
Introduction 
This article draws on empirical
research to present a model of the
‘volunteer experience’ and the
elements that influence an
individual’s evaluation of their
volunteering. Using primary
qualitative data, it discusses each
of the elements contributing to the
volunteer experience: this includes
the people they work with (other
volunteers, managers, paid

employees, visitors), the
organisation and community in
which they volunteer, and the work
they carry out. Central to the
research design was the
triangulation of respondents, thus
exploring and comparing the
volunteer/management relationship
through the experiences and
perspectives of both managers and
volunteers. The article focuses on a
research project with heritage
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volunteers; however, the wider
implications for volunteer
management are considered. The
article concludes by proposing the
interrelationship model as an
agenda and framework for future
research and practice.

Volunteering in museums and
historic properties
People volunteering in the arts and
culture make up only a small part of
overall voluntary activity (Anheier et
al, 1996; Davis Smith, 1998;
Gaskin and Davis Smith, 1995).
Nevertheless, volunteers are an
important component of the cultural
work force (BTA/ETB, 1998; Policy
Studies Institute, 1993). ‘Heritage’
volunteers – those working in
museums and at historic properties
and sites – undertake a range of
roles within the sector. Lord and
Lord (1997), for example, identify
three main areas of work:
governance, management and task
volunteering. Millar (1991) asserted
that heritage volunteering has
developed separately from other
forms of volunteering, and that the
profile of heritage volunteers is
atypical of volunteering as a whole,
as it attracts those groups
commonly less likely to volunteer:
younger people and older people
(Davis Smith, 1998; Gaskin and
Davis Smith, 1995; Goddard,
1992). The majority of research into

heritage volunteering has focused
on surveys profiling the
characteristics of volunteers and
quantitative analysis of their
motivations and management (for
example, BAFM, 1998; Holmes,
1999; Mattingly, 1984). Much of this
work has also focused on museum
volunteers rather than on the wider
heritage sector, which includes
sites not based on collections. 

This article draws on data collected
as part of a doctoral study (Smith,
1999) investigating the role and
management of volunteers at
heritage-based visitor attractions in
the UK. A triangulated research
design was adopted, combining
both multiple methods and groups
of respondents. A series of
qualitative interviews was carried
out with fifteen managers
responsible for volunteers and
nineteen selected ‘task’ or ‘service’
(Kay, 1997) volunteers at twelve
sampled sites. A postal
questionnaire was distributed to
volunteers at the same locations
[n=107] and these were
triangulated with observations and
documentation collected at the
sites. 

All the case study sites had a
common theme to their history
and/or collection, as they had been
the home of a famous author.
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However, they are also
representative of organisations
involving volunteers across the
wider heritage and museums
sector. Sites were sampled using a
two-stage quota technique based
on governing body and size (visitor
numbers). Lord and Lord (1997)
note that, within the museums
sector, local government and
independent organisations are the
most likely to involve volunteers;
the findings of this research confirm
this, and the sample included sites
governed by local authorities and
charitable trusts, including the
National Trust. As former private
residences, the majority of sites
were small in size, although a
number received well over 50,000
visitors per annum. This study
focuses on sites with both paid and
volunteer staff; however, it is
important to note that some
heritage sites in the not-for-profit
sector are entirely governed,
managed and operated by
voluntary workers. 

The profile of volunteers in this
study largely conforms to those
identified in previous heritage
studies (for example, BAFM, 1998;
Holmes, 1999; Mattingly, 1984), the
principal characteristic of heritage
volunteers being a lack of people in
full-time paid employment. Two
dominant groups can be identified.

The largest is people who have
finished their working life: retired
and older people, ‘mature
volunteers’. A smaller group
consists of people aiming to begin
theirs: younger, career-orientated
‘experience-seekers’. Whilst these
distinctions have important
implications for the motivations,
rewards and commitment of
individuals, both groups share
features with the wider volunteering
population: professional
backgrounds and higher levels of
skills and education. In addition,
they all had a wider interest in
‘heritage’ – for example,
membership of pressure groups –
and many did other voluntary work.
Numerically, the mature volunteers
dominate the findings of this
research; nevertheless, although
they are a smaller group, the
experience-seekers are significant
because of their career-orientated
motivations, the concentrated
nature of their volunteering (often
intensive volunteering over a
relatively short time period), and
their demands on organisations in
terms of time and resources. 

