- Incentives provided to achieve individual and organizational
behaviors aligned with business strategies and investments

- Employee behaviors reflect desired organizational culture and
alignment with business strategy

*Source: Ramlall, S. J. (2003). Measuring Human Resource Management's Effectiveness in
Improving Performance. Human Resource Planning, 26(1), 51-62.

But is a model for measuring human resource management in a business

environment useful and appropriate for measuring volunteer management in a

non-profit environment? Ramiall notes a strong correlation between management

of employees and the overall performance of the organization. It is assumed that

16



this correlation can be extended to include the management of volunteers and
the performance of the non-profit organization for which volunteers donate their
time and energy.

Ramlall's framework can be applied by assigning each of the best
practices - listed in chapter one - to a relevant Human Resource (HR) cluster,
and assessing the associated outcomes. For example, the best practice involving
the creation of job descriptions can most appropriately be linked to the HR cluster
“acquisition of employees”, because the outcomes are relevant to both volunteer
and employee management. Furthermore, the measurements associated with
successful acquisition of employees — short period of time to hire, increased pool
of applicants, adequate number of qualified applicants — are appropriate when
applied to the recruitment of volunteers. Hence, adequate volunteer job
descriptions can result in a successful acquisition of an effective volunteer
workforce.

To craft an even better fit, however, between Ramlall's model and the
other ‘best practices’, the literature suggests that some modifications to the
model may be necessary. As noted above, Ramlall's framework is organized into
human resource activities (management clusters) and their associated outcomes.
Each of Ramlall's seven management clusters and their outcomes can be
modified to transition the model from a corporate, business standpoint to a non-
profit, volunteer, trail management perspective. This can be accomplished by

removing outcomes associated with hiring, customer service, and financial

17



remuneration and adapting terminology to better reflect the volunteer function.

The result is the modification of Ramlall’'s model as displayed in Table 2.

18



A6ajens jeuoneziuebio yum yuawubije
ainyno jeuoneziuebio palisep Jos)al sioineyag (e

aouew.iouad pasealoul SajeAljow WaISAS piemay (e

aoueuwnopad
Buiziwixew Joy ssao0id aAijoay3 (q ‘saAnodalqo
oi6ajes)s spoddns yse) pue uolisod, 183)unjoA yoe3 (e

sainyonyys jeuoneziuebio pinj4 (9 ‘pawsopad
sJom Jo Ayenp (q ‘Auanonpoud jo sjans) JaybiH (e

pauieb abpajmouy Buisn

ul sJayjo pue ‘ssosiaiadns ‘sisad woyy poddng (o ‘qol
ay} uo sjixs pasinboe Aimau aonoeld o) saiiunyoddo (q
‘sjuedioued jo spnyye ul abueys aAlisod (e

Abajess

Juawabeuew s,uoneziuebio ay) )iy pinoys ,S82IN0S
juawiyinioal pue ‘Buisiuaape ‘ssascoud buiuueld, (q
‘SJ93JUN|OA M3U JO ,UOIRNGIUOD 3AO3YT, (B

weiboid 193)un|OA |BUOIOUN) B UIB}SNS pUB
a}eaJ0 0} papaau suoljoe pue ‘suoisioap ‘sishleuy (e

SWoAN0 POUIPON

ABajens ssauisng yum juawubije pue anynd
jeuoneziueblio pasisap joayal sioineyaq askoidw3 (e

sjuawysaAul pue saibsjesns

ssauisng yum paubije sioineyaq jeuoneziuebio

PUE |eNPIAIPUI @ASIYOE 0} papIAcid SaAnuadu) (q
‘gouewsopad pasealoul Sa)eAoW WalsAs piemay (e

aduewJopad
Buiziwixew Joj ssa20ud aAnoay 3 (q ‘saanoaalqo
ssauisnq dibajesys spoddns yse) pue uonisod yoe3 (e

sainjony}s |euoneziuebio

pini4 (p ‘ABajesns ssauisnq spyoddns pue uoneziuebio
s}oayal ainjn) (9 'spaau Jawojsno bunssw

ul ssauanisuodsal ul abueys aanisod (q ‘seoines

pue sjonpoud jo Aijenb ‘Aiagonpoud jo s|ana) 1aybiH (e

pauieb abpajmouy buisn

ul sJayjo pue ‘'siosiatadns ‘si9ad woyy yoddng (p ‘qol
ay) uo s||njs paJinboe Aimau aonoeud o} sanunuoddQ (o
‘qol 0} a|qedidde sealse ul asipadxa paseasdu| (q
‘syuedioiped Jo apnyye ul abueyd aAlisod (e

Sa)epIpued

b1 Bunoalas ul aAdaya smalnuR| (O ‘ABajens
ssauisng poddns sa2inos Juawyinioal pue ‘Buisipyanpe
‘ssaooud Buiuue|d (q ‘uonejuawaidwi AGajens
ssauisnq 0} saakojdwa M3au JO UORNQLIIUOD 3AIOBY] (B

abejueape aannadwod uieysns
0} papaau Suoijoe pue ‘suoisioap ‘sishjeuy (e

3wooINQ [euibluo

Kioay] pue Joiaeyag

uoneziuebiQ 2

wa)sAg pJjemay ‘9

juswabeuepy
aduewIopad ‘G

juawdojaaeg
pue abuey)d
jeuoneziuebip ¢

juawdojanaqg
% buiuies) ¢

saakojdw3
Jo uonisinboy 'z

6uiuueld o1ba3eNS |

19)8n|) Juewebeuepy

3iNjela)] JUsWabeUEByy JOajun|oA 1099y 1y} SaWodN0 PaLIPON UIIM [9POJY SSUSARDISHT S, lejluey ¢ a|qel

19



Example: Volunteer Management and the New England Club

The New England Club (NEC), located in central New England, is a small,
non-profit group whose mission is the protection and maintenance of a section of
the New England Trail, a 265-mile footpath traversing the crest of the Green
Mountains from Massachusetts to Canada. In addition, the Club oversees nearly
100 miles of the Appalachian Trail. While there is a paid staff of about 30
individuals, the bulk of the club’s mission is carried out by a volunteer workforce.

