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In Australia, as in the UK, the non-profit sector has acquired an increased 
strategic importance as a key partner in a new social coalition of interests. Yet 
despite the importance of the third sector to the institutional structure of 
Australian life, it has been neglected as an area of research study. More 
specifically, there has been a paucity of research into the phenomenon of 
voluntarism and the activity of volunteering itself This article argues that there is 
an urgent need for further study in the area of volunteers and voluntarism in the 
Australian context, and more specifically a need for theoretically informed 
research that allows for deeper understandings of volunteering as a complex 
social phenomenon. The motivation of people to volunteer as social services 
become privatised; the relationship between volunteering and the concepts of 
social capital and civil society; and the relationship of volunteering to its 
institutional context - these are all issues that merit theorising and further 
empirical research. 
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Introduction 
In Australia, as elsewhere, public 
interest in volunteering has 
escalated markedly over the past 
five years. Reflected in political 
rhetoric as well as in a number of 
publications in the popular, 
professional and academic press, 
such interest is welcome but in 
many ways it is long overdue. 
 
Volunteers are an integral part of the 
non-profit sector, which has played 
a pivotal role in the delivery of social 
welfare in Australia. Non-profit and 
charitable organisations have been 
a vital part of Australian life since 
the establishment of the early 
colonies (Garton, 1990; 
Oppenheimer, 2000). The Australian 
welfare system is heavily reliant on 

volunteers and voluntarism. They 
are essential to the delivery of a 
range of human services, and the 
centrality of their role has been 
acknowledged by influential 
economic and industry advisory 
bodies (e.g. Industry Commission, 
1995). 
 
In recent years Australian 
governments have increasingly 
withdrawn from the delivery of 
human services, but have retained 
control through tight funding 
arrangements, forcing the non-profit 
sector to adopt competitive practices 
and more `business-like' behaviours 
(Lyons, 1997). These changes and 
pressures have led to demands for 
qualitatively different types of 
volunteers, with a range of 
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advanced skills across a diversity of 
service delivery and management 
tasks. Furthermore, as a result of 
the regulatory and legislative 
initiatives by Commonwealth and 
State governments, the sector is 
currently facing a management 
environment characterised by 
escalating complexity. 
Developments such as these are 
impacting on the sector's relations 
with its volunteers and, together with 
other factors, are making it 
increasingly difficult for non-profit 
organisations to recruit and retain 
suitable people in the numbers 
required. 
 
Volunteers have also acquired an 
expanded strategic importance in 
the current conservative 
government's approach to social 
policy. This approach, echoing 
similar sentiments in the UK, 
focuses on a `social coalition' or 
partnership between the different 
levels of government, business, the 
non-profit sector and individuals. 
The new political focus on 
volunteering has, however, evolved 
in Australia within a knowledge 
vacuum. Despite the fact that 
Australia has a long, well-
established tradition of volunteering 
in a wide range of social sectors — 
volunteers engage not only in 
welfare but also in sport, culture and 
other forms of community service 
such as voluntary bush-fire brigades 
and surf life-saving clubs — 
governments at all levels have only 
very recently shown interest in the 
area. At the Commonwealth 
government level, for example, there 
are virtually no formal policies on 
volunteering, except in relation to 
unemployed people (Baldock, 
2000). Despite recent political 

interest in the role of voluntarism in 
civil society, in the context of a 
demanding economic environment, 
use of volunteers in non-profit 
organisations has been criticised as 
`welfare on the cheap' (Baldock, 
1998). It is evident that voluntarism 
as a social phenomenon and 
volunteering as an activity have long 
been underestimated, under- 
researched and undervalued. 
 