Volunteers’ relationships: impact
on the volunteer experience
Figure 1 models the organisational
relationships that occur within a
single historic property or museum,
and it demonstrates that a
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volunteer’s experience of working
at a site is determined by a
complex mixture of relationships. At
the core of the model are the
organisation’s ‘human resources’:
these are divided into three
components – managers, other
paid staff and volunteers. The
interrelationships between these
individuals and groups occur within
a wider setting. At the first level, all
staff work within the confines of the
property or organisation. The
organisation is set within a
community. This community can be

considered on various scales: for
example, the immediate local
physical space in which the
property is situated, and the wider
heritage and museums sector.
Again, the relationship between the
organisation and community is two-
way: the actions of one will impact
on and be influenced by the other.
Whereas the status of paid staff
and managers can be defined
primarily by their roles within the
heritage organisation, volunteers
are significant because they
operate within both the property
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Figure 1: Volunteering interrelationships in heritage attractions

Inter-relationships
A: Volunteers-Managers
B: Volunteers-Paid Staff
C: Between Volunteers

D: Volunteers-Visitors
E: Volunteers-Property
F: Volunteers-Community
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and the community: they provide a
link between the two, they have
roles and responsibilities to both.
The community is then set within
the wider socio-economic operating
environment; a property attracts
visitors from both the immediate
community and the wider operating
environment.
This model is a simplification of the
people involved. There are other
elements that could also be
included: for example, a more
explicit manifestation of the
governing body, rather than
including it as part of the managers
and property/organisation, and a
recognition that single properties
may operate within a multi-level
organisation, such as the National
Trust. Similarly, Friends or
membership organisations are
another type of group that straddles
the bridge between the property
and its community. The relationship
between a Friends group and
volunteers can be mutually
inclusive, exclusive or, more
commonly, overlapping.

The following discussion draws on
data collected both from volunteers
and their managers to consider the
relationships between volunteers
and each element of the
interrelationship model. Whilst it is
important for managers to build up
good relations between themselves

and their volunteers, they also need
to be aware that other factors will
influence the volunteering
experience. This article will use
primary data to consider in turn the
relationship between volunteers
and their managers (A in figure 1),
paid staff (B), other volunteers (C),
visitors (D), the property and
heritage organisation (E) and the
community (F).
A. The relationship between
volunteers and managers
This is the key relationship in terms
of the direct management of
volunteers. Managers are central
to the success of the involvement
of volunteers; they have the ability
to make volunteering an enjoyable
and rewarding experience for all
those involved. Even if they are not
themselves involved in every step,
managers must take overall
responsibility for the volunteer
management process: from the
rationale for involving volunteers,
through recruitment and selection,
to training, rewards and retention.

Managers undertake a range of
roles within an organisation,
particularly those working in small
properties where they are the sole
on-site manager. Managers also
have to take on multiple roles in
their management of volunteers:
organiser, trainer, enforcer, a safety
mechanism and a source of
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assistance and expertise, as well
as a social and pastoral role –
sympathiser and ‘agony aunt’.
These multiple volunteer
management roles have to be
reconciled and balanced with a
manager’s other responsibilities
within the museum or property: to
the organisation, the collection,
visitors and other staff. 

Some of the relationships between
managers and volunteers, and
between volunteers and other
elements of the organisation, are
spoken about in terms of family and
family relationships. Volunteering
can act as a replacement or
compensation for the loss of social
networks: for example, through
retirement or bereavement. A visitor
services manager discussing the
importance of the support network
between volunteers questioned her
role within this ‘family’:

I suppose you are in a way a
parent . . . there is a big sympathy
role . . . and I also see my role as a
bit of a disciplinarian . . . there are
certain things that I don’t allow.

Tensions can arise from the
differing profiles of managers and
their volunteers: in many heritage
organisations this is evident where
younger individuals manage
predominantly older volunteers. A

female volunteer co-ordinator
identified this as an issue in many
heritage properties – in particular,
‘older, retired men not wanting . . .
to accept the authority of young
women staff’. This is likely to be a
developing issue with the
increasing number of women
entering the heritage profession as
managers (Kavanagh, 1994; Scott
et al, 1993). The experiences of
other managers, both male and
female, suggested that age
difference rather than gender was
the most significant factor:

My predecessor was in her fifties,
and she was much more the age of
people who volunteered, and
certainly accepting someone who is
old enough to be their
granddaughter can be [difficult]
(female visitor services manager).

The man [a senior member of the
museum’s Friends membership
organisation] is very much older
than me, getting on for eighty. He
has always, and I don’t object, but
he’s always . . . treated me as a
youngster to whom he can teach a
thing or two, and he’s right, there’s
no doubt about that, but I was not
prepared to have that as the formal
relationship in the volunteering
sphere (male curator).

