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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 
Volunteering is something I grew up with. Many of my family members and friends 

have been volunteering since I was little. Sometimes, I even joke that my first time as 

a volunteer was when I was only two years old. Even though the value of volunteering 

was instilled in me from a very young age, I never expected that I would write a 

dissertation about it. I am not one of those people who have long dreamed of being an 

academic. It was not even on my radar until my supervisor invited me to be a research 

assistant in 2016. This was the first step on a long journey of teaching and research on 

the nonprofit and volunteering sector. In 2016, I wrote my Masterõs thesis on 

volunteering and, despite strong advice to find a different topic for my dissertation, I 

decided to continue this line of research. Along the way, this has sometimes led to 

frustration, but mostly to many wonderful conversations about volunteering.  

One enjoyable aspect of this topic is that almost everyone I encounter either volunteers 

or knows someone who does. I cannot count the number of times I have heard 

comments like òOh, that is so interesting. We should talk!ó and òMaybe you should 

talk to my mom about this.ó This happened in hostels during my travels (I had a 

wonderful conversation about volunteering in the Kibbutz), my gym when working 

out, and even at the beauty salon while getting my nails done (the nail stylistõs mother 

had started volunteering after retirement). This illustrates just how deeply the concept 

of volunteering is embedded within our society. As I also noticed, however, 

conversations about the value of volunteering and the nonprofit sector quickly gravitate 

to discussions of money: how nonprofit CEOs are earning too much, how it might be 

better for everyone in the sector to work for free, how ethical (or unethical) it is for 

some volunteers to be paid for their work, and even how volunteers take away paid 

jobs and how unfair this is. In almost all cases, I have been able to convince my 

conversational partners that there is a lot more to it. The value of volunteers and 

volunteering is not purely about numbers or money. It can be social as well, and some 

jobs simply need to be done by volunteers in order to create that value. With this 

dissertation, I hope to add to the debate on this topic, both in academia and practice. 
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1.1 Volunteers and paid staff in nonprofit organizations 

Who is a volunteer?  

 òOh, well, if that is volunteering, I am actually a volunteer as well!ó One of my students 

exclaimed this when we were discussing different types of volunteering during a lecture. 

For most people, it is quite clear when someone is a paid staff member: the individual 

has a contract with an organization to perform services in exchange for an established 

wage. In contrast, volunteering can take many forms, and what is (or is not) considered 

volunteering differs by country, context and even individual. This dissertation follows 

the proposition by Cnaan and colleagues (1996) that perceptions of what is considered 

volunteering exist on a continuum along four dimensions (see Table 1.1). 

 

 

 

The first dimension is freedom of choice, which ranges from free will to being obliged 

to volunteer. The latter requires a bit more explanation. While volunteering has 

traditionally been seen as something a person does with full freedom of choice, recent 

decades have shown a rise in situations where volunteering is obligatory or semi-

obligatory. For example, in certain countries, people are required to volunteer as a 

condition for receiving government benefits. Some sports organizations require 

members (or their parents) to put in volunteering hours to benefit the club (e.g., staffing 

the canteen, driving children to games, refereeing). In corporations, employees might 

feel pressured by social standards or peer pressure to participate in corporate 

volunteering projects, especially if these activities are organized from the top down for 

the purpose of team building or skills development. Moreover, in certain religions, 

traditions of performing voluntary service are perceived by some to be obligations as 

well.  

A second dimension is remuneration, ranging from none at all to stipends or low pay. 

The third concerns the structure of the volunteer work, ranging from formal (through 

a nonprofit or other organization) to informal (e.g., helping a neighbor with groceries). 

The fourth and final dimension has to do with the intended beneficiaries, who can be 

strangers, close friends/family, or even volunteers themselves. As presented in Table 

1.1, the strictest definition of volunteer would be an activity that is performed out of 

Table 1.1  

Interpretations of Volunteering (based on Cnaan et al., 1996) 

 Strict definition  Broad definition 

Freedom of choice Free will   Obligation 

Remuneration None  Stipend/low pay 

Structure Formal  Informal 

Intended beneficiaries Others/strangers  Self (as well)  
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free will, with no form of renumeration at all, formally organized, with the intent of 

benefitting others/strangers. 

The definition used in this dissertation falls somewhere between the strictest and 

broadest definition of volunteering. The focus is restricted to formal volunteering, 

examining only forms of volunteering that are coordinated by an organization. 

Regarding the other three dimensions, however, I follow the broader definition of 

volunteering. More specifically, I also consider instances in which individuals are 

obliged to volunteer (e.g., in Chapters 2 and 4). Chapter 2 also covers examples of 

stipend volunteering. As I suggest in Chapters 2 and 5, some forms of value to 

volunteers themselves could be regarded as remuneration. Similarly, as described in 

Chapters 2, 4, and 5, volunteers can also be seen as benefitting from the value created 

by volunteering and/or the experience of being a volunteer. 

How do volunteers differ from paid staff? 
Although they are similar in many ways, volunteers and paid staff differ in terms of 

their relationships with the organizations where perform their work, the beneficiaries 

of their efforts, and potential donors, based on several inter-related components. These 

differences can be observed in many aspects, including psychological contracts, 

remuneration and freedom of choice (Metz et al., 2017). Paid staff receive a salary for 

performing their tasks, and their freedom of choice is relatively limited, at least to the 

extent that their livelihoods depend on the organizations for whom they work. In 

contrast, according to the strict interpretation of volunteering (see Cnaan et al., 1996) 

a volunteer receives no renumeration and has complete freedom of choice. Moreover, 

while paid staff often rely on a transactional psychological contract, volunteers tend to 

place greater emphasis on a relational and even value-based psychological contract 

(Metz et al., 2017). As a result of these differences, volunteers are perceived by 

beneficiaries, donors, and society as fundamentally different from paid staff. Moreover, 

volunteers actually engage with these stakeholders and the organizations for which they 

volunteer in different ways, and this also influences the hierarchical relationships within 

these organizations (Pearce, 1993). 

A different perspective on these differences was ushered in with the growth of third-

party volunteering (Haski-Leventhal et al., 2010). In third-party arrangements, 

volunteers are sent to a host organization (in most cases, a nonprofit) by a sending 

organization. The sending organization could be a business (corporate volunteering), a 

governmental entity (welfare volunteering), or an educational institution (service 

learning). In the case of corporate volunteering, the volunteers are also employees. In 

such settings, the differences between volunteers and paid staff as described above are 

blurred, particularly when considering the unique value created by volunteers. They 

also introduce new players to the field, along with new value recipients, as the two 
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organizations involved (Brudney et al., 2019; van Overbeeke et al., 2022) both stand to 

share in the created value (see also Chapters 2 and 3). 

Volunteer value creation 

Volunteer value is often described in financial terms. Organizations use a cost-saving 

framework to decide whether to assign certain positions or tasks to volunteers or paid 

staff. When volunteers and paid staff are interchangeable, it is relatively easy to calculate 

the financial value of volunteers (Chapters 2 and 3 discuss multiple methods of doing 

so). These calculations take a certain monetary value as a proxy for the volunteer hours 

donated. When volunteers and paid staff are not interchangeable, however, money is 

no longer a good proxy for describing volunteer value. Nonprofit managers and 

volunteer coordinators must therefore define other ways to accentuate the importance 

of volunteers to their organizations.  

1.2 Research questions and main contributions of this dissertation 

This dissertation consists of a collection of related essays that contribute to the existing 

body of research on volunteerism, volunteering, and volunteer management, 

approached from the perspective of value creation. The over-arching research question 

is as follows: òHow do volunteers create value?ó The essays in this dissertation examine 

various ways in which volunteers create added value for nonprofit organizations, as 

well as for their beneficiaries, communities, society and even themselves. 

Academic contributions 
In exploring the research question, I make multiple contributions to the current 

literature. 

Framework shift from replacement cost to added value. The dissertation provides an overview 

of volunteer-created value, as positioned at three levels ñ micro (individual), meso 

(organizational), and macro (societal) ñ with multiple beneficiaries. This breakdown 

reveals that volunteers create many types of value for different types of recipients, 

thereby going beyond cost-saving frameworks. More specifically, indirect service 

volunteers can add value for organizations relating to three broad themes: the 

complementary value of volunteering, the supplementary value of volunteers, and the 

ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering. I present a conceptual model of 

volunteer-added value, along with factors that drive this value. Based on this analysis, 

I argue that research on volunteer management should shift the focus away from cost 

savings and paid staff replacement toward value-added decision making. Chapters 2 and 

3. 

Attention to the neglected areas and recipients of volunteer-added value. In this dissertation, I 

identify multiple areas and recipients of volunteer-added value that have thus far been 

neglected in both research and practice. With the objective of drawing greater attention 
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to these aspects, the essays in this dissertation propose strategies for avoiding situations 

that can prevent or diminish the realization of volunteer-added value. In addition, the 

essays suggest ônewõ recipients of volunteer-added value, thereby introducing the 

concept of value appropriation. I further conceptualize the understanding of specific 

recipients (in the case of volunteer tourism) and how value might be different for them. 

Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5. 

New questions for volunteer research and management, specifically in mixed staff organizations. I 

propose that volunteers can change the added value of an intervention for beneficiaries 

and that they can also add value without having any direct contact with beneficiaries. I 

further propose that, as individuals, different volunteers can produce both different 

and similar types of value for themselves and communities. These propositions raise 

new questions for volunteering researchers and managers. Chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5. 

Practical implications 
The findings and conclusions presented in this dissertation can serve as a source of 

information for practitioners, including nonprofit boards and managers, volunteer 

coordinators, and policymakers. 