Not surprisingly, this is reflected in a 
dearth of data on the extent of 
volunteering and on the nature of 
voluntarism in Australia (ACOSS, 
1996). National statistics have only 
recently been made available, with 
the first national survey produced in 
1996. The second has only very 
recently reported (ABS, 2001). The 
results provide some data to confirm 
the importance of volunteering to 
Australian society, with over 704 
million hours donated annually by 32 
per cent of the adult population. 
There is little evidence, however, to 
illustrate such phenomena as 
patterns of change over time. 
Previous surveys are substantially 
limited by inconsistencies in the 
definition of volunteering. The lack 
of formal data on volunteering 
contrasts with the mass of national 
data on all aspects of the paid 
labour market, and reflects the 
historical marginality of volunteering 
as an activity considered important 
by governments. Information about 
the size of the non-profit sector was 
similarly lacking. In 1994 Lyons 
estimated that there were 92,000 
non-profit organisations in Australia 
(Lyons, 1994). However, information 
has been piecemeal and, given the 
reinvigorated role for voluntarism 
and volunteering asserted in public 
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policy, recognition of this neglect 
and the remedying of it through a 
sustained research effort becomes 
not only logical but also imperative. 
 
The non-profit sector in general has 
been a neglected area of research 
until the past decade. More 
specifically, little attention has been 
paid to the social phenomenon of 
voluntarism and the activity of 
volunteering itself. This has been 
attributed in part to the fact that little 
funding is available in Australia for 
research into the non-profit sector 
generally and volunteers in 
particular. Public funding of social 
policy-related research has always 
heavily favoured activities funded 
and delivered by the 
Commonwealth, such as health, 
housing and income security. The 
personal social services, on the 
other hand, are the domains of the 
second tier of government - the 
States - and are largely delivered by 
the non-profit sector; they have thus 
been neglected by the policy and 
research communities. Whereas in 
the United Kingdom research into 
volunteering has been funded by 
trusts such as the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation and the Carnegie 
Institute, there is no similar history of 
interest by the philanthropic trusts in 
Australia. The lack of funding 
sources has been identified as a 
major barrier to research in the area 
(Lyons, 2000). 
 
This article addresses what the 
authors argue is the need for further 
research in the area of volunteers 
and voluntarism. This is particularly 
acute in the Australian context, as 
the environment becomes more 
complex and volunteers become 
more central to both service delivery 

and notions of civil society. 
However, we argue that the 
underlying themes we address 
resonate more broadly than in 
Australia. We propose that not only 
is extensive research required, but 
that there is in particular an urgent 
need for theoretically informed 
research. Clearly, voluntarism is an 
extremely complex social 
phenomenon. Conceptually, it 
transcends the sum of its parts, in 
that it is more than simply a set of 
individual behaviours. This 
contention is supported by popular 
references to its role in the creation, 
enrichment and maintenance of 
social capital and civil society. Our 
core argument here is that this 
complexity is such that equally 
intricate and multi-faceted 
perspectives and models need to be 
employed to further our 
understanding, suggesting that we 
need to develop analytical 
frameworks that draw on the 
breadth and depth of the social 
sciences. In this paper, we will 
address these issues and propose 
areas in need of research attention. 
 
Voluntarism as a concept 
The social and political invisibility of 
volunteering as a behaviour and 
voluntarism as a social phenomenon 
is reflected in the scholarly literature 
up to the 1990s, despite their 
sustained importance to the social 
and economic fabric of Australian 
society. Since that time, the 
strategic importance of voluntarism 
to the socio-political project 
embedded in the emerging welfare 
regime has been acknowledged 
and, in particular, the role of 
volunteers and the non-profit sector 
in changing notions of the state and 
the development of civil society.
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In international debates, the non-
profit sector is seen as actively 
engaged in a number of roles within 
contemporary democratic societies 
(for an overview, see Douglas, 
1987). Volunteering, it has been 
suggested, is `an expression of 
active citizenship within a 
democratic society' (ACOSS, 1995). 
The non-profit sector is seen as the 
natural home of civil society, and 
volunteering an important 
contribution towards generating 
social capital (van Til, 2000). The 
notion of social capital has become 
increasingly prominent in public 
debates over the last decade, 
largely employed in the manner 
popularised by Putnam (1993). This 
perspective of social capital 
privileges social rather than 
individual virtues, and asserts 
the centrality of notions such as trust 
and reciprocity (Brown et al, 2000). 
Inserted into the Australian context 
by Cox (1997), social capital 
positions volunteering as one way 
by which people contribute to social 
and civic trust. Nevertheless, 
despite the sentimental 
attractiveness of this idea, the links 
between volunteering and social 
capital have not been substantiated. 
The alignment of social capital and 
voluntarism in public discourse does 
little in real terms to clarify the 
position and contribution of 
volunteers in society. As Brown et al 
(2000) suggest, while the non-profit 
sector can be nominated as a 
potentially important site for 
generating social capital, a 
significant and sustained research 
agenda thoroughly grounded in a 
theoretically informed conceptual 
framework is needed. Such a 
research agenda has the capacity 
profitably to inform the many current 

discussions on the value, production 
and maintenance of social capital. 
 