Examining the career histories of
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managers revealed two main routes
into heritage management: some
managers transferred into the
sector late in their careers and had
previously worked in areas such as
teaching, social services, banking
and academia; others had
developed their careers within the
sector, undertaking both
postgraduate study and
volunteering. As ex-volunteers, this
latter group of managers were able
to empathise strongly with their
own volunteers, particularly the
motivations and current situation of
the experience-seekers, and many
made a conscious effort to draw on
their own experiences of good and
bad management in their approach
to volunteers. For example:

I know what it feels like to be a
volunteer and have lots of ideas
and be completely ignored, but also
to have skills that then aren’t used
(custodian). 

It was evident from this empirical
research that volunteers had a
strong awareness of ‘good’ and
‘bad’ management, being quick to
recognise ‘bad’ management but
responding to what they saw as
‘good’ management and managers.
Volunteers made judgements about
all aspects of the management of
the properties, in addition to
comments about the management

of volunteers. Poor human resource
management, both by individual
managers and by the organisation
as a whole, was seen as a source
of dissatisfaction and frustration by
some volunteers. For example:

I feel dissatisfaction with the
present administration. I feel guides
are not appreciated. We are subject
to bossy and tiresome regulations
now, and there is no forum for
discussion of our grievances. We
are sometimes treated like naughty
children.

It’s bad management, isn’t it? A
manager of this sort of organisation
should know the name of every
person, because it’s not that big. 

The role of managers in ensuring a
successful volunteering experience
was recognised by volunteers, and
the help and support of managers
was positively commented on. One
study site had experienced
problems over a number of years
with a custodian who had been ill
for long periods of time; as a
consequence, the volunteers had
been left largely to manage
themselves. The current manager
was in her first year and many
volunteers compared her
favourably to the past incumbent.
For example:
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Attitude of curator is very important.
We now have an excellent curator
in [name of manager] (survey
response).

The morale of the volunteers has
increased markedly since the
arrival earlier this year of a new
custodian who is both efficient and
pleasant to work for (survey
response).

This is an indication of the
important role managers play in a
volunteer’s assessment of their
volunteering. There are also other,
less direct factors that the manager
can influence which contribute to
the volunteer’s experience. For
example, one volunteer guide noted
the changes in visitor management
made by her manager, resulting in
a reduction in the number of visitors
taken on each guided tour:

[The group size] fluctuates – it used
to be larger and we got really out of
control. I think we felt, you know,
fifteen when it was very busy, and
we’ve reverted now to smaller
groups which is [name of
manager]’s look on it, which is very
right – that it’s got to be quality and
people don’t just want to be herded
round.

The rationale for involving
volunteers is a mixture of positive

and negative reasons, and
managers identified a number of
downsides, including the time taken
to organise and manage them, lack
of professionalism and problems
over commitment and
disillusionment. Nevertheless,
working with volunteers was also
seen as a rewarding, if sometimes
frustrating, element of a manager’s
job. Despite the negative aspects of
volunteers and problems with
individual volunteers, managers
largely enjoyed and responded
positively to their assistance.

B. The relationship between
volunteers and paid staff
The term ‘paid staff’ is used in this
context to refer to those non-
managerial staff who are in paid
contractual employment; this
includes paid staff who undertake
supervisory, as opposed to
managerial, roles in relation to
volunteers. The proportion of paid
staff to volunteers differed widely
between study sites: many
properties were small scale and in
four cases the manager was the
only full-time paid member of staff.
In the smaller properties the
manager was the main, or only, line
of supervision; in larger properties
and those with more employees,
paid staff may play a larger part in
the supervision of volunteers. The
amount and the nature of the
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contact between paid staff and
volunteers may thus differ; in
almost all the cases studied, the
two groups were engaged in
different roles within the properties.

Regardless of how closely
volunteers and paid staff worked
together on a day-to-day basis,
volunteers like to feel that their
efforts are appreciated by paid staff.
At the same time, the volunteers
themselves appreciate the work
and assistance of their paid
colleagues. Paid staff are a
fundamental part of creating a
welcoming and friendly atmosphere
in the property for both visitors and
volunteers. Volunteers commented
on the welcoming response and the
subsequent friendships that can
develop between paid and unpaid
staff. Being, and feeling, part of a
team is an important reward for
many volunteers. For example:

[The best thing about working here
is] being part of a team. All the staff
here are really nice and everyone
gets on really well, and I think that
makes a big difference, as well that
I feel welcome being here – I think
that’s really important for the
volunteers here (survey response).