During the summer of 2003 the researcher was employed as a
backcountry caretaker for the NEC. The researcher’s primary responsibilities
consisted of visitor education and trail maintenance at Stratton Pond, the most
heavily used and largest body of water along the trail (Plumb, 1996). On several
occasions the researcher worked directly with volunteers who contributed to the
work that needed to be done around the pond. Through informal conversations
with these volunteers, and through an extensive conversation with Jane Smith®,
the coordinator of volunteers for the NEC, the researcher was able to inquire as
to the level and scope of the club’s strategies for volunteer management.

In the case of the New England Club, the implementation of ‘best
practices’ has taken a somewhat different path than the theoretical approach
revolving around the six major ‘best practices’ presented in Chapter One. There
are several similarities, but several important differences as well.

Specifically, the NEC has an informal framework for managing volunteers

— the one volunteer coordinator works in tandem with three field supervisors from

¢ Both Jane Smith and NEC are pseudonyms.
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other areas of the club to determine and develop a strategy which continues to
evolve as the season progresses. Nearly seventy percent of all volunteer effort
focuses on trails and fieldwork, so as a result these managers play a large role in
volunteer oversight. Among other things, the coordinator is responsible for
recruitment, job descriptions, support, and demographic data collection. The
three field supervisors are responsible for training, and logistical support
(procuring tools, etc). Since volunteers are the lifeblood of the NEC, programs
and initiatives receive substantial support from the president and board of
directors.

On the other hand, the NEC has no framework in place for providing or
receiving feedback and evaluation. There has been no attempt to measure
volunteer retention. The New England Club measures the effectiveness of its
volunteer program simply on the basis of hours worked.

Would the application of a standardized set of ‘best practices’ improve the
NEC's volunteer program? Would having these ‘best practices’ in place help the
NEC measure the effectiveness of their volunteer program? In order to find out
more, and to draw deeper conclusions regarding the role of ‘best practices’, this
research will involve a formal study of how an organization similar to the NEC
manages its volunteer workforce, and how formalizing its management can help

the organization keep track of the effectiveness of its volunteer mission.

Problem Statement

Non-profit, trail management organizations such as the Midwest Trail

Society, the Appalachian Trail Conference, and the New England Club rely
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heavily on their volunteer workforce (Plumb, 1996). However, formal
implementation of theoretical ‘best practices’ for volunteer management that
have been researched and tested in other sectors (such as governmental or
healthcare) have yet to be considered in the context of these non-profit trail
organizations . Additionally, models which have been designed to measure the
effectiveness of volunteer programs using ‘best practices’ do not exist as a

resource for trail managers.

Research Questions

The preceding literature review, when combined with the researcher's
previous experiences with the New England Club and Southern Appalachian

Trail Club, lead to the following research questions:

1) What is the extent to which the Midwest Trail Society, a non-profit trail
management organization, has adopted and implemented ‘best
practices’ for managing volunteers?

2) Is the suggested modification to Ramlall's model relevant to trail
organizations in terms of their ability to assess the effectiveness of
volunteer programs?

These questions will be addressed through an investigation of the
volunteer management strategies of a non-profit trail management organization.
This investigation will determine the extent of implementation of the theoretical
‘best practices’ outlined in chapter one. Furthermore, the modified version of
Ramilall's model of management effectiveness (described in chapter two) will be

evaluated to determine if the modifications are relevant to trail organizations. This
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will be accomplished by evaluating the extent to which the ‘best practices’ help
achieve the modified outcomes.

Managers and coordinators of volunteers within this non-profit trail
~ organization can provide important input illuminating what is actually taking place
in the field. It is necessary to focus on trail organizations as the primary element
of this research because they are important examples of natural resource
management agencies which, unlike their federal counterparts such as the
National Park Service or USDA Forest Service, typically rely more heavily upon

volunteers.
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CHAPTER THREE: PROCEDURES

In her book Dimensions of Choice: A Qualitative Approach to Recreation,

Parks, and Leisure Research, Henderson (1991) suggests that “a paradigm that

focuses on interpretive views and the qualitative approach may be a useful
means for addressing some of the questions left unanswered by past recreation,
park, and leisure research”.

“Quantitative research often lacks the contextual details necessary to
interpret findings” (Dutcher, Finley, Luloff, & Johnson, 2004, p.322). Since the
extent to which the six ‘best practices’ outlined in Chapter One may be
interpreted differently by different individuals, a traditional quantitative
methodology consisting of a survey, for example, may overlook these important
distinctions. In other words, a qualitative approach is a good fit because “it
allow[s] respondents to answer in their own words and to clarify their responses,
and it provide[s] the possibility for novel responses not anticipated by the
researcher or easily accommodated in a survey questionnaire” (Mascarenhas &
Scarce, 2004, p.25). These types of responses can better illuminate the way trail
organizations manage volunteers, and the relationships between their
management strategies and theoretical ‘best practices’. Based upon these
concepts, it was decided to employ a qualitative methodology for this project
consisting of in-depth interviews and event observation.

The research was conducted within a non-profit trail-management

organization, located in the upper Midwest, during the spring of 2004. From
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hereon, this organization will be referred to as the Midwest Trail Society (MTS)’,
and the trail which they maintain will be referred to as the Midwest Trail. The trail
runs through seven states, covering roughly 4,000 miles. The MTS is organized
with a national office of eight staff members, and regional chapters located
throughout the seven states. These chapters are run by individuals (volunteers
themselves) who are tasked with a variety of responsibilities including event
coordination, fundraising, landowner relations, advertising, and volunteer
management. These volunteer managers were the subjects of the interviews.

Research Question One

What is the extent to which the Midwest Trail Society, a non-profit trail
management organization, has adopted and implemented ‘best practices’ for
managing volunteers?

Sampling

Interview participants were chosen using a purposeful sampling technique.
“This is a strategy in which particular settings, persons, or events are deliberately
selected for the important information they can provide that cannot be gotten as
well from other choices” (Maxwell, 1998; Patton, 1990). Initial discussions with
the Director of Trail Management within the Midwest Trails Society provided an
overview of the organization sufficient to allow for careful consideration of
potential interview participants. In order to develop a more complete
understanding of the regional nature of the various chapters within the Midwest

Trails Society, it was decided to contact at least one individual from each of the

” A pseudonym.
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seven states through which the Midwest Trail runs. Ten interviews were

conducted out of a total of fourteen possible individuals.