First, such knowledge could help nonprofit organizations working with both 

volunteers and paid staff decide when to activate volunteers and when to rely on paid 

staff. More specifically, Chapters 2 and 3 provide insight into the value that volunteers 

can add to an organization. For certain tasks (e.g., fundraising, organizing local events), 

better outcomes could be achieved by mobilizing volunteers instead of paid staff. In 

addition, the knowledge presented in this dissertation concerning the necessity of 

volunteers within an organization could be particularly useful for volunteer 

coordinators who need to defend their positions. It also provides arguments that 

policymakers could use to show the importance of volunteers for society, potentially 

making the case for certain types of third-party volunteering as well. Furthermore, by 

highlighting the difference between added and unique volunteer value, this dissertation 

advances the discussion on displacement between volunteers and paid staff. 

Multiple chapters of this dissertation could influence and strengthen the debate about 

inclusiveness in volunteering. More specifically, they highlight the importance of this 

debate and present strategies that could help practitioners (specifically those acting as 

primary gatekeepers in third-party volunteering) take the first steps toward making 

volunteering more inclusive. The dissertation could also help practitioners and 

policymakers reflect on volunteer tourism by describing how it can create negative 

value and presenting ideas that could potentially mitigate this issue. 

Finally, this dissertation has the potential to increase the value of volunteering for 

individuals, organizations, and society. The explanation of what the value is and how it 



6 
 

is created is an important step toward optimizing the efficiency of nonprofit 

organizations by balancing the combination of volunteers and paid staff. Moreover, as 

presented throughout the dissertation, the strategies for making volunteering more 

inclusive represent an initial step toward allowing more people to create value, thus 

generating more value within society. 

1.3 Outline of the dissertation 

In this section, I outline the remaining chapters of the dissertation, each of which 

constitutes a separate manuscript investigating specific aspects of volunteer value. An 

overview of topics and research designs is provided in Table 1.2. 

 Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5 

Research 
question/topic 

How do 
volunteers 
create value for 
different 
recipients? 

How do 
indirect service 
volunteers 
create value for 
nonprofit 
organizations? 

How can third 
parties make 
volunteering 
more inclusive? 

Differences in 
value creation 
by diasporans 
and non-
diasporans in 
volunteer 
tourism. 

Level Micro 
Meso 
Macro 

Micro 
Meso 

Meso 
Macro 

Micro 
Macro 

Design Empirical Empirical 
Conceptual 

Empirical Conceptual 

Data collection Integrative 
literature 
review  
 
PRISMA 
145 articles 

Participatory 
focus groups 
 
8 groups  
70 participants 

Semi-structured 
and vignette 
interviews 
 
18 interviews 
15 participants 

N/A 

Data analysis Quantitative 
Deductive 
Inductive 
analysis 

Inductive 
thematic 
analysis 

Deductive and 
inductive 
analysis 

N/A 

 

Chapter 2 provides an integrative review on the broader topic of volunteer value 

creation. By reviewing 145 articles, I identify types of value that volunteers create for 

recipients at differing levels: micro (individual), meso (organizational), and macro 

(societal). At the micro level, volunteers create value for themselves (e.g., personal 

development, social capital), their beneficiaries (e.g., different and better interventions 

and services through trust, genuine relationships), and the paid staff with whom they 

work (e.g., reduced workload). At the meso-level, volunteers create value for the 

Table 1.2 

Overview of dissertation chapters 
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organization in which they perform their volunteer tasks (i.e., the ôhost organizationõ). 

Examples include cost-savings, improved services and impact, and enhanced 

legitimacy. In cases of third-party volunteering, a sending organization is involved as 

well (e.g., a company in the case of corporate volunteering or a university in the case 

of service learning). Volunteers also create value for sending organizations (e.g., higher 

levels of organizational commitment behavior and reputation enhancement). At the 

macro level, I identify multiple forms of value creation by volunteers at two levels (e.g., 

greater community engagement at the community level and increased social trust at the 

societal level). Chapter 2 contributes to the volunteering literature by creating a broad 

overview of volunteer value creation. More specifically, by positioning this process at 

three levels, it opens new routes for approaching future research on this topic. It further 

identifies important under-researched topics concerning value recipients, value 

distributions, and multi-level value. Finally, the review suggests that volunteers can 

generate unique value, as compared to paid staff. 

Chapter 3 further investigates the proposition from Chapter 2 that volunteers and paid 

staff can create different types of value. Focusing on the micro and meso level, this 

chapter examines the value of volunteers for a large charity organization. Drawing on 

existing literature, I argue that, due to the fundamental contrast between volunteers 

and paid staff in terms of remuneration and freedom of choice, volunteers are 

perceived differently (e.g., by nonprofit organizations and their beneficiaries and 

potential donors). This also means that they interact differently with these stakeholders. 

The unique position of volunteers can allow them to add unique value for an 

organization, in addition to providing an additional pair of hands. This chapter goes 

beyond the monetization of volunteer labor ñ an approach that is dominant in the 

organizational perspective ñ to define a broader perspective on the creation of added 

value. Information obtained from eight focus groups with volunteers and paid staff 

within a large charitable organization in the Netherlands reveals three overarching 

themes of value: the complementary value of volunteering, the supplementary value of 

volunteers, and the ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering. Each of these 

themes has implications for the assignment of tasks within nonprofit organizations. 

More specifically, it could facilitate decisions concerning when and where to place 

volunteers and paid staff to maximize efficiency. The findings advance the debate 

concerning the interchangeability of volunteers and paid staff and demonstrates that 

the value that volunteers create for their organizations goes well beyond staff 

substitution. 

Chapter 4 provides a closer examination of the meso and macro levels. Volunteering 

is important for multiple reasons at the individual and societal levels (Chapter 2), and 

diversity is often mentioned as an important driver of volunteer value for nonprofit 

organizations (Chapters 2 and 3). Because volunteering is not accessible to all 
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individuals in society, however, the full potential value of volunteering is not being 

realized. This chapter addresses inclusion and exclusion within the context of 

volunteering, with a focus on òsending organizationsó in dual volunteer management. 

In such situations, a òsending organizationó (e.g., a corporation or school) organizes 

volunteer opportunities for its participants in a òreceiving organization,ó in which the 

volunteer service is performed. The chapter identifies the crucial role played by 

gatekeepers in sending organizations in terms of including and excluding volunteers in 

receiving organizations. Information obtained from semi-structured and vignette 

interviews is presented to identify three strategies for sending-gatekeepers in third-party 

models of volunteering to enhance volunteer inclusion: encouraging, enabling, and 

enforcing. 

Chapter 5 is a conceptual comparative essay on the relative value of diasporic and non-

diasporic volunteer tourism at the micro and macro levels. It provides a detailed 

examination of a specific field and context that deserves more attention, as noted in 

Chapter 2 of this dissertation. Volunteer tourism is a form of third-party volunteering, 

in which tourists combine vacation with volunteering abroad. According to existing 

literature, volunteer tourists are predominantly young, white women (non-diasporans) 

travelling from the Global North to the Global South. During their time as volunteers, 

they create value. The value that they create for themselves and the sending 

organization is largely positive, while the value they create for the host organization 

and its beneficiaries is largely negative. This chapter provides a conceptual 

identification of the types of positive and negative value that might change when 

volunteer tourists are diasporans. To date, only limited attention has been devoted to 

diasporans travelling to their countries of heritage to volunteer. This chapter formulates 

a research agenda concerning how the value created by volunteer tourists might be 

different for this specific group of volunteers.  

Chapter 6 is the final chapter of this dissertation, in which I formulate conclusions 

based on the preceding chapters. In addition, I discuss the academic contributions and 

practical implications of the research presented throughout the dissertation. Finally, I 

suggest avenues for future research. 

1.4 Declaration of contributions 

In this section, I declare my individual contribution to the chapters of this dissertation 

and acknowledge the contributions of others, where relevant. 

Chapter 1.  I performed most of the work for this chapter independently. Feedback 

on a full draft version provided by the supervisor and co-supervisor has been 

implemented in the final version. 
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Chapter 2. I performed the majority of the work for this chapter. I formulated the 

research question, developed the search query and selection criteria, conducted the 

main portion of data analysis, and wrote the manuscript. During this process, I received 

help from a research assistant regarding data analysis, and I implemented feedback on 

the manuscript provided by my supervisors, my writing group, and participants in PhD 

workshops and conference sessions in which the chapter was presented. 

Chapter 3. This chapter was co-authored by Prof. Lucas C. P. M. Meijs and Dr. 

Corinna Frey-Heger. I was the lead author and performed the majority of the work for 

this chapter. I formulated the research question, developed the data-collection strategy, 

conducted the main portion of data collection, performed the data analysis, and wrote 

the majority of the manuscript. During this process, I implemented feedback on the 

manuscript provided by my supervisors, my writing group, and participants in PhD 

workshops and conference sessions in which the chapter was presented. 

Chapter 4. This chapter was co-authored by Dr. Stephanie A. Koolen-Maas, Prof. 

Lucas C. P. M. Meijs, and Prof. Jeffery L. Brudney.1 I was the lead author of this chapter 

and performed most of the work independently. I formulated the research question, 

co-developed the data-analysis strategy, conducted the main portion of data collection, 

performed the data analysis, and wrote a large part of the manuscript. During this 

process, I implemented feedback on the manuscript provided by my co-authors and 

participants in PhD workshops and conference sessions in which the chapter was 

presented. This chapter has been published in a leading academic nonprofit journal. 

The full reference is as follows: van Overbeeke, P. S. M., Koolen-Maas, S. A., Meijs, L. C. P. 

M., & Brudney, J. L. (2021). You shall (not) pass: Strategies for third-party gatekeepers to 

enhance volunteer inclusion. VOLUNTAS, 33, 33ð45. 

Chapter 5. This chapter was co-authored by Malika Ouacha. I was invited to write this 

chapter for the edited volume in which it is published. I wrote the original outline for 

the chapter and contributed equally to the main text with the co-author, providing the 

volunteer value angle and the non-diasporic perspective, in addition to co-developing 

the argumentation. During this process, we implemented feedback on the manuscript 

provided by our supervisor and participants in conference sessions in which the chapter 

was presented. This chapter has been published in a book on global civil society. The 

full reference is as follows: van Overbeeke, P. S. M. & Ouacha, M. (2022). The value of 

diasporic cross-border philanthropy and voluntourism. In: Fowler, A, & K. Biekart (eds.). A 

Research Agenda for Civil Society (pp.173ð187). Elgar Books. 