Although mutual appreciation is
important, most volunteers did not
see themselves as the equals of

paid staff. Paid staff were generally
seen as a superior source of
experience, skills and knowledge;
thus they can have an important
role in the training of volunteers,
particularly in the context of ‘on-the-
job’ learning. Even in cases where
managers stated that they tried to
treat volunteers and paid staff alike,
volunteers drew clear distinctions
between themselves and the paid
employees. The differing time
commitments of paid and volunteer
staff were a clear factor in this
distinction, and it was ‘experience-
seeking’ volunteers, often
volunteering full time, who placed
themselves closest to their paid
colleagues. Not surprisingly, these
volunteers often represented their
volunteering as ‘serving time’
before being able to find a paid
post; their ultimate goal is to make
the transition from volunteer to paid
employee, although not necessarily
within the same organisation.

Volunteers questioned were in no
doubt that if they stopped enjoying
their volunteering they would give
up. The support of paid staff is
therefore crucial to ensuring the
long-term viability of a volunteering
programme. In the study sites,
tensions between volunteers and
paid staff were not a major issue,
although managers recognised the
potential for problems such as
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resentment and conflicts of interest
to arise. In two cases, volunteers
were not recruited to work in a
property’s garden because the paid
gardener was against the idea.
Both managers accepted this
situation and commented positively
on the commitment, and thus the
ownership and possessiveness,
displayed by paid staff:

Because people love the properties
they work in and put a lot of loyalty
in, they can get very protective and
they don’t like people coming in
(custodian).

Whilst it was seen as important for
paid staff to appreciate the
volunteers’ situation, the needs and
rights of paid staff as full-time
employees were central to
decisions involving the involvement
and management of volunteers.
However, in only one case – a local
authority museum – were trade
unions consulted on the formation
of volunteering programmes.

C. The relationship between
volunteers
Social interaction is an important
element of volunteers’ motivations
and rewards. The desire to ‘meet
people’, and the enjoyment derived
from this, were recurring features of
the volunteers’ responses to
questions about why they had

begun volunteering and what they
found most rewarding. The need
and desire to meet people was
expressed in different ways: for
some, it was an explicit motivation
– for example, ‘I thought it would be
. . . a social opportunity’ (survey
response) – whereas for others it
was less overtly expressed. The
motivation for volunteering was
often the result of personal
circumstances associated with loss
and loneliness: moving to the area,
retirement, divorce and being
widowed – as might be expected,
the latter three reasons applied
primarily to older volunteers.
Managers recognised the role of
loneliness in volunteers’
motivations, and one custodian
identified parallels between
managing heritage volunteers and
her previous job in social services:

You’re dealing with people at the
other end of the [social] scale really
to what we were at social services,
but there’s still a lot of lonely
people around.

Some volunteers were much more
specific about the kinds of people
they valued meeting, using terms
such as ‘people with similar
interests’, ‘“like” people’, ‘people
who are on the same wavelength’,
‘people who share my interest’ and
who ‘I can easily relate to’, and
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‘kindred spirits’. Not only are new
friendships an important outcome
for volunteers, but existing
friendships are also brought to the
volunteering arena. Recruitment
through personal contact with an
existing volunteer, often a friend or
family member, was common.
Volunteers also identified
themselves as a recognisable
group and attached value to being
part of a ‘team’; one volunteer
referred to the ‘comradeship which
has grown up between volunteers’.
This support network is evident in
the use of existing volunteers to
train new recruits. Volunteers also
operate their own informal support
systems, particularly for new
volunteers.

Comments about the social aspects
of volunteering by both volunteers
and managers were almost wholly
positive. However, it was
acknowledged that problems could
arise if this social network became
exclusive rather than inclusive. At
one property, as the result of a
period of staffing difficulties and a
stagnation in volunteer turnover,
long-standing volunteers had
become excessively attached to
their routine and some had found it
difficult to accommodate new
volunteers who arrived as the result
of a recruitment drive:

Everyone had their set day and
were quite rigid about it, and when
somebody else comes in, it’s
almost an intrusion on their
Thursday afternoon, and ‘Why are
we getting an extra person in?’
(custodian).

As in any other work situation,
tensions can arise through clashes
of personality and job-related
stresses. Problems can also
develop as the result of perceived
inequalities between different
volunteers. In properties with large
numbers of volunteers, some
volunteers may take on
organisational and management
roles, perhaps having responsibility
for ensuring that there are enough
volunteers for one day of the week.
Although this operates successfully
in many properties, one custodian
felt it would be inappropriate in her
small property: 

If you had too many chiefs, you
might . . . get resentment from
others . . . you know – ‘Why is he
telling me to do that when he’s only
a volunteer?’

At another property, the manager
was working hard to mend divisions
between two sets of volunteers that
had developed over time. During
the week the property was
presented on a guided tour basis;
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at the busier weekends, visitors
were self-guided, with volunteers
acting as room stewards. A gap
had opened between the guides,
who were seen as close to the
property and more committed, and
the stewards, who were seen by
both guides and management as
less involved: 

There was a huge divide between
guiding and stewarding that we
didn’t want there to be (visitor
services manager). 