Conducting Interviews

Individuals that were identified as being appropriate to address the study
questions were contacted via e-mail by both the Director of Trail Management
and the researcher to make them aware of the project. Additional communication
asked potential participants if they wished to take part, and if so, established a
date and time for a telephone interview.

The questions revolved around the participant’'s background with the
organization, the volunteer managemént framework they were familiar with (if
any), their philosophies regarding volunteers, and examples of volunteer events
which they had overseen. Discussions were semi-structured, and although free
to explore tangents and other angles which came about during the course of the
discussion, they focused on a central set of questions “in order to increase the
likelihood that all topics will be covered in each interview in more or less the
same way” (Dewalt & Dewalt, 2002). These questions were designed using
existing literature on volunteer management to operationalize the broader ‘best

practices’ outlined in Chapter One, and are displayed in Table 3:
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Table 3: Relation of Interview Questions to Best Practices

Best Practice Interview Question1

1. Secure support from  Does the MTS offer any support for you in training, recruitment
higher levels strategies, etc?

Is there anything you wish you could do that you can't? Are
there any resources you wish you had?

Can you please describe your background with the organization
and how you came to have the role you have today?

2. Provide written Is there a formal framework within your organization for the
policies to govern management of volunteers? If so, please describe how it
the program works and who created it..

3. Create job How do you advertise the need for volunteers?
descriptions

What is the scope of work done by the volunteers?

How do you ensure that volunteers are placed in areas and with
work that is appropriate to their skills and interests?

4. Provide support How many volunteers do you encounter?
activities
Have you had any formal training in volunteer management?

What do you do personally to support your volunteers?
5. Empowerment Can you explain your philosophy for managing the volunteers
that you work with?
Do you reward volunteers? If so, how?
Do you ever receive complaints from volunteers and if so, what

is the nature of these complaints?

6. Evaluation of work Do you evaluate the work done by volunteers?
performed
How do you measure the effectiveness of your volunteer
program?

' For this table, each question is aligned to only one best practice. It should be noted that during
the process of analysis, questions would often reveal connections to multiple best practices.
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The telephone discussions, ranging from thirty to ninety minutes, were
recorded and transcribed. The recordings were transcribed by the Michigan State
University Office Services Department. The transcripts varied in length from 100

to 750 lines of text.

Participation in Volunteer Events

In order to observe examples of volunteer management, the researcher
attended and participated in volunteer events organized by the Western Michigan
Chapter of the Midwest Trails Society. These events were held on various
Saturdays in April and May of 2004 and encompassed spring-time trail
construction and maintenance of portions of the Midwest Trail. These events
were advertised on the chapter’s web site and participation was open to any and
all interested individuals.

Observations from this participation were recorded as field notes. “The
writing of field notes is virtually the only way for the researcher to record the
observation of day-to-day events and behavior, overheard conversations, and
informal interviews, which are the primary materials of participant observation”
(Dewalt & Dewalt, 2002, p.134). These field notes allowed the researcher to both
corroborate observations made during analysis of the telephone interviews, and
determine if the volunteer events were conducted in a manner consistent with

what the managers were describing.
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Analysis of Data

Henderson states that “during the discovery and interpretation process,
the researcher...is encouraged to keep track of possible themes, hunches, and
ideas” (Henderson, 1991). To accomplish this, categorical aggregation was
applied to transcripts of interviews and field notes from participation in volunteer
events. This analysis “involves reading each passage of a transcribed interview
and identifying the main themes from the text with a word or short phrase”
(Mascarenhas & Scarce, 2004, p.25). In this case, the categorical aggregation
was achieved by the assignment of a code to facilitate analysis and review of
data. This coding allowed the researcher to determine whether or not responses
and observations contained any elements which could relate to the theoretical
‘best practices’. Responses dealing specifically with a best practice were
assigned a BP code (BP1 to BP7), while other themes were assigned different
codes depending on the nature of the response (Appendix A).

Responses could also be assigned a combination of codes. For example,
after an interview participant stated “I can’t give anybody orders here” in
response to a question regarding volunteer management strategies, the
response was coded “BP4”, as it can be related to the support function of a
manager. Additionally, a code of “Philosophy” was assigned, as the response
indicates some measure of the manager’s personal philosophy regarding
volunteer management.

Each interview transcript received two reviews. The first review was

performed independently by the researcher, with the second being an evaluation
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of the first by the researcher’s major professor. Coding changes or discrepancies
identified in the second review were discussed until agreement was reached
before incorporating the data into the final analysis. This analysis resulted in
each ‘best practice’ being labeled as “Implemented”, or “Not Implemented”.
Spradley (1980) describes the challenge of this type of qualitative
analysis. “You must make sense out of the cultural patterns you observe,
decoding the messages in cultural behavior, artifacts, and knowledge” (Spradley,
1980, p.39). In order to carry out this thematic analysis, an ethnographic
approach was employed to identify major concepts. These major themes were
identified by their tendency to emerge from discussion responses, as evidenced
by the coding process. The use of computer software for analysis was avoided,
as the object of the interviews was to observe underlying themes and ideas
regarding volunteer management, rather than draw conclusions regarding the

surface meaning of the words themselves (Dutcher et al., 2004).

Reliability and Validity

“Reliability...in qualitative studies may be considered a fit between
what researchers record as data and what actually occurs in the setting”
(Henderson, 1991, p.137). In order to enhance the reliability of this study, two
measures were employed. First, a documented research plan with possible
changes were documented and presented to the major professor and members
of the thesis committee. Second, the major professor served as an “auditor or

second opinion in data interpretation” (Henderson, 1991, p.137).
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In terms of data validity, Henderson suggests that “the validity of the
data hinges on achieving that delicate balance of distance and closeness that
characterizes effective interaction between the researcher and...the subject”
(Henderson, 1991, p.58). The researcher’s familiarity and experience with the
operation of trail management organizations created an atmosphere for
discussion which helped facilitate the collection of valid data.

Research Question Two
Is the suggested modification to Ramlall’s model relevant to trail organizations in

terms of their ability to assess the effectiveness of volunteer programs?

The information gathered from the interview questions was also used to
determine if the modification to Ramlall's model (suggested in the literature
review) makes sense. Specifically, this was accomplished by evaluating the
extent to which the ‘best practices’ help achieve the modified outcomes in the
context of the MTS.