Despite its undoubted strategic 
importance to the new political 
regime, volunteering and 
voluntarism remains, like 
motherhood, a soft and fuzzy notion. 
Just as the existence of a `third 
sector' or distinct social space 
representing a broad span of 
organisations has been questioned 
(Salamon and Anheier, 1993), so 
too has the idea that there is one 
concept of `volunteering. It has been 
suggested that the common 
distinguishing features are (a) the 
provision of a service to the 
community, (b) involving a gift of 
time, (c) engagement that is 
volitional, and (d) without monetary 
reward (Cordingley, 2000; see also 
NCV, 1996). However, even within 
these boundaries, there is immense 
diversity in the form of a wide variety 
of tasks, of organisations, of 
motivations and of fields. 
 
Over the past decade there have 
been important developments in the 
non-profit sector, such as the 
increased attention paid to the voice 
of service users in evaluating 
services. The voice of volunteers, 
however, is often still unheard, 
despite suggestions that there is a 
crisis in both the demand for 
volunteers and the supply of 
volunteers for the delivery of human 
services (Hedley and Davis Smith, 
1992; Warburton and Mutch, 2000). 
Preliminary analyses of statistical 
data in Australia suggest that 
volunteering may actually be in 
decline (Lyons and Fabiansson, 
1998; Lyons and Hocking, 2000). 
While to some extent any aggregate 
decline may be countered by 
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individual volunteers donating more 
time, analysis suggests that this 
may not match the general growth 
rate in the population. It has been 
proposed that the downturn in 
volunteering is linked to the 
increased workforce participation of 
married women, the traditional 
source of volunteers. However, 
Lyons and Fabiansson's (1998) 
analyses suggest that the decline in 
the volunteer rate is more 
pronounced for men than for 
women, a phenomenon for which 
they are unable to provide an 
explanation. Clearly, at a minimum, 
more research is needed to 
investigate this and other related 
phenomena on the rates of 
volunteering and sources of 
volunteers, in order to develop our 
comprehension of the dimensions of 
change. This is important for both 
instrumental and social reasons. On 
the instrumental level, it is important 
because welfare regimes in 
countries like Australia openly rely 
on volunteer labour. On another 
level, it is important because of the 
potential relationship between 
volunteering, notions of trust and the 
development and maintenance of 
social capital in contemporary 
societies. 
 
Themes in the Australian 
literature 
Over the past decade there have 
been profound changes in the world 
of volunteering. As discussed, these 
include change in the social and 
political climate affecting volunteers, 
change in the institutional climate 
affecting volunteers and change in 
the rates of participation, evidenced 
by a decline in numbers of 
volunteers. 

One outcome of the increased focus 
on volunteers in this country has 
been that the national peak 
volunteer body, Volunteering 
Australia, introduced a national 
journal in 1996. The advent of this 
publication, the Australian Journal 
on Volunteering, was in part 
motivated by strategic attempts to 
position volunteering as 'a subject 
worthy of study', within a particular 
scholarly or 'scientific' format (May, 
1996; Noble, 2000). As such, it 
demonstrates awareness of the 
strategic need for a research-based 
approach to volunteering as a social 
behaviour. Taking the Australian 
Journal on Volunteering as a key 
medium illustrating themes about 
volunteering, we can see that 
several core subjects emerge in the 
refereed articles. These can be 
broadly categorised as covering (a) 
the benefits and importance of 
volunteering, (b) the role of 
voluntarism in public policy, (c) 
demographic analyses of 
voluntarism, (d) volunteer 
motivation, and (e) volunteer 
management issues. These themes 
are reflected in the broader 
Australian literature on volunteering, 
which has also tended to focus on 
the importance of voluntarism and 
its relationship to civil society (e.g. 
Brown et al, 2000; Onyx and Bullen, 
2000); demographic analyses of 
volunteering (e.g. Lyons and 
Fabiansson, 1998; Noble, 1991); 
and the role of voluntarism in public 
policy (e.g. Baldock, 1992; Nyland 
1993). The approaches taken have 
been essentially multi-disciplinary, 
with new material emerging across 
a range of areas such as 
economics (Ironmonger, 1998 and 
2000); law (Reynolds, 1999); 
history (Oppenheimer, 2000); 
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management (Dollard et al, 1999); 
leisure studies (Cuskelly, 1998); 
education (Creyton, 1999); and 
sociology (Pusey, 2000). 
 