The relatively new manager who
was responsible for the volunteers
was attempting to improve
communications between the
management and the volunteers
and between the two groups of
volunteers. For example, changes
had been made to the way guides
were recruited and trained; and
invitations to an annual lunch that
had previously been seen as a
‘thank you’ to guides were widened
to include all volunteers at the
property. 

Although the importance of social
motivations and rewards was
recognised by most managers, the
nature of the volunteers’ roles and
tasks means that they are not
always in a position to satisfy these
needs and desires for social
interaction, even if they wished.

Many volunteers worked in front-of-
house roles dealing directly with the
public, where visitors took priority.
Whilst most volunteers recognised
that the demands of their roles
made contact during the day
difficult, some resented this lack of
opportunity for social interaction
with other volunteers. This was
particularly the case with the
younger, experience-seeking
volunteers, who were focused on
the perceived rewards of
volunteering and wanted to feel
involved with the running of the
property. For example:

The trouble I’ve had in other places
that I’ve worked [voluntarily] is that I
haven’t had enough contact with
other people working there to
actually get involved enough to feel
that I was being useful.

Older volunteers seemed more able
to accept the social deficiencies of
the work, despite the fact that this
was the group for whom social
motivations and rewards were most
important. Some of these
volunteers mentioned how they
would extend their volunteering
relationships by coming in early to
have a social coffee before work, or
meeting up with other volunteers
outside the property.

When social interaction with other
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volunteers is not possible during
working time, it was seen as
important for managers to offer
alternative arenas for this contact.
On a day-to-day level, tea breaks
and a staff/volunteer area are
important; beyond this, training and
social events offer volunteers the
opportunity to meet and talk with
other volunteers – as well as
offering the organisation an
opportunity to recognise and
reward the volunteers for their
input. Regular volunteers may only
meet those volunteering on their
set day, and property-wide events
give them the opportunity to
network and share knowledge and
experiences:

You get to see the ones who don’t
work with you. You read their
names on the list and then you
finally get to see them, put faces to
names.

D. The relationship between
volunteers and visitors
The visitor-volunteer relationship
plays an important role in
determining the experiences and
satisfactions of both the volunteers
and the visitors. The majority of
volunteers questioned were in roles
where they had direct contact with
visitors. When asked to evaluate
their volunteering experience,
comments about visitors featured

strongly: the majority of responses
were about the positive aspects of
the visitor-volunteer relationship.
This interaction is a key source of
the rewards that volunteers derive
from their volunteering. Volunteers
emphasised the enjoyment and
satisfaction they obtain from
meeting and talking to visitors. This
interaction is two-way: volunteers
like to share their enthusiasm and
knowledge with visitors, and seeing
the responses of visitors to the
property and the enjoyment and
satisfaction they derive are
important rewards. At the same
time, volunteers learn from visitors,
are enthused by their interest, and
feel rewarded by seeing their efforts
play a part in enabling the visitors
to derive maximum benefit from
their visit. Being appreciated by
visitors was also important to
volunteers. Meeting people,
including visitors, was also a major
motivational factor for volunteering.
This may be a reflection of the
predominance of volunteers with
backgrounds in ‘people-orientated’
occupations such as education and
health. The prevalence of
volunteers from these sectors
suggests that organisations could
undertake recruitment campaigns
targeted at the people who work in
these sectors.

The converse of this relationship is
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the fact that visitors also featured
largely when volunteers were asked
to identify the downsides to their
volunteering. However, negative
responses about visitors were less
common, and many volunteers
qualified their comments by
emphasising that rude, critical,
uninterested and disrespectful
visitors were a minority. Volunteers
were less articulate about these
negative visitor experiences and
tended to identify them in terms of
specific incidents. Nevertheless,
volunteers were aware when they
were not being appreciated by
visitors, and this fed into a negative
feeling about their volunteering
overall. For example:

But you do sometimes get some
people in who are very critical . . .
very few, very few, I’ve got to say
that . . . But I don’t like it when
people . . . comment on you. I feel
‘Just a minute, I’m voluntary here’,
but I don’t think that people
appreciate that.

The majority of volunteers in this
study worked in front-of-house roles
and thus formed the key link in the
service delivery relationship. The
importance of this relationship and
the role played by volunteers was
reiterated by a visitor services
manager: 

But obviously the thing we are
entrusting to them, which is a huge
responsibility, is the showing of the
house . . . so really we’re probably
entrusting the most important thing
that we do to volunteers. 