 
1 Sadly, my mentor and co-author Jeff Brudney passed away during the revision process of this manuscript. He is dearly 
missed. 
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Chapter 2 

 

An Integrative Review Exploring 

Value Creation by Volunteering and 

Volunteers 
 

2.1 Introduction 

The value created by volunteers is extremely important to contemporary society. 

Volunteers are being increasingly relied upon by organizations, individuals, and 

communities. Imagine a world without volunteers. This would change the number of 

free services we receive, the fees we pay for associational life, the culture of activism, 

and the response time and hands available during times of crises (e.g., pandemics, 

natural disasters). Perhaps more importantly, it would change the ways in which we 

perceive and value these services, both positively and negatively. Some services are 

perceived differently when they are performed by volunteers (e.g., Ronel, 2006; 

Hoogervorst et al., 2016). Paid activism is not the same as volunteer activism, and a 

paid coach is not the same as a volunteer coach who is also the parent of one of the 

young players.  

The discourse on volunteer value has developed over the years. Within this discourse, 

however, scholars have used a wide variety of terms to describe what they mean by 

value connected to volunteering. Researchers commonly use words with a positive 

connotation (e.g., benefit, advantage), as well as those with a negative connotation (e.g., 

disadvantage, challenge). Moreover, scholars have investigated the value created by 

volunteers for different groups of recipients of that value. Volunteer value can be found 

at the micro level (for individuals), the meso level (organizations), and the macro level 

(society), and it can range from increased well-being to civic learning and from higher 

organizational impact to societal solidarity (e.g., Afkhami et al. 2019; McBride et al., 

2012). In this sense, scholars in various disciplines have found that volunteers create 

value for multiple value recipients at a variety of levels (e.g., Haski-Leventhal et al., 

2010). Researchers further adopt different ways of expressing the value created by 

volunteers (e.g., in financial or social terms). For the purposes of this research, I define 
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volunteer value as follows: the financial and social value that is created by volunteers when they 

perform their volunteer work, which is received or appropriated by certain individuals, organizations, 

or society (definition constructed as suggested by Bacq & Aguilera, 2022).  

In recent decades, new trends in volunteering and society have changed the ways in 

which civil societies are experiencing volunteer value. As a result of this pluralization 

(Hustinx et al., 2012) of volunteering, in addition to engaging in traditional forms of 

volunteering, people are currently more likely to choose volunteer opportunities of an 

episodic character (Cnaan et al., 2022) and to find roles in organizations that òfit their 

biographyó (Hustinx & Lammertyn, 2003). Traditionally, formal volunteering has taken 

place within volunteer-involving organizations (e.g., nonprofit organizations that 

directly recruit and guide their own volunteers). More recently, however, other actors 

(e.g., government agencies, businesses, and educational institutes) have increasingly 

become involved in volunteering. In the literature, this phenomenon is referred to as 

òthird-party volunteeringó (Haski-Leventhal., 2010). Examples include corporate 

volunteering, in which employers allow their employees to volunteer during working 

hours, and service learning, in which students volunteer to achieve learning goals 

embedded within higher-educational curricula (see e.g., Brudney et al., 2019; Haski-

Leventhal et al., 2010). In these examples, the volunteer-involving organizations are 

referred to as òreceivingó or òhost organizations,ó and the corporations or institutions 

of higher education are known as òsending organizations.ó  

The introduction of third-party volunteering has also added new actors (sending 

organizations) to the equation in terms of value creation. In addition to potentially 

creating value, these sending organizations might also receive value from the 

volunteering they support. These third parties often have instrumental (or other) goals 

of their own (e.g., team building through corporate volunteering), thereby creating 

value for the volunteers they send to the volunteer-involving organizations (Koolen-

Maas et al., 2023) and potentially making volunteering more inclusive (van Overbeeke 

et al., 2022). At the same time, however, they might also (perhaps unintendedly) 

appropriate any value that is created for themselves, rather than for the intended 

recipients of that value (e.g., the beneficiaries of the nonprofit organization).  

Considering the plethora of terms used to describe value, the changing volunteering 

landscape, and the growing range of value recipients/appropriators, it is necessary to 

create a new integrative framework or overview of value creation across the various 

levels of value recipients. A holistic framework is even more important, given that most 

of the current literature focuses on specific types of value (e.g., how volunteering 

improves health), specific recipients (e.g., volunteers), or specific terms for describing 

value (e.g., benefits). In this article, I explore and synthesize various types of value 

creation at multiple levels through an integrative literature review focusing on the 

following research question: How do volunteers create value for different types of value recipients? 
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According to an analysis of 145 articles, value creation by volunteers is a widely 

researched and the broad landscape spans many disciplines, albeit with some interesting 

uncharted territory still remaining. By answering the research question, this article 

makes five important contributions to the current literature. First, the development of 

a broad overview of volunteer value creation for different types of recipients could be 

beneficial to other researchers. The overview reveals a wealth of current knowledge on 

regular or traditional volunteering, programmatic volunteering, and direct service 

volunteering. At the same time, it identifies avenues for future research on special 

forms of volunteering, including membership volunteering, activist volunteering, and 

indirect service volunteering. Second, the review highlights a considerable body of 

knowledge on the positive side of value creation and opens pathways toward research 

on negative volunteer value, including questions regarding value distribution and the 

possibility of value appropriation. Third, by positioning value creation at three levels 

(micro, meso, macro), this review opens new routes for approaching research on 

volunteer value creation, as it clearly distinguishes the variety of value recipients and 

the broad range of value created. It also identifies a skewed distribution in research in 

favor of the micro level and, more specifically, value that is created for individual 

volunteers themselves. More attention could be paid to the other value recipients at the 

micro level (e.g., beneficiaries and paid co-workers), as well as at the meso and macro 

levels. Moreover, the review demonstrates that most research focuses on a single level, 

thus pointing to a need for research on multi-level value and the interconnectedness of 

the levels and recipients. Fourth, current research often focuses on value created by 

volunteers as òunpaid employees.ó As suggested by the results of this research, studies 

should also investigate the unique value of volunteers as compared to paid staff, given 

that volunteers bring unique sets of values that go beyond the absence of a need to be 

paid. Fifth, the review exposes a skewed distribution of research on the creation of 

volunteer value. More specifically, the literature is one-sided in terms of a narrow focus 

on the Global North. This highlights a need for comparative research between 

countries and cultures. Taken together, this could open new pathways for future 

research, including value creation for beneficiaries, sending organizations, and society, 

especially in the Global South. 

This article is structured as follows. I start by describing my methodology and 

explaining my search strategy, selection criteria, and analytic process. Thereafter, I 

report my findings, present a discussion, and outline a future research agenda. 
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2.2 Methodology 

The research was designed as an integrative literature review aimed at providing a 

òholistic conceptualization and synthesis of the literatureó (Toracco, 2016, p. 357). This 

format also made it possible to problematize certain gaps in the current literature. The 

scope of this review comprises volunteer value creation for the various recipients of 

this value at the micro (individual), meso (organizational), and macro (societal) levels. 

The review is structured according to the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for 

Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework (see Figure 1). In subsequent 

sections, I explain my search strategy, selection criteria, and method of data analysis. 

Figure 2.1 

PRISMA flow chart (see Page et al., 2020) 
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Search strategy (identification) 
The review targeted 71 peer-reviewed journals that are regarded as having high impact 

in the nonprofit (Andersson & Walk, 2020) and business (FT 50, 2021) sectors, 

covering a variety of disciplines, including nonprofit management, public management, 

social work, human resource management, general management, and multi-disciplinary 

research. The search was performed solely through Web of Science, as all these journals 

appear in that database. I constructed a Boolean search string combining the keyword 

òvolunteeringó with a variety of keywords that have previously been used to describe 

the concept of value, in both the positive and the negative sense: Volunteer* AND 

(Valu* OR Benefit OR Impact OR Result OR Effect OR Advantage OR Worth OR Quality OR 

Cost OR Disadvantage OR Loss OR Contribution OR Challenge OR Gift OR Return). This 

search string is intentionally limited regarding keywords and synonyms, as it does not 

include keywords that could possibly describe acts of volunteering without mentioning 

the term òvolunteeró (e.g., crowdsourcing, participation, and citizenship). This was 

done to maintain clarity of focus. Even after the addition of many synonyms and careful 

consultation and deliberation, the keywords used to describe value in the search string 

might still exclude articles by scholars using different words to describe value. To 

minimize this risk, I deliberately asked for feedback from other scholars in the field2 

concerning the term òvalueó at academic presentations, and they confirmed my selected 

keywords and suggested additional ones, which led to the final Boolean search string. 

Selection (screening) 
An initial search in all fields yielded 175,214 articles. This number was greatly reduced 

(to 743 articles) after selecting only the articles in the above-mentioned journals and on 

the topic of volunteer value creation. The main reason for these exclusions was the 

overwhelming number of medical articles on experiments with volunteers (test 

subjects) measuring certain values (e.g., blood, hormone levels). In the remaining 

articles, only one duplicate was found. After eliminating the duplicate, 742 articles were 

ultimately reviewed for selection based on title and abstract, according to four selection 

criteria. First, only articles on formal volunteering were selected. Second, I regarded 

motivations to volunteer as individual value creation, and I thus selected articles 

addressing this topic. Third, only empirical research papers were selected, thereby 

ensuring that only evidence-based research would be included. For example, these 

criteria were applied to exclude articles focusing on voluntary military service and 

membership, as well as review or conceptual articles. This resulted in a final sample of 

198 articles for the analysis. 