The research question was addressed by employing a typological
analysis to establish the relationship of each ‘best practice’ from the volunteer
management literature to a management cluster within the new model. At this
point, the appropriateness of each ‘best practice’ as a measurement of
effectiveness could be determined. If the ‘best practice’ could be assigned to a
management cluster, it was deemed a useful measurement of effectiveness.

An example of this process is useful. ‘Best practice’ three, referring to the
creation of job descriptions, was judged to be a useful measurement of

effectiveness because it can be fit into the modified cluster labeled “acquisition of
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volunteers”. This conclusion was drawn because job descriptions are important
indicators of whether or not the process of planning, advertising, and recruiting is
in line with the organization’s management strategy. Although complete results
are detailed in Chapters Four and Five, Table 4 displays a sample assignment of

a ‘best practice’' to the most relevant management cluster:

Table 4: Sample Result: Best Practices as Measurements of Effectiveness

Management Cluster Modified Outcome Measurement (Best
Practice)

2) Acquistion of Volunteers a) “Effective contribution”  3) Create job descriptions
of new volunteers, b)
“planning process,
advertising, and
recruitment sources”
should fit the
organization's
management strategy

Typologies are “used quite broadly to refer to any number of possible
categorical judgments which might include patterns, themes, or theories”
(Henderson, 1991, p.146). In this case, the categorical judgments relating a
‘best practice’ to a management cluster resulted from “convergence and
recurring regularities” (Henderson, 1991, p.146) between the data and the
outcomes identified in the revised model. In other words, if it was revealed during
the interviews that the creation of job descriptions helped volunteers make an
“effective contribution” to the organization’s management strategy, then the ‘best

practice’ of job descriptions was considered an indicator of the modified outcome.
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Therefore, the ‘best practice’ of job descriptions fits the model as an appropriate

measure of effectiveness.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this chapter, each research question will be restated and the results of
the data analysis will be presented and discussed. The data for this evaluation
were gathered using both interviews with the volunteer managers throughout the
seven states where the Midwest Trail is located, and observations gathered while
participating in volunteer events along the Midwest Trail in western Michigan.

For the purposes of clarity, a visual representation of the decision-making
hierarchy of the organization is useful. The organizational structure of the MTS is
presented in Figure 2. Throughout this chapter, the various levels of the

organization will be referred to as Paid Staff, Volunteer Managers, or Volunteers.

Figure 2: Organizational Structure of the Midwest Trail Society

Paid Staff
Lowell, MI

Executive Director
Director of Trail Management

v

Volunteer Managers
Chapters throughout ND, MN, Wi, MI, OH, PA, NY

Trail Council Chair
State Trail Coordinator
Chapter President

v

Volunteers
Chapters throughout ND, MN, Wi, MI, OH, PA, NY

Participants in “on-trail” projects
Administrative volunteers
Trail adopters
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Background of Participants

A closer look at the backgrounds of the individuals who participated in this
research reveals a wide variety of experiences and history. The Paid Staff, not
surprisingly, had more previous educational and work experience with
environmental education, management, and land use than the Volunteer
Managers. Specifically, Paid Staff reported prior experience in land use planning,
land acquisition, volunteer and partnership support, real estate appraisal, and
strategic planning. The opportunity to apply this experience in a professional
setting led them to work for the MTS.

Volunteer Managers, on the other hand, reported previous experience in a
much broader segment of the workforce, including the military, tourism, and
corporate business environments. Many of them reported finding themselves in
their current position as Volunteer Managers somewhat by accident, beginning
with a basic love for hiking and the outdoors, and evolving into a gradual
acceptance of greater levels of responsibility. While not quantitatively measured,
observation and discussion revealed that most Volunteer Managers were over
forty years of age and possessed a college education.

Research Question One
What is the extent to which the Midwest Trail Society, a non-profit trail

management organization, has adopted and implemented ‘best practices’ for
managing volunteers?
The first question posed by this research asks the extent to which the

Midwest Trail Society has adopted and implemented ‘best practices’ for

managing volunteers. Each of the tested ‘best practices’ will be presented along
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with a definition and a discussion of its implementation within the Midwest Trails

Society.

Best Practice One: Secure support from higher levels
It is important for organizations to have in place a structure that supports the
oversight of the volunteer workforce (Ellis, 1996). This structure will differ
depending on the organization, with some organizations placing the role of
volunteer management upon a single individual, with others relying on several
individuals that hold different responsibilities.

Implementation
In the case of the Midwest Trail Society, Volunteer Managers at the

chapter level are responsible for designing, promoting, and carrying out volunteer
events, with the Paid Staff in Lowell, M| available to provide support and
guidance when necessary. The interviews indicated that Volunteer Managers

had little trouble receiving assistance:

“I've never had a problem getting help when I've called MTS
headquarters down to Lowell.”

“Yes we've had guidelines and support, brochures and that kind of stuff.”

While many of the Volunteer Managers at the chapter level felt that the
Paid Staff at the MTS office was helpful in terms of answering questions, and
providing recruitment strategies, they could not be very specific regarding that
support. This can be attributed to the fact that many Volunteer Managers have

substantial experience, and therefore do not require extensive assistance from
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the Paid Staff in Lowell. For example, one interview with a member of the Paid

Staff revealed the following:

“[The chapters include] people with a great deal of experience and so
that, you know, I'm never going to get a question from [those chapters]
on how to do what they do on a regular basis as a chapter.”

Furthermore, the Paid Staff provides materials which pre-empt questions:

“We don't get any questions because we have a packet that we send out
that comes through the American Hiking Society that has, this is an
excellent resource.”

In addition to receiving support from the Paid Staff of the MTS, the
interviews revealed that the Volunteer Managers also receive support from
managing partners such as the U.S. Forest Service or the National Park Service.
This support is mostly driven by the measurement of volunteer hours, which were
recorded by the Volunteer Managers and reported to both the MTS and the
government agencies, and used to justify funding. Furthermore, representatives
of these agencies provide support by attending volunteer events, providing safety
training, answering questions, and ensuring that safety protocols were followed.