Consequently, managing this
relationship is vital to ensuring both
visitor and volunteer satisfaction.
Training in visitor care is obviously
a key factor in the control of this
relationship, but good general
volunteer management is also
important. For example, one
volunteer remarked:

[She] is very welcoming to the
volunteers and her refreshments
are very appreciated, the stewards
in turn are relaxed and friendly to
visitors (survey response).

The role of good volunteer
management in ensuring good
visitor care is illustrated by this
custodian’s discussion of her
management strategy for the
property:

I always put volunteers first, if not
second, because if the volunteers
are happy then the atmosphere in
the house is happy, and then the
visitors are happy, and then they
tell their friends they had a happy
time and more visitors come. So
volunteers are very, very important.
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If they’re sitting there feeling
unloved, and not being listened to,
not being appreciated, and sitting
there with glum faces, then the
atmosphere in the house becomes
very sad and not welcoming, and
that’s passed to the visitors, who . .
. can’t put their finger on why
they’re not enjoying it . . . it’s
infectious. 

The enthusiasm of volunteers and
the interest and enjoyment
generated for the visitor can go
beyond the visit itself and result
both in repeat visits and in visitors
wanting to get more involved with
the property. The visitor-volunteer
relationship can thus be a further
source of new volunteers or of
financial help for the organisation. 

E. The relationship between
volunteers and the
property/heritage organisation
The heritage property or museum
provides the setting within which
the volunteering experience takes
place. The property itself is thus a
feature in volunteers’ evaluation of
their experience. The theme or
focus of the property or museum is
a factor in the way a property is
presented, in the visitors it attracts
and in the nature of the
volunteering. This study focused on
literary heritage properties – those
with a link to an author – and this

aspect of the properties also
featured in volunteers’ responses.

Altruistic motivations of heritage
volunteers were partly focused
around helping the property and/or
the property’s governing
organisation. In this research the
National Trust was the only
organisation of which more than
one site was studied. National Trust
volunteers strongly identified with
the organisation as well as, or
instead of, the individual property.
These volunteers clearly saw
themselves as ‘a National Trust
volunteer’ and for some volunteers
the actual location of their
volunteering was the result of it
being the National Trust property
closest to their home. Over three-
quarters of National Trust
volunteers were also members and
thus already displaying a
commitment to the organisation;
volunteering was seen as a way of
extending this commitment, and
‘repaying’ the National Trust for
their own past enjoyment. For
example:

I have been a NT [National Trust]
member for many years. I believe
in it as part of the maintenance of
our heritage & it couldn’t fulfil its
obligations without volunteers
(survey response).
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I felt that as a member of the NT I
would like to work for them on a
voluntary basis. I appreciate the
work done by the NT e.g.
preserving areas of outstanding
beauty and feel that I am repaying
a debt I owe them (survey
response).

For young, experience-seeking
volunteers, whose primary motive
was to gain general museum
experience, factors relating to the
property itself were not a prime
motivation. 

There was an identifiable sub-group
of volunteers who could be termed
‘enthusiasts’, where it was the
property itself, or its focus, which
was a key element in the decision
to volunteer. This ‘enthusiasm’
operated on a number of different
levels. Some volunteers were
interested in the property’s role
within their community’s heritage;
for others it was the property itself;
and for yet others it was the
famous figure who had lived in the
property. These people had been
motivated to volunteer by a desire
to help in the property’s
preservation and operation, and
also to promote the property to
others. Many of these ‘enthusiasts’
came with an existing store of
knowledge about the property or
the author, and the opportunity to

share this knowledge was a key
motivation. Others had less prior
knowledge and were at the
beginning of their enthusiasm,
wanting to learn more.

Volunteers felt rewarded by seeing
the benefits to the property of their
input: in direct terms, such as
carrying out cataloguing or
conservation work, and also
through the organisation being able
to afford projects that they may not
otherwise have been able to
without the volunteers working for
free. Volunteers also derived more
intangible rewards from the
property. Many referred to the
unique ‘atmosphere’ of their
property and their feelings of
closeness and privilege, displaying
a sense of ownership. Volunteers
were rewarded by what they saw
as ‘special access’ to the property
or its collection that they would not
get as a visitor, or even in their
regular volunteering. For example: 

Once the alarms have gone off, it’s
good to be able to have a close
look at his [the author’s]
possessions (survey response).

These feelings of commitment and
closeness to properties resulted in
some volunteers expressing strong
emotions about the sites. For
example: 
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Q: What are your reasons for
volunteering?
A: Really just love of [name of
property] and having loved it for
many, many years.