Analysis 

The selected articles were analyzed deductively (quantitative findings) and inductively 

 
2 I am grateful to all scholars who discussed this with me during conferences, PhD seminars, and individual 
conversations. 
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(qualitative findings) through an iterative process, in which I moved back and forth 

between the selected papers. This process resulted in the elimination of 53 articles that 

did not meet the criteria after reading the full text. This left a total of 145 articles for 

consideration in this review. I started by coding the articles based on several general 

descriptive characteristics. These included methodological approach (qualitative, 

quantitative, mixed), theoretical lens (if mentioned early in the article), year of 

publication, journal, and the geographical location of the volunteer work studied, as 

this is where the value is created.  

I then coded a set of volunteer-specific details, including host organization (the 

organization in which the volunteering took place). For this characteristic, I 

distinguished between mutual support/benefit, service delivery, and 

campaigning/advocacy organizations (Handy, 1988; Meijs, 1997). Most mutual 

support/benefit organizations are associations in which members offer services to 

other members (e.g., field hockey clubs, chess clubs, Alcoholics Anonymous). Service 

delivery organizations usually offer services to clients outside the organization (e.g., 

Meals on Wheels, UNICEF, youth care organizations). Examples of campaigning and 

advocacy nonprofit organizations are Greenpeace and Extinction Rebellion. When 

applicable, I coded sending organizations (see Brudney et al., 2019; Haski-Leventhal et 

al., 2010; van Overbeeke et al., 2022) following different categories (e.g., corporations, 

universities, governments agencies). I also coded volunteer roles, differentiating 

between direct service volunteers and indirect service/support volunteers. Direct 

service volunteers work in contact with their beneficiaries (e.g., youth mentoring, 

elderly care), while indirect service volunteers do not (e.g., board membership, 

fundraising) (Hartenian, 2007). The fourth volunteer-specific characteristic was the 

type of volunteer, which was coded according to whether the article focuses on 

volunteers as an overarching, homogenous group or whether it investigates a specific 

subgroup (e.g., students, elderly people, migrants). Finally, special forms of 

volunteering (e.g., stipend volunteering, episodic volunteering) were coded, if 

applicable (e.g., Moor et al., 2011; Compion et al., 2021). 

The final category to be coded consisted of value-specific details, which refer to the 

level and expression of value. Focusing on the level of value, I followed the suggestions 

of Austin and Seitanidi (2012a; 2012b) and of Studer and von Schnurbein (2013) and 

coded the micro level as individual, the meso level as organizational, and the macro 

level as societal. Multiple value recipients or appropriators can exist within a given level. 

At the micro level, I distinguish between volunteers, beneficiaries, and paid co-workers 

of the volunteer. The meso level consists of both the sending and host organizations. 

For the macro level I distinguish between value for society at large and for smaller 

communities (people who live in the same place or share certain characteristics, such 

as a neighborhood or the LGBTQIA+ community). Value expression was coded as 
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either financial or non-financial. The ôdirectionõ of the value was coded as well: positive 

(i.e., beneficial) or negative (i.e., destructive). The specific value created by volunteering, 

as mentioned in the articles, were coded inductively, and then grouped in overarching 

value themes based on thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

2.3 Findings 

The coding process yielded both descriptive and qualitative findings. This section 

begins with a description of the quantitative findings, including descriptive statistics, 

volunteer-specific details, and value-specific details. This is followed by a discussion of 

the qualitative findings regarding specific types of volunteer value created for recipients 

at the micro, meso, and macro levels.  

Quantitative findings 

An overview of the quantitative findings of this review is presented in the section 

below, including descriptive information (e.g., journal, year of publication, methods, 

theoretical framing, and geographic location). I also discuss volunteer-specific details 

(e.g., type of sending and host organization, type of volunteer and volunteer task, and 

specific forms of volunteering) and value-specific details (e.g., the level at which the 

value is found and whether it is considered positive or negative, and social or financial). 

Descriptive information 

As expected, most studies on volunteer value creation have been published in leading 

nonprofit journals, including Voluntas (49), Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly (41), 

Nonprofit Management & Leadership (10), and Voluntary Sector Review (10). Others were 

published in a variety of journals in the fields of management, public administration, 

and social work (35). The earliest publication included in this review is from 1992. The 

topic has seen a relatively steady increase in scholarly attention, with an upswing around 

2009 and a stronger increase in published articles from 2016 onwards. As indicated by 

the data, most research on this topic has been performed in the past five (69/145 

publications) to ten years (117/145 publications), as of early 2022. 

About half of the studies (70) are based on a quantitative approach, with 54 studies 

using qualitative methods and 21 adopting a mixed-methods approach. In all, 104 

different theories are used in the reviewed articles, although 60 articles do not explicitly 

mention any theory in the beginning of the manuscript. Of the articles that do refer to 

theory at the outset (81), most draw on functional theory (Voluntary Functions Index: 

11), self-determination theory (9), social exchange theory (7), and social capital theory 

(4). 

The review reveals a skewed distribution of volunteering location: 132 studies were 

conducted in the Global North, as compared to only 12 conducted in the Global South. 

Most studies were performed in North America (55) and Europe (46). The Middle East 
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and Oceania/Australia are less represented, with 12 and 11 studies, respectively. Only 

a few studies were conducted in Asia (5), South/Latin America (3), and Africa (3). A 

few other studies (3) did not specify any location, and some (7) were performed across 

multiple continents. There does not seem to be a notable difference between studies 

conducted in the Global North and those conducted in the Global South regarding the 

type of value or value recipient that was studied. Given the limited research performed 

in the Global South, however, it is impossible to make a fair comparison. It should also 

be noted that some research conducted in the Global South was performed by scholars 

from the Global North. 

Volunteer-specific details  

The type of volunteer-involving organization was coded to identify any differences in 

value creation. According to the findings, most current knowledge is based on service-

delivery organizations (76) and, more generally, civil-society organizations with no 

specification of organizational type (21). Mutual support/benefit organizations (17) 

and campaigning/advocacy organizations (4) are underrepresented in the current body 

of research. Other types of organizations mentioned in the articles include schools (2), 

government agencies (2), and for-profit organizations (1). Due to the small numbers of 

these organizational types, however, it is not possible to make any inferences about 

whether different types of value are created in these organizations. A significant share 

of articles (33) do not mention any organization at all. These types of studies typically 

focus only on whether individuals have volunteered in the past 12 months (yes/no), 

without inquiring about anything related to the actual volunteering. As such, many of 

the articles (53) also do not contain any descriptions of the tasks (direct or indirect) 

performed by volunteers. Most articles that do explicitly mention the task focus on 

direct service (48), in which volunteers are in contact with their beneficiaries. Only 11 

articles examine the value of volunteers in indirect-service settings, and 33 address 

instances of both types of tasks. Direct interaction with beneficiaries might be a driver 

of certain types of value creation (e.g., trust). 

Several articles (39) examine forms of third-party volunteering. In most of the articles 

addressed, the sending organizations were corporations (14) in the case of corporate 

volunteering, educational institutions (10) in the case of service-learning or community 

service, and international volunteer programs (7). Third-party volunteering was also 

investigated in volunteer centers (2), government agencies (2), and other institutions 

(4). The overwhelming majority of articles (103) focus on òregularó volunteering, 

whereas only 42 articles zoom in on special types of volunteering. Most of these (33) 

relate to third-party organizations (corporate volunteering, international volunteering, 

service learning), while others focus on such types as episodic volunteering (4), 

community volunteering (2), workfare volunteering (1), stipend volunteering (1), and 

customer service (1). In many investigations of third-party and special forms of 



19 
 

volunteering, the focus is on the volunteer or the third party as the recipient of value. 

As in the case of international volunteering, this raises concerns about value 

appropriation by the third parties involved. Most articles (78) address volunteers in 

general, while some other articles focus on specific groups: employees (18), 

disadvantaged groups (e.g., immigrants, disabled people, unemployed people, and 

LGBTQIA+ people; 14), students (11), youth (11), and elderly people (9).  

Value-specific details  

Most articles (97) in the sample focus on positive volunteer value, while 36 examine 

both positive and negative effects, and only 12 articles address solely negative value. 

Many studies (115) describe value in non-financial or social terms (115), with 16 articles 

focusing on financial value and 14 examining both. 

As demonstrated by the review, volunteer value creation is indeed manifested at all 

three levels (micro, meso, macro) and for a variety of recipients/appropriators within 

those levels. More than half of the research articles (81) analyze volunteer value at only 

one level, whereas 31 focus on two levels and 6 focus on all three levels. Volunteer 

value creation is most studied at the micro level, as found in 112 articles, of which 99 

describe the value generated for the individual volunteers themselves. Research on 

other recipients at this level is rare (18 for beneficiaries, 11 for paid co-workers, 4 for 

others). At the meso level (54 articles), the recipients of value include the host 

organization (37), the sending organization (12), or both (5). The macro level appears 

to be under-represented in the sample, with only 22 articles focusing on recipients at 

this level. Macro-level studies often focus on society at large, including the environment 

(12), with others (15) focusing on communities (local, or specific community groups). 

This is specified further in the following sections, in which I describe the qualitative 

findings of the review at each recipient level (micro, meso, macro). Each section 

contains tables presenting an overview of the types of value for each category of 

recipient. A detailed overview specifying the type of value and the sources in which 

they were mentioned is included in the Appendix. 

Qualitative findings 

This section provides a discussion of the qualitative findings of the review. It addresses 

specific types of value created for various recipients categorized at three levels: micro 

(individual volunteer, beneficiary, paid co-worker), meso (host and sending 

organization), and macro (community and society). 

Micro-level value: Volunteers, beneficiaries, paid co-workers  

The results of the review suggest that, at the micro level, value is created for three 

different categories of recipients: individual volunteers, beneficiaries (e.g., youth and 

elderly people), and paid co-workers in host organizations.  
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Value created for individual volunteers  
Volunteers create value for themselves in many ways. The current literature review 

reveals 10 overarching themes of individual value that have been examined in scholarly 

research, as summarized in Table 2.1. 