It should be noted, however, that there can be occasional discord
regarding the nature of support from the Paid Staff at the MTS. This discord
comes from the areas where the Midwest Trail overlaps with another trail°. In

these cases the Volunteer Managers sometimes expressed contention and a

° Examples are the Buckeye Trail in Ohio and the Finger Lakes Trail in New York.
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greater allegiance to the other trail, potentially adding to the confusion regarding

MTS support.

“...the relationship is at times contentious and we have people who feel
that the NCTA sometimes is pushy. For instance, you know, the Buckeye
Trail was there and the North County Trail came down and wanted to put
their trail on the Buckeye Trail, on part of the Buckeye Trail tread and
that was fine, everybody encouraged them to do that. And then since
then we've had several representatives come down and say, you know,
you ought to be doing this, you ought to be doing that.”

Discussion

The Volunteer Managers were in universal agreement that the MTS
provides support in terms of event materials, answering questions, and other
forms of general support. It can therefore be concluded that the MTS has
implemented the ‘best practice’ of assuring support from the higher levels of the
organization. Since the data show a structure of governance within the MTS that
flows from a board of directors, down to Paid Staff and Volunteer Managers, it is

evident that this ‘best practice’ was implemented intentionally.

Best Practice Two: Provide written policies to govern the program

“The[se] policies will allow the volunteer program manager to develop a
consistent pattern of volunteer involvement, and will provide assistance in
dealing with problem situations” (McCurley & Lynch, 1996). Additionally, these
written policies can help managers determine what sort of volunteer activities are
appropriate and useful.
Implementation

Interviews revealed that while the Paid Staff of the MTS does indeed have

in place written policies for the Volunteer Managers at the chapter level, the

38



Volunteer Managers were not always sure what those policies entailed. For
example, note the detail with which the Director of Trail Management described

the formal, written guidelines, which extend to volunteer management:

“We have...what we call the president's handbook and that is pretty
much a soup to nuts collection of the materials one would need to
properly administer a chapter. It includes everything from their initial
charter and their bylaws which are all generated around a general
framework. We have a pretty tight general framework, but the chapters
are given the leeway to do modifications to that within reason. But, initial
charter bylaws a set of policies that govern how the chapter can act on
behalf of MTS. So, when we talk about our chapters being the eyes and
ears, they are also the mouthpiece for MTS. And because they are the
mouthpiece and because they have a very diverse group of people, we
find it very advisable and a good practice to provide them with a set of
policies that govern how they can represent MTS. So, we've got stuff in
there like a policy on how to go about signing a letter that is in support of
some action in a state or region.”

This is in contrast to the responses given by the Volunteer Managers

when asked if they were aware of written policies distributed by the Paid Staff:

“I don't know anything available for management. Recruitment, I'm not
really sure if we have any recruitment strategies. We do have some
pamphlets and fliers that we can hand out to people.”

“There is policy manual and it does have some information on there. |
can't remember exactly what, it has been a couple years since I've really
went through it.”

“Not that I'm aware of. | mean I've never really picked up on it.”

“Ah no, the short answer is no. There is no, there is no formal program.”

It should be noted, however, that while there is confusion regarding the

nature of the written policies regarding chapter management, the managers were
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well aware of the policies for other standards, such as building trail. The following
quote, from a Volunteer Manager, represents the interaction between the Paid

Staff and Volunteer Managers in that regard:

“we are going to have a training weekend done at Moraine. What that will
do is review procedures with regards to the proper slope of a trail,
utilization of tools and those other techniques and we are actually going
to go out and try and fix a couple sections of the trail. You know, as a
learning tool for the individuals. So everybody can get hands-on type
stuff.”

These results suggest that there is a variation in the amount of interest in
the policy process. While the Director of Trail Management is concerned with
broader written policies involving running a chapter, the Volunteer Managers are
more interested in and aware of policy regarding activities that directly affect the
trail.

Additionally, when questions or problems arise, managers of volunteers
tend to employ their own experience or consult with others in the organization

rather than reflect on anything handed down from the MTS national office:

“I learned a lot of the techniques from the Student Conservation
Association’s book and there is a lot, there is a big section there on
leadership and how to do it. And also, from the National Outdoor
Leadership School, their expedition behavior, that type of thing, | mean
I've been doing this for a lot of years, backpacking, mountain climbing
and all that stuff. I've got some experience with regards to the, you know,
dealing with groups, be they of like mind or not and that type of thing and
certain situations work and certain don't.”

As noted earlier, nearly all of the managers interviewed related having no
formal training in volunteer management. For the most part, these managers

relied on prior experience in areas such as the military, another organization like
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the Boy Scouts of America, or other past employment when faced with handling
problems or making difficult decisions.
Discussion

The Midwest Trail Society has purposely put in place very clear written
policies for chapter management, and so it can be concluded that they have
indeed implemented the ‘best practice’ of providing written policies. However,
there is uneven degree of awareness of these guidelines among Volunteer

Managers.

Best Practice Three: Create job descriptions
“The job description defines the role, relationships, responsibilities,
obligations, content, power, and privileges of a volunteer position” (Heidrich,
1990). Job descriptions can also be used for recruiting purposes (Brudney,
1999).

Implementation
Analysis of the data revealed that recruiting is a challenge for the MTS. In

the words of one Volunteer Manager:

“It is something that | think we don't do a good enough job, frankly, of
attracting willing workers. That's one of the things we'd like to improve. |
don’t think the MTS does much better.”

This problem can be traced to extent to which the MTS provides job
descriptions to help potential volunteers understand the nature and scope of the
work required. At the chapter level, evidence of comprehensive job descriptions

was inconsistent. A job description is comprehensive when it specifically
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describes the nature of the position, the scope of work required, and encourages
the volunteer to get in touch with a chapter representative to find out more. Table
5 provides examples of two types of job descriptions found in one chapter's

informational pamphlet:

Table 5: Sample Job Descriptions

Comprehensive Incomplete

Work Hikes: light brush Trail Steward:
cutting, trail tread "adopt" your very
repairs, installing own trail section to
markers and signs love and maintain!

This inconsistency was discovered throughout the chapters. Interviews with
Volunteer Managers who coordinated volunteer events and activities revealed
that in most cases, when people expressed an interest in participating, the leader
of the event would simply “lay it out for them” and let people decide for
themselves which tasks to participate in.