Despite the range of effort, much of 
the Australian work, such as that 
cited above, tends to position 
voluntarism in a somewhat takenfor-
granted manner, as an activity and a 
social phenomenon that is both 
collectively understood and 
relatively uncontested. That is, the 
studies seldom pose questions — 
particularly theoretically informed 
questions — that engage in the 
process of analysing voluntarism as 
a complex social phenomenon, or 
perhaps set of phenomena. In other 
words, voluntarism largely belongs 
in the category of social events that 
are `normalised', which are treated 
as natural and unproblematic, as 
part of the given order of the world. 
Certainly, much of the current public 
policy debate conceptualises 
voluntarism in this manner, 
positioning it in an uncontested and 
somewhat idealised manner as able 
to serve 'useful' purposes in terms of 
policy goals. 
 
We are not suggesting here that 
Australian authors are unthinkingly 
discussing voluntarism in what might 
be considered an idealised and 
excessively naive manner. What we 
are suggesting, however, is that 
relatively non-theoretical 
approaches have tended to have 
this effect: by normalising sets of 
practices and behaviours, they have 
obscured as much as illuminated the 
phenomenon. In this manner, 
much of what is actually going on 
is rendered invisible, and the 
complexity of volunteers and 
voluntarism has been ignored. 

Fortunately, some Australian work 
does not fall into this general 
category. Feminist approaches, for 
example, explicitly adopt feminist 
social theory and associated 
constructs and apply these to 
voluntarism. In doing so, they are 
able to explore how it is that 
voluntarism, as both a social 
institution and a set of social 
practices, is implicated in the 
construction of the broader regime 
of gender relations (see the work of 
Cora Baldock, particularly Baldock, 
1983 and 1998; see also Onyx and 
Leonard, 2000). 
 
Thus, over the past decade, the 
importance of the non-profit sector  
to developing notions of civil society, 
as well as to the delivery of human 
services, has led to increasing 
research attention. In its relative 
infancy, however, such non-profit 
research has generally concentrated 
on quantifying and delineating the 
sector itself or has examined the 
relationship between the sector and 
society. Researchers have generally 
failed to focus on the key role of 
volunteers to this sector and on how 
volunteers are positioned within a 
changing institutional environment. 
These are areas that merit further 
research and, as we will argue, are 
in need of theoretical attention in 
order to provide further insights into 
the activity and complexity of 
volunteers and voluntarism. 
 
Areas of future research 
There are at least two areas, we 
suggest, that are in need of further 
research attention, using an 
interdisciplinary approach to 
increase understanding of the 
phenomenon of volunteering. 
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Firstly, there is a need for a more 
theoretical approach to the 
understanding of why people 
volunteer and of the relationship 
between motivation and the 
contextual factors emerging from the 
social and political environment in 
which people exist. This is essential 
for a number of reasons. 
 
Developments in contemporary 
workplaces, for example, clearly 
have the capacity to affect how 
people structure their lives (Beck, 
2000), perhaps limiting their 
capacity to engage in voluntary 
activity. Similarly, the new policy 
context that has emerged as a result 
of political and ideological change 
has the potential to interact in 
potentially destructive ways with 
notions of freely given time. Moves 
towards the privatisation of services 
and `user pays' systems may 
significantly weaken notions of 
collective responsibility, eroding in 
turn the willingness of people to 
volunteer. Similarly, mutual 
obligation policies requiring 
community service may erode rather 
than encourage potential volunteer 
behaviour in those cohorts forced to 
engage (Warburton and McDonald, 
forthcoming). Ironically, these 
processes are occurring at a time 
when need is growing in response to 
escalating inequality, and the non-
profit sector is increasingly being 
squeezed in the competitive funding 
environment. 
 