Value theme Value created 

Individual development (56) Learning (28), skills development (22), communication 
(9), identity (9), growth (8), autonomy (6), global 
citizenship (5), adaptation to retirement (4), 
empowerment (3), teamwork (3), ethical judgement and 
behavior (2), self-realization (1) 

Social capital (44) Building relationships/meeting people (36), kinship (8), 
integration (3), trust (2), social adjustment (1) 

Professional development 
(39) 

Improved career opportunities (16), new/additional 
work experience (12), knowledge development (11), new 
challenges (2), school credit (2), growing customer base 
(1) 

Well-being (37) Mental well-being (18), psychological well-being (12), 
physical well-being (7), subjective well-being (6), quality 
of life (2)  

Affective outcomes (29) Meaningfulness (11), warm glow (11), sense of 
satisfaction/job satisfaction (10), enjoyment/pleasure 
(7), fun (7), personal interest/passion (2)  

Expressing norms and values 
(29) 

Social transformation motivation (15), 
civil/humanitarian values (12), identification with NGO 
mission/target group (8), giving back (8), religious values 
(5) 

Personality traits & 
characteristics (28) 

Self-confidence (9), self-esteem (7), 
contentment/enjoyment/happiness (6), 
compassion/empathy (6), self-worth (4), control (3), 
generosity (2), self-efficacy (2), psychological 
development (2), modesty (1), self-deception (1), self-
reliance (1), social competence (1), locus of control (1), 
interest (1), patience (1), resilience (1) 

Reputational outcomes (7) Recognition/praise (6), reputations-based rewards (3) 

Financial value (5)  Stipends (3), wage premium (2) 

Tangible rewards (5) Trips/travel/living abroad, (5) parties (1), ice cream (1) 

 

The analysis of individual volunteer value resulted in the identification of 10 

Table 2.1 

Value for individual volunteers, by theme. Numbers in parentheses represent the number of journal articles addressing the 

specific value theme and created value. 
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overarching themes. First, individual development is the most researched topic in the 

literature on volunteer value. Examples include learning to work with others, 

intercultural communication, improved ethical judgement, personal empowerment, 

increased autonomy, and skill-development (e.g., Afkhami et al., 2019; De Wit et al., 

2019; Yanay-Ventura et al., 2021; Classens, 2015). A second theme regarding individual 

volunteer value is social capital (Gagnon et al., 2021; Isham et al., 2006; Ruiz Sportmann 

& Greenspan). Both bridging and bonding forms of social capital are investigated in 

the sample of articles. Third, individuals can also develop professionally through their 

volunteer work, for example by developing knowledge and adding to their r®sum®s 

(e.g., Classens, 2015). A fourth theme relating to value is well-being. As demonstrated by 

Krageloh and Shepherd (2015), the physical, social, and environmental quality of life 

improves for individuals when they volunteer. Volunteering can also increase 

psychological, physical, mental, and subjective well-being (e.g., Haski-Leventhal et al., 

2020; Manetti et al., 2015). Fifth, volunteer value manifests in the form of affective 

outcomes for volunteers themselves (e.g., personal feelings and achievements). Examples 

include a sense of enjoyment and pleasure when performing volunteer tasks (e.g., 

Gevorgyan & Galstyan, 2016; Ramsden, 2020; Shah, 2006) and simply having fun (e.g., 

Compion et al., 2022; Goudeau & Baker, 2021. A sixth theme of volunteer value 

creation is the opportunity for the volunteer to express their norms and values (e.g., Katz 

& Sasson, 2019; Nichols & Ralston, 2016). Seventh, volunteers create individual value 

as their volunteering helps them to improve personality traits and characteristics. For 

example, scholars have emphasized that volunteers can become more interested in 

others and show more compassion and empathy (Casselden & Dawson, 2019; Gage & 

Thapa, 2012). The eighth theme relating to the value for individual volunteers consists 

of reputational outcomes, including the recognition, praise, and reputation-based rewards 

that volunteers receive during and after their volunteering. Another theme is financial 

value, including stipends (e.g., Vos et al., 2012; Yanay-Ventura et al., 2021) and higher 

future wages (Duerrenberger & Warning, 2019; Shantz et al., 2019). Finally, volunteers 

receive value in the form of tangible rewards, like parties (Shannon, 2009) and travelling 

or living abroad (Jackson & Adarlo, 2016; Okabe et al., 2019).  

Value created for beneficiaries 

Volunteers can create value for the beneficiaries of volunteer-involving organizations 

in two ways: outcomes for beneficiaries and mutual relationships (see Table 2.2). 

Beneficiaries are those who receive the services provided by volunteers through 

nonprofit organizations (e.g., troubled youth in youth care). 
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Value theme Value created 

Beneficiary outcomes (9) Positive impact (5), reduced vulnerability/loneliness (3), 
comfort (2), happiness (2), societal rehabilitation (2), reduced 
anxiety (1), broadened worldview (1)  

Mutual relationships (8) 
  

Perceived altruism (3), empathy/similarity (2), no specific 
details (2), perceived sincerity (2), support (2), trust (2), role 
model (1), enthusiasm (1), close/genuine relationships (1)  

 

Researchers have reported on value created by volunteers for beneficiaries primarily in 

the form of beneficiary outcomes (McBride et al., 2011; Samuel et al., 2016; Ronel, 2006; 

Thoits, 2021; Townsend, 2014). Most articles simply refer to a generally positive impact 

for the beneficiary (e.g., McBride et al., 2011; Thoits, 2021), while others are more 

specific. For example, volunteers can add value to beneficiariesõ levels of satisfaction, 

comfort, and happiness. In addition, beneficiaries who are in contact with volunteers 

feel less anxious, less lonely, and less vulnerable (e.g., Handy & Srinivasan, 2004; 

Samuel et al., 2016). Volunteers can thus have a positive impact on the social 

rehabilitation of beneficiaries (Yanay-Ventura, 2019). Second, the mutual relationships 

between beneficiaries and volunteers differ from those that beneficiaries have with the 

paid staff members of an organization (Gazley et al., 2012; Nichols & Ojala, 2009). The 

volunteerðbeneficiary relationship is often perceived as closer and more genuine, as 

volunteers are ònot part of the establishmentó (Ronel, 2006, p. 1144). These 

relationships are thus perceived as more altruistic and sincere (Hoogervorst et al., 

2016), and beneficiaries value the enthusiasm, empathy, and unconditional support 

provided by volunteers (e.g., Nichols & Ojala, 2009; Meyer et al., 2012).  

Value created for paid co-workers  
The results of this review suggest that volunteers create value for their paid co-workers 

within the host organization in four ways (see Table 2.3). 

  

Table 2.2 

Value for beneficiaries, by theme. Numbers in parentheses represent the number of journal articles addressing the 

specific value theme and created value. 
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Value theme Value created 

Employee outcomes (4) Stress/negative emotions (2), organizational 
commitment (1), intention to quit (1) 

Work outcomes (4) Workload (3), additional support (1) 

Mutual relationship (2) Lack of trust (2), perceived threat to job security (2), 
perception of unreliability (1) 

Financial value (2) Wages (2) 

 

Value created for paid co-workers can be expressed first in the form of employee outcomes. 

Interestingly, while paid staff members acknowledge that volunteers can be an 

additional form of support, different studies report that volunteers are related to either 

reducing or increasing the workload for their paid co-workers (Handy & Srinivasan, 

2004; Rogelberg et al, 2010; Thomsen & Jensen, 2020). The presence of volunteers in 

the organization also creates value in terms of employee outcomes. Researchers have found 

evidence of both positive and negative value in the form of organizational 

commitment, intention to quit, stress, and emotions (Rogelberg et al, 2010; Ward & 

Greene, 2018). Some researchers also report that volunteers are perceived as a threat 

to the job security of paid workers (Einarsd·ttir, 2020; Thomsen & Jensen, 2020). The 

mutual relationship between paid co-workers and volunteers seems to result in a relatively 

negative form of value. Paid staff members perceive volunteers as less reliable, and they 

tend to feel a lack of trust toward them (Einarsd·ttir, 2020; Thomsen & Jensen, 2020). 

A final way in which value created for paid co-workers can be expressed is in the form 

of financial value. Studies on this form of value have reported contrasting results, with 

some noting that the wages of paid co-workers are higher when volunteers are involved 

in the host organizations, while others observe that their wages are lower 

(Pennerstorfer & Trukeschitz, 2012; Prouteau & Tchernonog, 2021).  

Meso-level value: Host and sending organizations  

The review reveals that volunteers can create value for two recipients at the meso level: 

the host organizations in which volunteers perform their work (in most cases, 

nonprofits) and the sending organizations (only if applicable to the type of 

volunteering). 

Value created for host organizations  
For host organizations, the review reveals two main value-related themes, as presented 

in Table 2.4. 

Table 2.3 

Value for paid co-workers, by theme. Numbers in parentheses represent the numbers of journal articles addressing the 

specific value theme and created value. 
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The results of the review indicate that, in host organizations, volunteers create value 

through organizational outcomes, including increased expertise, resource efficiency, 

improved services, broader reach, and enhanced legitimacy and credibility (e.g., 

Brudney & Kellough, 2000; Loiseau et al., 2016; Haski-Leventhal et al., 2020). Second, 

volunteers create financial value for a host organization, usually based on a balance of 

positive (cost-saving) value and negative (cost-incurring) value (e.g., Bowman, 2009; 

Dunn et al., 2022). Authors use a variety of ways to calculate this value, usually 

offsetting incurred costs against cost-savings (e.g., Social Return on Investment, 

Economic Value Added). Moreover, organizations with volunteers receive more 

donations, both monetary and in kind (e.g., Handy & Greenspan, 2009; Hrafnsd·ttir 

& Kristmundsson, 2017). In contrast, other articles have reported that volunteers can 

create negative value for host organizations in terms of disruptions. Examples include 

volunteer rule-breaking, uncertainty in consistency, tensions between volunteers and 

paid co-workers, and power imbalances between sending and host organizations 

(Einarsd·ttir, 2020; Jacobs, 2017). 