It should be noted, however, that this practice does not necessarily produce
poor results in terms of accomplished work. Volunteer Managers felt that
oftentimes, people were more interested in a day outside and less interested in
what was required of them. Therefore, they could afford to provide informal job

descriptions.

“Whoever shows up at a work party, they give a safety lecture at the
beginning and a person that's never been there before, they usually tag
him on to somebody that's more experienced and say, you know, stay
with him today and he’ll tell you what to do. Learn by doing.”
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Furthermore, participant observation revealed that people who arrived at
volunteer events did not seem to be discouraged by the ambiguity surrounding
what was to be done. It was observed that people gladly participated in any task
which was asked as long as it was in line with their physical capabilities.
Discussion

The various chapters of Midwest Trail Society do not have in place a
consistent framework for providing comprehensive job descriptions. This lack of
implementation does not seem to be intentional, however. The Director of Trail

Management described why the MTS has avoided job descriptions:

“The number of job descriptions has been purposely kept to a minimum
and that reason being, most of the people that volunteer with North
Country Trail Association do a multiplicity of tasks. So while you may be
the state board liaison, you may also be the chief stamp licker.”

Ultimately, these findings indicate that Ramlall’'s model could in fact be

modified further to incorporate this difference between paid and unpaid workers.

Best Practice Four: Provide support activities
These activities should consist not only of orienting the volunteer to the
organization’'s methods and structures, but should demonstrate the willingness
on the part of the manager to provide logistical support to volunteers (Brudney,
1999; Ellis, 1996; McCurley & Lynch, 1996). While ‘best practice’ number one

refers to support from upper management (Paid Staff) to Volunteer Managers,
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this ‘best practice’ refers to support provided by Volunteer Managers to actual
Volunteers.
Implementation

Both interviews and participation in events revealed that Volunteer
Managers within the chapters of the MTS provide substantial support for their
volunteer workforce. Examples of this support range from answering e-mails and
telephone calls, providing directions, instructing volunteers in proper tool usage,
describing trail maintenance standards, or providing safety instruction. One
volunteer manager described the wide variety of support activities provided to

volunteers:

“And we go over what to expect and what kind of clothes to wear, what
kind of gear you are going to have to bring, what kind of gear is going to
be provided as group gear. How the transportation, you know, how you
are going to get, you know, from the Twin Cities up to you know,
northeastern Minnesota basically and you know, what the work is going
to be like. You know, what tools you are going to use, how to use those
tools safely, etc., etc. Then we also have, you know, because of the
forest service and their requirements using like, you know, box saws and
chainsaws.”

The nature of support provided by the Volunteer Managers benefits not
just the volunteers who are interested in putting in a day’s work. As the following
quote reveals, Volunteer Managers also perform a function which ultimately
benefits the organization by expanding the number of individuals who receive

information about the trail and could become possible workers in the future.

“You know, | just had someone email me the other day about biking [on
the] trail, | said well unfortunately you can't, but um, you know, send me

44



your address and I'll send you a hike schedule for the summer and you
know, if you are ever interested in working on the trail and | took his
name and put it in the list. So | can do that kind of stuff, you know, get
out to people and | mean every one that's come in or, you know, inquired
about it, | have just kind of kept their information and kind of kept them in
the loop as to what's going on hoping that at some point, they'll feel
inspired to take that next step and at work.

Discussion
Interviews with the Volunteer Managers throughout the various chapters of

the MTS revealed a wide variety of purposefully designed support for volunteer
workers. Furthermore, participant observation illuminated the many ways in
which Volunteer Managers ensure that volunteers have a positive experience.
Therefore, it was concluded that the Volunteer Managers throughout the MTS

have implemented the ‘best practice’ of providing support activities to volunteers.

Best Practice Five: Empowerment
Empowerment is the process of invigorating volunteers by empowering
them with teaching, training, and experience so that they can work
independently, or manage other volunteers (Brudney, 1999; Ellis, 1996). Thus,
empowerment is consistent with the high power end of the spectrum of public
participation behaviors as discussed in chapter two (see Figure 1).

Implementation
The idea that volunteers are essential to the development and maintenance

of the Midwest Trail, and need to be developed through training and teaching
was a strong and clear theme throughout the interviews with Volunteer
Managers. It was evident throughout the data that the managers take this task

very seriously:
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“I think that the volunteers are the, you know, the number one commodity
that any of these organizations have and that the volunteers really need
to be nurtured and you know, kind of brought along. You got to kind of
gauge people and see, you know, what their willingness to be involved is
and, you know, you don't want to overwhelm people and if you ask too
much at the wrong time, you'll scare them off.”

The interviews also revealed that the training and teaching of
volunteers needs to be done carefully. One manager illuminated the risks
of poor management by relating the story of a volunteer leader who is no

longer with the organization:

“So you've got to be really attentive to the needs of the volunteers.
You've really got to nurture them. | know one of the gentlemen that was
also a cofounder with the Minnesota Wilderness Trails Alliance with me,
when he brought his organization in and he was one of these people that
he thought he was kind of a dictator and he was going to tell everybody,
you know, how it went. And | think that he probably, you know, burned
out or chewed up and spit out probably as many really good volunteers
in his organization as probably at one time equaled the membership of
his organization.”

Another theme throughout the data had to do with the idea that
empowering volunteers has not only to do with making them better or more

experienced workers, but making them feel that their work was worthwhile:

“I don't think anybody manages volunteers. Volunteers are easy to
interest and very difficult to keep because if they are not presented with
something that they find worth doing, they don't last. If you ask them to
build bad trail, they won't come back. They like to feel at the end of the
day or at the end of the week or the end of the year that what they have
done has a positive impact on something and it has to be a positive
impact, obviously in their mind. People encourage volunteers, they
sometimes guide them a little, they give them advice, but volunteers go
where volunteers go.”
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This comment is consistent with Smith and McDonough's (2001) finding
that participants desire to see how their input is used to make decisions or affect

change.

Discussion
Throughout the MTS, Volunteer Managers are aware of the importance of

nurturing volunteers, and they steps they take to ensure empowerment were
clear and evident. Furthermore, participant observation in trail events revealed
that volunteers do indeed become better workers as a result of this
empowerment. Therefore, the MTS has implemented the ‘best practice’ of

empowering volunteers.