The second area of suggested 
research also concerns the 
relationship between volunteers 
and the institutional context in 
which they operate, but focuses on 
largely instrumental factors. In an 
era of competition, uncertain 

government funding and escalating 
risks, many organisations are 
faced with the need to reassess 
the way in which they operate. At 
the same time, there is a move 
towards greater professionalisation 
within non-profit organisations as 
the statutory and legal environment 
surrounding volunteers becomes 
more complex and more restrictive 
(Reynolds, 1999). Developments 
such as these create a challenging 
and complex environment for 
volunteers in human service 
organisations, and underline the 
importance of research that will 
provide a general understanding of 
the interactions between 
volunteers and the changing 
environment. 
 
Given all these factors - the 
dimensions of the volunteer 
contribution, the key social roles 
ascribed to it over and above its 
instrumental value, the complexities 
of volunteering as a social and 
individual behaviour, and the 
problems emerging in the 
environment in which it occurs - it 
becomes clear that research into 
volunteering needs to respond in 
kind. Here we outline two potential 
examples of how an avowedly 
theoretical approach to research 
into volunteering can respond 
appropriately. 
 
Motivational research 
There is an extensive international 
literature examining why people 
engage in volunteer activities (e.g. 
Clary, Snyder and Stukas, 1996; 
Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen, 1991; 
Thomas and Finch, 1990). To date, 
most research has focused on the 
rewards or benefits that volunteers 
gain from their volunteering, with 
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debate centring on whether 
volunteers are altruistic or whether 
motives of self-interest help explain 
the behaviour (Kohn, 1990; Piliavin 
Et Charng, 1990). These studies, 
however, generally neglect to take 
into account other factors that 
potentially affect the decision to 
volunteer, particularly those that 
might deter people from 
volunteering - for example, structural 
factors such as class and health 
status. In partial response to this, 
further research has been 
conducted examining the 
relationship between a range of 
social and demographic variables 
and the decision to volunteer (e.g. 
Lammers, 1991; Warburton, 
LeBrocque and Rosenman, 1998). 
 
However, both of these approaches 
to volunteer motivation can be 
criticised in terms of their relatively 
narrow focus. More specifically, 
previous studies have failed to 
consider the role that either the 
social context or personal beliefs 
play in influencing the decision to 
volunteer. Little of the predictive 
research has been based on a clear, 
underlying theoretical framework. 
 
Alternatively, by using theory drawn 
from psychology to predict volunteer 
behaviour, it is possible to explore 
motivation in more depth (e.g. 
Warburton et al, 2001; Warburton 
and Terry, 2000). In this case, use 
of the theory of planned behaviour 
(Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980; Ajzen, 
1991) encourages the development 
of a conceptual framework to predict 
and understand behaviour in a 
broad range of contexts. 
 
The use of psychological theory 
makes it possible to modify our 

understandings of volunteer 
motivation in a manner that reflects 
the complexities of volunteers and 
voluntarism. This allows us, for 
example, to think more usefully and 
proactively about the impact of 
external factors such as debates 
about public policy at a time when 
such debates are central to the 
determination of policy outcomes. 
In Australia, for example, as we 
reform our welfare system to 
include the principle of mutual 
obligation, it is important to 
examine the implications of the new 
emphasis on responsibilities or 
obligation to the community 
(Bessant, 2000). Such an approach 
allows for the use of a theoretical 
model to assess the effect that 
fundamental change in Australian 
social welfare policy is having on 
voluntarism as a social 
phenomenon. 
 