These positive responses to the
property and/or its subject are the
result of the atmosphere of the
properties and of the feelings
volunteers bring to their
volunteering experience. Volunteers
also exhibited more negative
responses to the properties; often
these negative reactions of
volunteers were similar to those
that volunteers identified in
unsatisfied visitors. For example:

I feel the entrance fee is a bit steep
for two small rooms containing little
that can be directly attributed to
[name of author] on the
furniture/fittings side (survey
response).

Volunteers’ negative responses
were largely concerned with the
physical characteristics of the
property: for example, that the
small rooms led to overcrowding.
However, some volunteers also
disagreed with the organisation’s
approach to the property’s
presentation or to the nature of the
volunteering tasks: for example,
having to stand up whilst on duty.
Whilst managers largely saw the

value of recognising these
concerns, ultimately volunteers
were not a major factor in
determining organisational policy.
Managers valued volunteer
feedback about the property;
however, volunteers’ ideas were
often inappropriate or not in line
with the way the property was
being managed.

F. The relationship between
volunteers and the community
Museums and historic properties do
not operate in isolation and can be
located within their wider
community setting. The collection
or focus of many museums and
historic properties has at least
some link with their local
community; in this study, properties
were the past homes of famous
writers, who once lived as part of
that community. Receiving local
residents as visitors are one of the
ways in which a property interacts
with its community. In terms of a
property’s human resources,
volunteers are important because
they act as a bridge between the
property and the community, having
important roles in both. 

Both volunteers and managers
recognised the role of volunteers in
providing a link between property
and community. Volunteers, and
particularly mature volunteers,
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specified the ‘community’ as a
motivation for volunteering. Those
wanting to become more involved
with their community, often as a
result of being new to an area,
identified their local museum or
historic property as a means of
achieving this. Some volunteers
strongly asserted the importance of
the property’s role within the local
community and in particular as part
of the area’s history and heritage.
Volunteering was seen as a way of
helping to preserve, promote and
take pride in local heritage. For
example: 

I love the town of [name] and its
museum is a very important part of
its heritage (survey response). 

There was an identifiable notion of
‘civic responsibility’ and ‘social
service’, a commitment to the local
community. For example:

I feel working for the NT is a form of
‘social service’ – putting something
into the community without asking for
financial reward (survey response).

This social obligation comes from
both their social network and from
volunteers themselves. 

A desire to involve the community
was part of the rationale for involving
volunteers. Volunteering can thus be
seen in terms of the wider notion of
encouraging access with the aim of

bringing about social inclusion, a key
issue within the cultural sector.
Volunteering can also contribute to
the sustainable development of
communities and enable
organisations to involve themselves
in local society, far beyond their
primary role of preserving the
community’s social and cultural
heritage. Despite this potential,
managers, when discussing a
shortage of volunteers, expressed
dismay at what they saw as a lack of
community interest and involvement
in local heritage. Managers often
perceived their own situation as
being the most problematic in terms
of attracting and recruiting
volunteers: managers in rural
properties talked of the smaller
population of the catchment area for
potential volunteers and the
problems of access and transport;
those in urban areas found that,
although they had a larger potential
labour force, there were more
demands on people’s time and the
sites did not have the ‘prestige’ of
larger rural properties. Managers
across a range of properties
identified an apathy among local
people towards their heritage: whilst
the community may recognise the
benefits the property brings in terms
of tourist business, this was
accompanied by the inevitable
downside of tourism, such as traffic
congestion. According to one
custodian, those who volunteered
tended to be ‘newcomers’ to the
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area; and a trustee spoke of:
People [who] aren’t natives of the
town . . . there is an apathy amongst
townspeople . . . I think it’s the old
story, that the museum’s [always]
been here and it never crosses their
minds that they might lose it. 

Managers wanted to encourage
community involvement and
ownership, but often found that those
living closest to the property were
the ones least involved:

It would be very good if we could get
people from the village. I think they’d
feel that the property belonged more
to the village. And they’d feel more
involved (custodian).

Modelling the volunteer
experience: implications for
research and the management of
volunteers
This article has presented a
conceptual model of the
interrelationships that contribute to
the ‘volunteer experience’. The
model has implications both for
further research and for practical
volunteer management. Managers
play a central and crucial role in the
direct management of volunteers;
however, there is a need for an
understanding of the other elements
of the interrelationship model,
including the relationships with other
volunteers, paid staff, visitors, the
property/heritage organisation and

the wider community. From a
management perspective, it is
important to recognise and respond
to these constituent elements, as
they influence both the volunteer’s
and the organisation’s assessment
of volunteering. By placing the
management of volunteers within its
wider context, managers can identify
and take account of the multiple
stakeholders involved in determining
the volunteer experience. Whilst the
model is a simplification of those
involved, it illustrates the complex
nature of volunteering, and
demonstrates the role that managers
can play as the interface between
the various elements. 