Best Practice Six: Evaluation
Evaluating volunteers consists of keeping records, observing performance,

providing praise for a job well done or remediation of a poor job (Brudney, 1999).

Implementation
In terms of observing performance, the chapters of the MTS are involved

in the process of evaluation and feedback in mostly informal ways. Volunteer
Managers mentioned that since there is no formal evaluation sheet for measuring
the quality of the work, most of the evaluation only takes place when problems
arise. A lack of time and financial resources were noted as being primary
reasons for the lack of formal evaluation procedures.

In terms of keeping records, the MTS places substantial importance on the

collection of volunteer hours. These records are used to justify funding from the
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managing partners such as the National Park Service and the U.S. Forest
Service. In addition, these hours are used to reward volunteers. Managers made
reference to t-shirts which would be distributed after 500 or 1,000 hours of
volunteer trail work, in addition to inscribing volunteer's names on a plaque after

achieving certain service thresholds.

“There is absolutely no question that the people on the trail crew cherish
[the rewards], you know, at first they get their blue shirt and then they get
their 500 hours and we had to put in a thousand hour thing now because
we got people that have gone way past 500 hours. That's a lot of
volunteer hours.”

Much of the praise given to those volunteers who do not qualify for a shirt
or plaque inscription is informal in nature. Managers described providing simple
“thanks” via phone call or e-mail. In addition, many chapters held barbeques or
picnics at the end of the hiking season in order to reward their volunteer
workforce. Consistent with the findings of Propst and Bentley (2000), some
volunteers do not even expect to be rewarded and for most, inexpensive and
informal but sincere gestures of appreciation are often all that are needed.

The upper levels of the MTS differ from the chapters in that they have in
place more formal means of recognition that were developed to rewarding
outstanding service. As noted in the following quote, not all of these awards go to

volunteers:

“We give out an award for, for instance, the Vanguard Award. That goes
to a politician who has stood up for the trail and done so over a long
period of time, not just the one year, but probably has a track record of
being an advocate for the trail. We have the Sweep Award [which] goes
to recognize volunteers who are the behind the scenes kind of people
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that don't get the glamour, don't get the recognition, it may be the lady
that cooks for every trail outing. She doesn't get out there blazing a trail,
she is not talking to landowners and she's not doing public presentations,
but she makes the chili. And we have Trail Maintainer of the Year Award
and a number of others. There are about eight awards. They are all
designed to highlight or focus on a national level the significance of all
the aspects of what our volunteers do.”

It should be noted that any organization needs to exercise care when
designing a reward system for volunteers. The Director of Trail Management for

the MTS explained why this is a concern:

“Well, what we have to be very careful of is that ah, rewards or awards
are actually not rewards, you cannot reward a volunteer without getting
in trouble with the IRS. We can't give them anything that is monetary
compensation or is of significant monetary value, then what you are
doing is you are paying them. You are either paying them cash or you
are paying them in kind. And we don't want to do that. So, because that
kind of negates the whole volunteer spirit, if people are doing things
simply for, oh I'm going to get another 50 coupons to McDonalds.”

Discussion
The thorough nature of the reward system at the various levels of the MTS

indicates that both Paid Staff and Volunteer Managers are involved in the
process of evaluation. It can be concluded that the MTS has implemented the
‘best practice’ of evaluation.

Research Question Two

Is the suggested modification to Ramlall's model relevant to trail organizations in
terms of their ability to assess the effectiveness of volunteer programs?

As noted in the literature review, each of Ramlall's seven management

clusters and their outcomes can be modified to transition the model from a
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corporate, business standpoint to a non-profit, volunteer, trail management
perspective. This modification centers around the removal of outcomes
associated with hiring, customer service, and financial remuneration and
adapting terminology to better reflect the volunteer function (Table 2).

The synergy between the goals of the MTS, and the outcomes of the
adapted model, initially revealed that the modifications were appropriate.
Analysis of the data gathered through interviews and participant observation
demonstrated that the MTS has purposefully implemented management
strategies specifically designed to maximize the impact of its volunteer workforce,
and that those strategies achieved outcomes similar to those in the modified
model (Table 2). Had the data shown that the management strategies of the MTS
focused on non-volunteer areas, such as employee relations, government
regulations, or customer service, the modifications to Ramlall's model would not
have been appropriate.

Research question two was answered by establishing the relationship
between each ‘best practice’ from the volunteer management literature and a
management cluster within the modified model, in order to determine the
relevance of the modification. If the ‘best practice’ could be assigned to a
management cluster, it demonstrated that the ‘best practice’ helped achieve the
modified outcomes. If this relationship could not be determined, then the

modifications would have been deemed irrelevant.
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Best Practice One: Secure support from higher levels

The ‘best practice’ of securing support from higher levels helped achieve
the outcomes associated with the Strategic Planning (#1) and Organizational
Behavior and Theory (#7) clusters in the adapted model (Table 2). Specifically,
providing support from higher levels of the organization is in tune with a strategic
planning outcome that necessitates “analys[e]s, decisions, and actions needed to
create and sustain” a functional volunteer program (Ramiall, 2003, p.61).

In terms of the MTS, the data revealed that support from the Paid Staff in
Lowell helps Volunteer Managers ensure that their programs will be consistent
with established organizational cultures and strategies. A good example of how
this support enhances the strategic planning initiatives of the organization
involves the development of a workshop to assist Volunteer Managers with land

issues:

“we are tailoring a workshop. It is going to be called, Land and Trails
Workshop. In that workshop, the first in a series, it is going to take place
in New York, then move down to Pennsylvania, then come to western
Michigan and we’'ll go around the seven states, like a road show. It will
be kind of onsite two-day training and when they walk out of there, they
will be fully trained on the various aspects of land negotiations and
conservation easements and all of that kind of fun real estate stuff and
legal stuff and they will also walk out of there with a handbook at the end
of the training and a badge.”

Best Practice Two: Provide written policies to govern the program
The ‘best practice’ of having formal, written procedures to govern the
operation of a volunteer program helped achieve the outcomes associated with

the Strategic Planning (#1) and Performance Management (#5) clusters within
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the adapted model (Table 2). Written policies and procedures are one example of
the “integration in all areas of the organization” that is a trademark of successful
strategic planning (Ramlall, 2003, p.61). Additionally, written policies and
procedures available to a manager can aid performance management by
facilitating the development of processes which maximizing performance
(Ramiall, 2003).