Volunteers as institutional agents 
Resting explicitly on social theory, 
some recent work we have 
undertaken similarly exposes the 
social processes and practices that 
constitute voluntarism, and the 
social institutions that voluntarism 
itself constitutes (McDonald and 
Mutch, 2000). Here we use theory to 
explore the constitutive dynamics 
that other authors invoke when they 
nominate a relationship between 
social capital, civil society and 
voluntarism (Hogan and Owen, 
2000; Baum et al, 1999). While not 
claiming that there is no relationship 
between social capital and 
voluntarism, we argue that much 
current thinking does not explain 
how it is that voluntarism creates 
social capital. To do this, we need to 
refer to other bodies of theory that 
provide the conceptual capacity to 
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explain constitutive processes in the 
social world. 
 
In our case, we use fairly recent 
developments in a body of 
organisational theory that positions 
volunteers as what we term key 
institutional agents engaging in 
social practices that of themselves 
create the institutional field of 
voluntarism, voluntary organisations 
and the non-profit sector. In other 
words, we derive from this body of 
theory a conceptual model of how 
volunteers, in their everyday 
practices, create and recreate the 
`something' over and above their 
instrumental value as free labour 
(McDonald and Mutch, 2000). This 
`something' is, we suspect, what 
people repeatedly invoke when they 
talk about social capital, civil society 
and community capacity. It is 
reflected in commonly expressed 
views that volunteering offers more 
than just a simple activity, and that it 
has the potential to create a better, 
more caring and compassionate 
society. This is similar to the role 
claimed by works such as Bellah et 
al (1985), in which it is argued that 
volunteering builds `habits of the 
heart: 
 
Use of neo-institutional theory 
allows us to draw out in quite 
specific ways a theoretical model 
demonstrating the `what' and the 
`how' of volunteers and voluntarism 
within the institutional field of the 
non-profit sector. Volunteers are 
active agents interacting with 
organisations creating, recreating 
and being to a certain extent created 
by the institutional order. Volunteers 
thus play a dynamic and defining 
role within the sector. All this allows 
for the provision of a theoretical 

explanation for what is claimed to be 
the role of volunteers. It also allows 
for the development of a model that 
can then be subjected to empirical 
investigation in the field. The 
development of theoretical models is 
particularly important in the 
contemporary welfare regimes, 
because, as we have discussed, 
the institutional surroundings of 
volunteers have been subject to 
substantial change in recent 
years. 
 
Conclusion 
Our point here is not to privilege any 
one theoretical perspective over any 
other, but rather to demonstrate 
what we believe is both an 
appropriate and probably fruitful way 
forward for thinking about 
voluntarism. We suggest that, for a 
variety of reasons, robust research 
is highly desirable, particularly now 
as voluntarism is drawn firmly into 
developments in public policy. We 
propose two specific ways in which 
theoretical approaches can be 
adopted to inform and advance our 
thinking about volunteers. 
 
First, applying psychological 
concepts and theory to volunteer 
motivation allows for both the 
development of a theory-based 
approach, as well as the capacity to 
inform contentious social policy 
developments in the form of mutual 
obligation and enforced 
volunteering. Second, the work 
using neoinstitutional theory 
develops a model for assessing the 
impact of institutional change on 
volunteers. This work will eventually 
allow us to understand from the 
volunteers' perspective what 
institutional change will mean, and 
will also help us begin to understand 
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the impact of shifts in volunteers' 
interactions with organisations on 
non-profit organisations and the 
non-profit sector as an institutional 
space. Both approaches allow us to 
develop our understanding of 
change and the impact of such 
change on volunteers and 
voluntarism. 
 
The significance of voluntarism is 
increasingly being recognised in 
Australian public policy, as our 
political rhetoric turns to notions of 
partnerships and mutual obligation. 
Our response should be to state that 
we are no longer prepared to 
relegate non-profit studies, and 
studies of volunteers in particular, to 
a minor role in our research 
endeavours. We should no longer 
privilege studies of the activities of 
the paid labour market. There is 
great potential for meaningful 
studies of voluntarism in research 
and publications across the full 
range of the social sciences. Further 
research attention is needed to 
enable us to move forward in our 
understanding of volunteers and 
voluntarism as a complex social 
phenomenon, and this paper has 
proposed two areas where we might 
usefully progress. 
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