Value created for sending organizations 

As identified in this review, volunteers also create value for sending organizations (e.g., 

a school, a corporation). The three overarching value-related themes are presented in 

Table 2.5. 

Table 2.4 

Value for host organizations, by theme. Numbers in parentheses represent the number of journal articles addressing the 

specific value theme and created value. 

Value theme Value created 

Organizational outcomes (31)  Improved services/product (15), increased expertise (7), 
resource efficiency (7), community relations (7), ideas 
for improvement (4), achieving mission (3), brand 
equity (3), initiating innovations (3), performance (3), 
public support (3), goodwill (2), reputation 
enhancement (2), legitimacy (2), credibility (1), 
partnership (1), organizational growth (1), 
organizational inclusion (1) 

Financial value (18) Positive: cost savings (12), more donations/funds raised 
(7) 
Negative: costs (6) 

Disruptions (3) Power imbalance (1), rule-breaking (1), tension (1), 
uncertainty (1) 
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Value theme Value created 

Employee work outcomes 
Student outcomes (12) 

Commitment to sending organization (5), employee 
morale (3), sense of cohesion (3), achieved student 
learning (2), communication with colleagues (2), job 
performance (2), organizational citizenship behavior 
(2), positive attitude toward work/employer (2), 
accountability (1), workplace deviance (1) 

Organizational outcomes (7) 
  

Public image/reputation (6), relationship with the 
surrounding community (3), achieving CSR goals (2), 
attracting new students/members/employees (2), 
consumer attitudes and behavior (2), differentiation 
(2), legitimacy (2), goodwill (1), retention (1), working 
climate (1) 

Financial value (2) 
  

Fundraising (1), more donations (1), increased 
organizational income, through volunteer fees 
[international volunteering] or patronage/purchases 
[corporate and customer volunteering] (2) 

 

The first theme of volunteer value for sending organizations consists of outcomes for 

employees and students. For example, employees participating in corporate 

volunteering are more productive, show higher work performance, and are more 

accountable (Afkhami et al., 2019; Knox, 2020). These outcomes are all beneficial to 

the sending organization, often to as greater extent than for the individual volunteer. It 

is for this reason that the theme is classified under sending organizations. The second 

theme for sending organizations consists of organizational outcomes, including public 

image, community relations, and legitimacy (e.g., Hjort & Beswick; Rodell et al., 2020). 

The third theme of volunteer value is financial. For example, in some cases, sending 

organizations may see an influx of donations or increased income (Lasker, 2016). In 

the case of corporate and customer volunteering, organizations might also see an 

increase in patronage and purchases (Rodell et al., 2020).  

As the popularity of third-party volunteering increases, researchers and practitioners 

alike have started to wonder about the creation of value, the recipients of value, and 

the appropriation of value. For example, in a study on international volunteers for the 

UK, Hjort and Beswick (2021) note that the value created in Rwanda reverts to the UK 

when volunteers return home. I elaborate on this point in the discussion. 

Table 2.5 

Value for sending organizations. Numbers in parentheses represent the number of journal articles addressing the specific 

value theme and created value. 
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Macro-level value: Community and society  

The review also points toward the creation of volunteer value at the macro level, with 

a distinction between two types of recipients: specific communities and society at large. 

Value created for the community 

By performing volunteer tasks, volunteers can create value for the local civil society 

and the communities in which they perform their volunteering. An overview of these 

forms of value creation is presented in Table 2.6. 

Value theme
  

Value created 

Meeting community 
needs (8) 

Community development (3), healthy community (2), 
improved local environment (1), safer space (1) 

Community outcomes 
(7) 

Skills/knowledge-transfer (3), awareness of needs (2), 
community engagement/belonging (2), community 
commitment (1) 

Sustained local civil 
society (7) 

Continuity of service/goods provision/achievement of 
mission (2), Sustained volunteer community (6) 

NPO sector outcomes 
(3) 

Providing/increasing voice (2), trust in charitable institutions 
(1), increased reach (1) 

Financial value (1) More donations (1) 

 

One way volunteers can create value for the community is by meeting community needs in 

the local (or other) communities within which they perform their volunteer work. 

Examples include more general community development, improved local 

environment, and safer and healthier communities (e.g., Gagnon et al., 2021; Lasker, 

2016; Ramsden, 2020). Volunteers can also add value in the form of specific community 

outcomes. For example, volunteers have been reported to have greater sense of belonging 

than people who do not volunteer, in addition to being more engaged in/committed 

to the community (Seymour et al., 2018; Zanbar, 2019). In addition, volunteers are 

important to the sustainability of the local civil society, as they are at least partly responsible 

for achieving the mission of nonprofit organizations, while also having the potential to 

increase the visibility and reach of these organizations and, possibly, even maintaining 

and sustaining the volunteer community (e.g., Compion et al., 2022; Edwards et al., 

2001; Rodell et al., 2017). Volunteers can also create community value in the form of 

outcomes for the local nonprofit sector (e.g., by increasing voice and enhancing trust 

in charitable institutions). Finally, as reported by Rajan and colleagues (2009), 

volunteers can create a form of financial value, given that people who volunteer are 

more likely to donate money, specifically to domestic causes. 

Table 3.6 

Community value. Numbers in parentheses represent the number of journal articles addressing the specific value theme and 

created value. 
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Value created for society 

Value created for society can be classified into four broader themes, as presented in 

Table 2.7. 

Societal value 

Societal behaviors (6) Solidarity (2), social trust (1), political interest/local decision-
making (2), breaking stereotypes (1), pro-environmental behavior 
(3) 

Social change (5) Civic engagement (2), improved services (2), identification of social 
needs (1) 

Financial value (4) 
  

Social Surplus of Voluntary Work/output method/input method 
(3), shadow economy (1) 

Increased inequality 
(4) 

Increased òotheringó (2), self-segregation (2), power 
imbalance/exploitation (1), reinforced dependency (1) 

 

Societal value can be found in changes that occur in the societal behaviors of volunteers, 

including increased social solidarity, broadening world views, and increased social trust 

(Afkhami et al., 2019; Dahl & Abdelzadeh, 2017; Serrat et al., 2016). Moreover, 

volunteering can instigate social change, as volunteers are often more capable of 

identifying social needs, which can then be addressed by civil society organizations (De 

Wit et al., 2019). Volunteers have also been reported to improve services for society at 

large (Edwards et al., 2001; Tooley & Hooks, 2020) and to be more civically engaged 

than people who do not volunteer (Isham et al., 2006; Serrat et al., 2017). Value for 

society at large can also be expressed in terms of financial value. One way this has been 

done is by calculating the monetary value of volunteer hours produced within a given 

country (e.g., Brown, 1999; Butcher, 2010). At the same time, however, some forms of 

volunteering (e.g., stipend volunteering) can create a shadow economy with negative 

consequences for society (Vos et al., 2011). Multiple researchers have warned of 

negative value in terms of increased inequality that volunteering can create within a society. 

For example, Khvorostianov and Remennick (2017) demonstrate that volunteering can 

result in self-segregation. Other scholars have pointed to a risk of increased òotheringó 

as a result of volunteering (Horvath, 2020; Perold et al., 2013). Moreover, some forms 

of volunteering (e.g., volunteer tourism) have been associated with a risk of power 

imbalance, reinforced mentality of dependency, and a lack of sustainable community 

development (Loiseau et al., 2015; Perold et al., 2013). 

Table 4.7 

Societal value. Numbers in parentheses represent the number of journal articles addressing the specific value theme and 

created value. 
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2.4 Discussion 

This integrative literature review is intended to synthesize and problematize the existing 

literature on how volunteers create value for a various types of value recipients. The 

findings identify topics that have been researched thoroughly, in addition to 

highlighting several gaps in the current body of knowledge. An overview of all topics 

addressed in this review is presented in Table 9. In this section, I highlight some 

interesting findings and contributions and outline an agenda for future research.  

Level Recipient/appropriator and value themes 

Micro Volunteers 
Individual development, social capital, professional development, well-being, 
affective outcomes, expressing norms and values, personality traits and 
characteristics, reputational outcomes, financial value, tangible rewards 
Beneficiaries 
Beneficiary outcomes, mutual relationships 
Paid co-workers 
Employee outcomes, work outcomes, mutual relationships, financial value 

Meso Host organizations 
Organizational outcomes, financial value, disruptions 
Sending organizations 
Employee and student work outcomes, organizational outcomes, financial value 

Macro Communities 
Meeting community needs, community outcomes, sustained local civil society, 
NPO sector outcomes, financial value  
Society 
Societal behaviors, social change, financial value, increased inequalities 

 

Volunteer value in general  

The broader overview on the creation of volunteer value, as provided in this review, 

could serve as a new basis upon which scholars of nonprofit organizations and 

volunteering can build their research. The overview yields a clear illustration of the 

current body of knowledge, highlighting deeper distinctions in terms of value-related 

themes and the specific types of value created. In addition, it maps out in greater detail 

which research topics relating to volunteer value are saturated and which require more 

attention (see Table 9). According to the review, most existing knowledge concerning 

volunteer value is based on regular (i.e., traditional) forms of volunteering. Given the 

rapid changes that are taking place within the field of volunteering, and considering the 

decline in traditional volunteers and increase in other types of volunteering, future 

Table 5.8 

Overview of current knowledge on volunteer value situated at the micro, meso, and macro level 
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research should focus on special forms of volunteering. Examples include third-party 

volunteering, online volunteering, micro-volunteering, and spontaneous volunteering. 

Given the inherent differences in the characteristics of these types of volunteering 

(Koolen-Maas et al., 2023), they could logically be expected to create different types of 

value. Moreover, the value created by these forms of volunteering could potentially 

manifest at different levels (e.g., with third-party volunteering as an extra player in the 

field). 