The interviews further suggest that written procedures will enhance planning
and management within the organization, because they can create consistency
among chapters in regards to volunteer management policy. For example, the
MTS provides Volunteer Managers with a publication to ensure consistent

fundraising practices, regardless of the experience of the volunteer:

“We have additional resources that are available through the Lowell
headquarters and the thing that comes to mind right now was a
publication that we circulated and put out that was called, you know,
Easy Money. And this was 101 ways, so-to-speak, of how to raise funds
and how to organize people to raise funds at the chapter level. And it is
generic in that it is something that could be given to the lowliest of brand
new volunteers. It could also be given to one of our more sophisticated
presidents or treasurers and at the same time, is not exclusive to a
chapter, but rather could be used by a state council to do pretty much the
same thing.”

If every chapter is familiar and comfortable with the formal procedures, the
resulting consistency can foster long-term strategic planning and ensure that the

work being carried out supports the mission of the MTS.
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Best Practice Three: Create job descriptions

The ‘best practice’ of creating comprehensive job descriptions was an
important element in achieving the outcomes associated with the Acquisition of
Employees (#2) cluster (Table 2). Job descriptions which clearly lay out the
responsibilities of the volunteer position will ensure not only the volunteer’s
happiness, but will also contribute to reduced volunteer turnover, a larger pool of
volunteers, and higher levels of performance from those volunteers (Ramlall,
2003).

In the case of the MTS, however, it may not be worthwhile to implement
job descriptions beyond those already in place for short-term projects and work
trips. Many managers indicated that volunteers “just want to spend a day on the
trail” and “don’t really care what they do” and are already familiar with the type of
work that is performed during a project or work outing. When new volunteers
arrive who are unfamiliar with the néture of the work, the managers felt any
confusion could be overcome by spending time with the volunteer or closely
observing their work. Participant observation revealed that the volunteers shared
this sentiment, as first-time volunteers were observed to be willing to tackle any

necessary task, as long as it was consistent with their physical abilities.

Best Practice Four: Provide support activities
The ‘best practice’ of providing logistical support to volunteers achieves the
outcomes associated with the Training and Development (#3), Organizational
Change and Development (#4), and Organizational Behavior and Theory (#7)

clusters in the modified model (Table 2).
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Providing support to volunteers is a perfect example of a Training and
Development approach involving “support from peers, supervisors and others”,
which may affect the attitude of participants (Ramlall, 2003, p.61). In terms of
Organizational Change and Development, the support provided by managers can
ensure the enhanced productivity and quality that the organization seeks
(Ramlall, 2003). Finally, support from manager to volunteer can help the
organization achieve consistency in terms of culture and strategy, which is the
primary outcome of the Organizational Behavior and Theory cluster (Ramiall,
2003).

In terms of the MTS, this ‘best practice’ is a useful tool because the not only
are chapter managers the primary means of keeping the volunteer program
functioning, but their support enhances worker productivity along the trail. In
addition, the support of managers maintains the organization: as one manager
stated, “it is surprising how much you can accomplish that way with retaining

membership and getting people interested.”

Best Practice Five: Empowerment
The ‘best practice’ of empowering volunteers through teaching and
training achieves the outcomes associated with the Training and Development
(#3) cluster (Table 2) (Ramlall, 2003). The process of nurturing volunteers will
contribute to a “positive change in attitude”, “increased expertise”, and enhanced
“opportunities to practice newly acquired skills on the job” (Ramlall, 2003, p.61).

In the case of the MTS, this ‘best practice’ is essential, since, as several

managers stated, “without volunteers there is no trail". Assuring that volunteers
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are empowered through education and training improves not only the
performance of the individual, but the processes of trail maintenance and the
health of the organization as well (Ramlall, 2003).

On the other hand, Volunteer Managers were concerned with a significant

pitfall inherent to empowering volunteers:

“It's called the 80/20 rule. 20 percent of the people do 80 percent of the
work. In any organization you tend to find that a small number of people,
the cadre does most of the work, the planning and the execution.”

In addition to the care that must be taken to ensure that a select few are
not being saddled with a disproportionate share of the work, managers need to
be aware of changing volunteer expectations that result from empowerment.
Psychological contracts, which are “informal, unwritten, mutually independent
sets of expectations” (Propst et al., 2004, p.397) between volunteers and
organizations, are often violated as managers are not always aware of volunteer

expectations (Propst & Bentley, 2000).

Best Practice Six: Evaluation
The ‘best practice’ of implementing a system of observation, evaluation,
and praise was determined to achieve the outcomes within the Reward System
(#6) and Performance Management (#5) clusters (Table 2). Having in place a
reward system for volunteers is the primary method for “motivat{ing] increased
performance” (Ramiall, 2003, p.61). Furthermore, observation and evaluation can
be an “effective process for maximizing performance” (Ramiall, 2003, p.61). It

should be noted that in this context, evaluation refers to the evaluation of the
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work performed by the volunteer and not a global evaluation of the overall
volunteer program, which would use a different metric such as the number of
hours worked or the miles of trail built by volunteers.

For the MTS, the reasons for having a system in place to reward
volunteers is obvious, since, as one manager stated, “none of it would be
possible without the volunteers.” It is important to note, however, that care must
be taken during the evaluation process because the feedback sometimes “carries
connotations of ‘being judged’ and seems to question the volunteer's ‘gift' or
donation of time” (Brudney, 1999, p.239). The managers are aware of this,
however - as one noted, “obviously, you don't go out and beat ‘em over the head.
You are not going to have too many people if you do that.” Additionally, there is
some question regarding how much reward volunteers are actually looking for in
cases where the volunteers consider their work to be a civic duty (Propst, et al.,

2004).

Summary of Results

The first research question was answered by using semi-structured,
qualitative interviews and analysis to investigate the volunteer management
strategies of the Midwest Trail Society, a non-profit trail management
organization. Participants included paid staff at the upper levels of the
organization, along with chapter-level volunteer managers from each of the
seven states through which the Midwest Trail runs. Their input illuminated

philosophies, ideas, and concerns regarding the volunteers with whom they work.

56



Based upon analysis of interviews and participant observations, each of
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