In terms of volunteer management,
the findings of this article underline
the importance of considering
volunteers and their management
within a wider context. Many of the
management decisions impacting on
the volunteers’ evaluation of their
experience were not primarily
‘volunteer management’ issues. For
example, visitor management
decisions – including the
organisation’s approach to
presentation and interpretation, the
size of tour group and the level of
entry prices – were all identified by
volunteers as important influences
on their degree of satisfaction. It is
therefore crucial that the wider
implications of these general
management decisions are
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considered in relation to volunteer
policy and practice. Many volunteers
have strong views about both the
management of volunteers and the
general management of the
organisation. Volunteers, particularly
those in front-of-house roles, have an
important role as the ‘face’ of the
organisation and are often well placed
to feed back information on visitor or
customer satisfaction. A healthy
dialogue between management and
‘service’ staff, whether paid or
voluntary, is important in any
organisation. However, it is not
necessarily appropriate to respond
positively to all suggestions. Task
volunteers often lack the strategic
understanding that puts individual
decisions within their wider context.
Training and guidance for managers,
paid and voluntary staff is a crucial
tool in the effective management of
these relationships. 

Categorising volunteers on the basis
of their profile and then drawing
generalisations from this can be
dangerous, and it can also mask the
individuality of a volunteer and his or
her contribution. Nevertheless, there
is value in modelling behaviours and
looking for commonalties. For
example, understanding the
motivations of volunteers is a
fundamental element of volunteer
management. Whilst some volunteers
join as ‘enthusiasts’, over time most
volunteers display a strong
commitment and dedication to the
organisation or cause. This article has

shown that the reasons behind this
enthusiasm can vary considerably.
Some volunteers are motivated
primarily by the ‘cause’ (in these
cases, the preservation of a historic
figure’s home), others by the
opportunity for social interaction with
visitors or other volunteers, and yet
others by the chance to display
commitment to their local community.
It is this enthusiasm that managers
must respond to: the challenge facing
volunteer managers is to understand
and manage these eclectic individuals
within one organisation or site.
However, as this article shows, in the
majority of heritage organisations
volunteer management is still only
one of an individual’s multiple roles.

Whilst most heritage volunteers are
older people, younger, ‘experience-
seeking’ volunteers form a significant
minority. Their relationship with the
organisation is often intensive, over a
shorter time period, and whilst they
are often highly committed, they do
make heavy demands in terms of
management, rewards and resources
(for example, accredited training).
They are an important part of the
heritage sector and profession, and as
potential heritage managers, their
personal experiences can have
important consequences in terms of
their understanding of and attitudes
towards volunteers and their own
future management approach.

The role of volunteering as a means
of enabling an organisation to interact

Voluntary Action Volume 4 Number 2 Spring 2002 28



with its community should not be
underestimated. Whilst attention
within the museum and heritage
sector is increasingly focusing on
improving access and involving
underrepresented communities,
volunteering is not always recognised
as a means of achieving this. Nor has
the sector fully embraced the potential
of volunteering as a contribution to
the sustainable development of local
communities. Although these debates
are beyond the scope of this article, it
is nevertheless important to note the
important role volunteers can play as
advocates of the sector; volunteering
can be a means of enabling
individuals to engage more actively in
cultural institutions and the local
community.

The interrelationship model can also
act as an agenda and framework for
future research. At the primary
research stages, this study focused
on data collected from people
involved in the central management
relationship: volunteers, managers
and, through documentation, the
organisation. There is a need to
conduct further research involving
other elements: for example,
members of the governing bodies,
paid staff and Friends organisations,
whose understanding of, and attitudes
towards, volunteers are other
important components in the
volunteer experience. Investigation is
also required of sites run entirely by
volunteers, and of organisations that

have developed the volunteering role
more fully: for example, by
empowering volunteers with
responsibilities and leadership and
management functions beyond those
found in the case studies used in this
research. 

Many heritage volunteers work in
front-of-house, service-delivery roles,
and further qualitative investigation is
needed to explore the relationship
between volunteers and visitors, and
to consider how to manage this
relationship so as to ensure a positive
experience for volunteers, visitors and
organisation. The case studies in this
research all had literary connections,
and the existence of ‘enthusiasts’ has
been noted. An assessment of the
applicability of the model to other
types of heritage site (for example,
industrial heritage) is important, as is
an examination of its transferability to
other societies: North America, for
example, has a widely developed
cultural volunteering sector. The
model also has implications for
volunteer management in other
sectors: whilst the constituent
elements may be different (for
example, in the case of charity shop
volunteers, the ‘property’ would be the
individual shop and the ‘visitors’
would be customers), the importance
of understanding the interrelationship
between these elements remains.
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