The review also indicates that most existing research focuses on programmatic 

volunteering and volunteering within service organizations, and particularly those that 

are dominated by paid staff (see Table 9). Future research should focus more on 

membership volunteering and activist volunteering. These types of volunteering often 

result from motivations other than those typically associated with programmatic 

volunteering (Koolen-Maas et al., 2023), and they are thus likely to result in different 

types of value creation, particularly at the micro level. Specifically in times where the 

importance of social movements and political action is increasing, it is important to 

understand the types of value that volunteers might create. On a related note, the 

review reveals that most existing studies focus on direct service volunteers, with 

relatively less attention to other types of volunteers. The fact that direct service 

volunteers have direct contact with their beneficiaries almost automatically implies that 

they create value for these individuals (or groups). With indirect service volunteers, the 

types of value that are created for recipients beyond the beneficiaries (e.g., the volunteer 

themselves and the volunteer-involving organizations to which they contribute their 

time) are less clear and deserve more research.  

Positive and negative volunteer value 
In this review, most research articles focus on positive value created by volunteering 

(see Table 9). In recent years, however, practitioners and scholars alike have become 

increasingly aware of the potential negative value of volunteering. It is important for 

future studies to focus on this òdark sideó of volunteering (Hustinx et al., 2022) as well. 

Moreover, researchers should direct attention toward the ways in which the value 

created by volunteering is distributed or appropriated. Important questions to explore 

include whether it is òfairó when volunteers create substantial value for themselves, but 

not so much for the organizations and beneficiaries for whom they volunteer, as well 

as how the value that is created can be distributed equitable. The latter issue is 

particularly relevant when third parties are involved, given the possibility of value 

appropriation (whether fair or unfair). For example, a company might gain a great deal 

of publicity through its corporate volunteering program, or an international 

volunteering organization might make a lot of money on volunteer tourism. It is 

important to explore when value appropriation is fair and unfair, as well as how this 

influences the very core of volunteer value creation. 
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Volunteer value creation at three levels  

As indicated by the results of the review, volunteer value can indeed be created at all 

three levels (micro, meso, and macro) and that various types of recipients (or 

appropriators) are present within these levels. The positioning of volunteer value 

creation at these three levels provides new insight into volunteer value and a framework 

upon which academics can built future research on the topic. In addition, the 

distinctions between the different categories of value recipients provides a clear image 

of the current distribution of research on volunteer value and which types of value are 

connected to which types of recipients. To date, most studies have focused on only 

one type of value recipient at one value level. It could be argued, however, that value 

created for individuals also has an indirect effect on society. Future research could 

focus on such interconnections of the value created by volunteers at various levels. 

Another interesting avenue for research concerns the ways in which volunteer value is 

distributed across the various types of recipients at the various levels. 

One particularly interesting finding of the review is that the overwhelming majority of 

studies that have been published on the creation of volunteer value are focused on the 

micro level, with the volunteer themselves as the most important recipients of the value 

created through their efforts. This important finding could be used to inform both 

policymakers and practitioners concerning ways to mobilize and incentivize volunteers 

by focusing issues of recruitment and motivation. In my own observation, volunteers 

are often treated as a single homogeneous group. However, according to the scarce 

body research focusing on specific groups of people who volunteer (e.g., students, 

marginalized groups, and disabled people), volunteers with different characteristics 

create different types of value, often corresponding to their specific needs (e.g., Haski-

Leventhal et al., 2020; Ramsden, 2020; Yanay-Ventura, 2019). Future studies should 

focus on different types of volunteers and investigate whether this affects the ways in 

which value is created.  

The two other groups of value recipients at the individual levelñbeneficiaries and paid 

co-workersñhave also been under-researched. As indicated by the review, 

beneficiaries in certain organizations (e.g., youth care agencies) attribute the creation of 

substantial value specifically to the intervention of volunteers (Hoogervorst et al., 2017; 

see also Metz et al., 2016). It would be useful to extrapolate this research to other 

sectors, asking important questions concerning which parts of the intervention work 

specifically because volunteers are doing them. As demonstrated by the results of this 

review, one type of value created for beneficiaries stems from similarity to the volunteer 

(whether actual or perceived). Another idea for future research would be to examine 

the value of similarities and/or differences between volunteers and beneficiaries in 

these types of relationship interventions. It would be interesting to identify the types 

of interventions in which these similarities are important and in which types differences 



31 
 

could be valuable as well. Regarding the value created for paid co-workers, the studies 

included in the review offer mixed results, with some reporting positive forms of value 

creation and others reporting negative forms. In the future, researchers should focus 

on criteria leading to positive value to reduce the negative value.  

As highlighted by this review, very few studies have thus far been performed at the 

meso level. Greater attention should be directed toward the organizational level, if only 

to help organizations (both sending and host) to understand when and why they should 

work with volunteers, aside from any budgetary issues. Attention should also be paid 

to various types of host organizations, given that the type of value created by volunteers 

is likely to differ according to the type of organizations in which the volunteer work is 

performed. In one of only few existing examples, Ruiz Sportmann and Greenspan 

(2019) specifically note that different types of value are created depending on the type 

of organization. In this regard, future research should also focus more on the creation 

of value for host organizations that focus on mutual support and campaigning, which 

have thus far been largely neglected in this regard.  

In the current body of literature, most studies focus on host organizations. This makes 

sense, as third-party scenarios that involve sending organizations are still relatively new 

(Haski-Leventhal., 2010). What is interesting in these situations, however, is that most 

research focusing on these organization have largely tended to concentrate on the 

creation of value for the sending organization. This is important, as it provides further 

legitimacy that sending organizations (e.g., universities and corporations) can use to 

continue operating their volunteering programs. As noted by critics, however, the value 

created through such programs is sometimes disproportionately distributed across the 

various parties involved. More specifically, the sending organization often gets the best 

deal, thereby appropriating or destroying value for the host organization. Future 

research should focus on such third-party situations and the positive/negative value 

that they create for all recipients. 

As indicated by the results of the review, the creation of volunteer value at the macro 

level has also been largely neglected by researchers. Although many articles start out by 

mentioning how important volunteers are to communities and society, most authors 

then shift their attention to other aspects of value creation (e.g., the value of the civil 

society in fighting poverty or the effects of political activism) without differentiating 

between volunteers and paid staff. Many research articles describe the value of civil 

society in general (i.e., nonprofit organizations, either with or without paid staff). While 

it is probably harder to measure, additional research is needed on the value of 

volunteering as part of the value created by the nonprofit sector or civil society at the 

macro level. Such knowledge is of particular importance to governments, as it could 

enable them to value all volunteer work performed in a country more positively than is 

currently the case. 
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Value created and unique volunteer value  
The results of the review suggest that there is a difference between the value created 

by volunteering and the value added by volunteering. In some cases, value is likely to 

be the same regardless of whether the tasks are performed by volunteers or by paid 

staff. In others, unique value is created because of the specific nature of volunteering 

(e.g., Ronel, 2006; Hoogervorst et al., 2016). For example, individuals could potentially 

increase social capital regardless of whether they are volunteers or paid staff. Similarly, 

organizations attribute value to several outcomes (e.g., positive word of mouth), which 

could also be generated by paid staff. For beneficiaries, however, the knowledge that 

they are in contact with a volunteer adds a specific dimension of value to their 

experience (e.g., because their relationship with the volunteer feels more genuine). This 

illustrates the possible difference between volunteer value creation and volunteer added 

value (see also e.g., Studer, 2012). One interesting avenue for future research could 

involve distinguishing factors that affect value that is created by volunteers, as 

compared to the unique value that is added by volunteers. This could help to identify 

how volunteers can truly create the most positive social value. Such knowledge could 

also inform managers concerning when and for which tasks they could best engage 

volunteers and paid staff. 

Blind spots in research on volunteer value 
The descriptive information reported in this review points toward several interesting 

insights in the current body of knowledge on the creation of volunteer value. For 

example, most studies of volunteer value creation have been conducted and written in 

the Global North, with North America receiving a particularly large share of attention 

in the literature. The focus on individualized societies (e.g., the USA and many 

European countries) might explain the over-representation of research on individual 

volunteer value. Research on value creation in Asia or Africa is likely to yield different 

results. Moreover, it is important to acknowledge that civil society operates differently 

in other parts of the world (Butcher & Einolf, 2017; Salamon et al., 2017). The ways in 

which civil society is organized might also lead to the creation of other forms of 

volunteer value. In the future, scholars should direct more attention toward these areas 

when investigating the creation of volunteer value. Moreover, the field could benefit 

from more comparative research between countries and culture. 

Conclusion 
A world without volunteers would look very different than the one we know today. As 

synthesized in this integrative literature review, the current knowledge on the creation 

of volunteer value creation can be positioned in a new way three levels: micro 

(individual), meso (organizational), and macro (societal). This framework could be 

useful for both academics and practitioners, as it points toward an agenda for future 

research and volunteer management from a value perspective. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Beyond costs saving and 

interchangeability: 

Towards a value-based framework 

for the contributions of volunteers 

and volunteering to nonprofit 

organizations 

 
With Prof. Dr. Lucas Meijs & Dr. Corinna Frey-Heger 

 

3.1 Introduction 

In many nonprofit organizations, volunteers work alongside paid staff and share 

responsibilities with them. For example, in grassroots and membership organizations 

(Smith, 2000), members might be asked to volunteer for a few hours in supporting 

roles, while substantive services are performed by paid professionals. For example, 

members of a local field hockey club might take turns staffing the canteen and 

coaching younger teams, while aspiring players are trained by paid instructors. In 

service delivery agencies (Brudney, 2016; Nesbit et al., 2018) (e.g., elder-care facilities) 

paid nursing staff provide medical care to residents, and volunteers spend time with 

them (e.g., drinking coffee and playing games) as friendly visitors. In campaigning 

and charitable organizations (Nesbit, 2017), paid employees often perform 

administrative duties while volunteers raise funds, serve on boards, or attend 

protests. Even in the public sector, volunteers can assist police officers by patrolling 
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the streets and helping with routine administrative tasks (Gaston & Alexander, 2001). 

The literature often refers to such situations as collaboration between volunteers and 

paid staff, or as contexts where the value of services is co-produced (Brudney, 1983; 

Pilemalm, 2020; Tõnurist & Surva, 2017). 

Provided they have the proper training, volunteers are usually able to perform the 

same tasks as paid staff. Nevertheless, how an organization divides work between 

volunteers and paid staff depends on a variety of factors. First, different types of co-

production manifest globally throughout the nonprofit sector, for various reasons. 

From a societal perspective, the division between volunteers and paid staff in co-

production and collaboration can depend on factors including the prevailing non-

profit regime (Salamon & Anheier, 1998) and the legal status (Mead, 2019) and 

position of unions (Calvert, 1985).  

Second, researchers and practitioners alike opt for either volunteers or paid workers 

based on certain organizational factors. For example, in cases where issues of liability 

or labor union contracts might arise, an organization may require certain tasks to be 

performed by paid professional staff. Most studies nevertheless focus on analyzing 

the relative costs of volunteers and paid staff for the organization (see e.g., Brudney 

& Duncombe, 1992; Handy et al., 2008; Handy & Srinivasan, 2004; Metz et al., 2016; 

Mook et al., 2007). In many cases, the cost-saving framework proceeds from a policy 

of replacing paid workers with volunteers to reduce costs, thereby implying that 

volunteers and paid workers are perfectly interchangeable (Handy & Brudney, 2007; 

Handy et al., 2008).  

Multiple researchers have disputed the interchangeability of volunteers and paid staff, 

due to fundamental differences (Bowman, 2009; Brudney & Gazley, 2002; Metz et 

al., 2016; Meijs, Parren, & Simons, 2017). Because volunteers are not paid for their 

tasks and have freedom of choice (based on Cnaan et al., 1996), they are likely to 

exhibit differences in a variety of aspects, including organizational behavior, 

psychological contract, motivation, job attitude, and even created value (Pearce, 

1983; 1993; Liao-Troth, 2001; Metz et al., 2016; van Overbeeke: Chapter 2 of this 

dissertation). Following this logic, if a volunteer were to be replaced by a paid staff 

member, stakeholders would be likely to have different perceptions of the services 

provided or the nonprofit organization through which they were provided, thereby 

leading to different valuations. In relation to the context of youth services, Metz and 

colleagues (2017) conclude that volunteers are perceived differently than paid staff 

and that they thus create different types of value (e.g., trust and genuine 
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relationships). Similar results have been found in other settings, including hospitals 

(Handy et al., 2008, Netting et al., 2000) and visitor centers (Smith & Holmes, 2012). 

The difference in created value is based primarily on the relationship between the 

volunteer and the beneficiary, through direct service.  

Our empirical study takes place in an indirect service setting, where volunteers are 

not in direct contact with their beneficiaries (based on Hartenian, 2007). The study 

focuses on the creation of value by volunteers for nonprofit organizations (as part of 

the meso-level value described in Chapter 2 of this dissertation). Drawing on 

participatory focus groups, we explore the following research question: How do indirect 

service volunteers create added value for nonprofit organizations? 

Based on our analysis, we identify three distinct themes relating to the value added 

by volunteers: the supplementary value of volunteering, the complementary value of 

volunteers, and the ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering. In the 

supplementary theme, volunteers and paid staff are indeed interchangeable, and the 

added value stems mainly from the larger number of people working for the 

organization. In contrast, the complementary theme views volunteers as creating a 

unique value that would be lost if they were to be replaced with paid staff. The 

ambidextrous theme is characterized by leveraging a combination of the other two 

forms: a large number of people (supplementary) and unique propositions 

(complementary) working for the organization. 

This analysis contributes to the current literature in multiple ways. First, it points to 

the need to shift away from the cost-saving framework toward one based on value. 

This argument builds on literature that explains fundamental differences between 

paid staff and volunteers. A second contribution of this study is that it establishes a 

conceptual framework of volunteer-added value, differentiating between three value 

themes: complementary, supplementary, and ambidextrous. Examination of these 

distinctions and their underlying drivers makes it possible to open the black box of 

substitution and interchangeability among volunteers and paid staff. More 

specifically, we replicate drivers that create volunteer value within direct service 

settings and extend them to indirect service settings. We further demonstrate that 

indirect service settings entail additional unique drivers that create volunteer value. 

In the value-based framework, the decision to have a certain activity performed by 

either volunteers or paid employees depends on which would create the most value 

for society, the organization, or the beneficiary. Such decisions subsequently 

influence the effectiveness and efficiency of the nonprofit organization.  
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The remainder of this paper is set up as follows. After providing an overview of 

current literature on relationships between volunteers and paid staff and on volunteer 

value creation at the organizational level, we explain our methodology and describe 

our findings. The paper ends with a discussion and ideas for future research. 

3.2 Literature review 

The cost-saving framework and the relationship between volunteers and 

paid staff  

The relationship between volunteers and paid staff has been studied from a variety 

of perspectives. One line of research focuses on interorganizational cooperation 

between volunteers and paid staff, with the objective of explaining tensions between 

these two groups (Farmer & Fedor, 1999; Boezeman & Ellemers, 2009), analyzing 

active resistance between them, or providing practical advice for managing such 

relationships (McCurley & Lynch, 1996; Netting et al, 2000; Ellis, 2010; van Bochove 

et al., 2013; López-Cabrera et al., 2020). 

A second line of research focuses on intraorganizational relationships (Peloza & 

Hassay, 2006) between formal professional organizations and all-volunteer, 

grassroots, or community-based organizations (Brudney et al., 2018; Gazley & Guo, 

2020; Guo & Acar, 2005). This also includes studies on third-party involvement 

(Haski-Leventhal et al., 2010) and dual volunteer-management systems (Brudney et 

al., 2019), as well as examples of auxiliary organizations (Dobrin & Wolf, 2016; 

Lüder, 2016). In the literature on co-production, nonprofit and community-based 

organizations have been recognized as intermediaries of civic participation (Berry, 

2005; LeRoux & Carr, 2007). 

The third, relatively scarcely investigated, line of research is based on task assignment, 

exploring the question of who in the organization performs which task. In the 

literature, this question is often framed in terms of the potential interchangeability of 

volunteers and paid staff from a variety of perspectives, including beneficiaries (Metz 

et al., 2016); cost and efficiency (Handy & Brudney, 2007); supply and demand 

(Berenguer et al., 2023); and evaluating the value of volunteers (Bowman, 2009).  

The practice of determining whether to assign certain tasks to volunteers or paid staff 

members based on cost and the availability of volunteers reflects the cost-saving 

framework (based on e.g., Handy, Mook, & Quarter, 2008). Studies conducted from 

this perspective focus on the costs of volunteering, whether actual or approximated. 

Scholars exploring the approximation of such costs have formulated methods for 
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calculating the amount of money donated or saved because of involving volunteers. 

As observed by Bowman (2009), òthere is no price for volunteer labor, so its 

economic value must be imputedó (p. 492). According to Bowman (2009), the 

economic value of volunteer hours can be imputed using four different categories of 

approaches: demand price, supply price, contribution to revenue, and replacement 

cost. The demand price represents what the involvement of volunteers actually costs 

the organization (Bowman 2009). For example, Brudney and Duncombe (1992) 

consider the costs of supporting volunteers, including recruitment, training, and 

management (see also Graff, 2006). These costs should be weighed against potential 

benefits to determine whether a volunteer program is (or is not) economically 

beneficial (Handy & Brudney, 2007). The concept of supply price is comparable to 

what Handy and Srinivasan (2004) refer to as opportunity cost. It means the wages 

(e.g., hourly) that people would lose by volunteering, assuming they could have 

worked for a paid job instead. As explained by Foster and colleagues (2001), 

contribution to revenue is the value that corresponds to the output (e.g., the value of 

the products produced, or donations raised). Finally, replacement cost refers to what 

the organization would have paid to a paid staff member for the same work 

performed by a volunteer (Bowman 2009; Handy & Srinivasan 2004; Mook et al, 

2007; Gaskin, 2000). Although this approach is typically used, in theory, it is not valid 

unless perfect substitution is possible between volunteers and paid staff (Bowman, 

2009). The literature seems to assume a perspective in which volunteers can perfectly 

replace paid staff.   

In addition to their potential to replace paid staff, volunteers are assumed to provide 

certain unique propositions, thereby invalidating the assumption of perfect 

interchangeability. Based on the unique abilities and intangible assets associated with 

volunteers, Brudney and Gazley (2002) suggest that a well-managed and supervised 

volunteer program can enhance cost-effectiveness by improving the quality of 

services, freeing up paid staff for specialized tasks, and strengthening the 

organization in terms of fundraising, community relations, and dedicated attention 

to clients. As observed by Graff (2006, p. 31), òSuggesting the value of volunteer 

work is equivalent to the wage not paid to have work completed does a disservice to 

volunteers everywhere and obscures the complex and multiple values that spin out 

from every act of volunteering.ó In these capacities, volunteers add value by virtue 

of being volunteers, and they are therefore not interchangeable with paid staff. When 

this situation occurs in a nonprofit organization, the cost-saving framework is no 

longer applicable, and the choice between volunteers and paid staff should be based 

on other forms of value (Handy et al., 2008; Meijs et al., 2017).  
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Towards a value-based framework 

Volunteers and volunteering create value at three different levels: micro (individual 

volunteers, beneficiaries, paid staff members), meso (nonprofit organizations, 

sending organizations) and macro (community and society) (see van Overbeeke: 

Chapter 2, this dissertation). According to van Overbeeke, value is likely also 

interconnected and multi-level. For example, when direct service volunteers create 

value on the micro level (e.g., the beneficiaries) they also create value for the 

organization by contributing to the quality of the organizationõs intervention. Indirect 

service/support volunteers also create value at the meso level in more 

straightforward ways; for example, by enhancing organizational outcomes and 

effecting organizational improvement.

Volunteer value through the organizationõs intervention 

The literature reveals several ways that volunteers add value to beneficiaries at the 

micro level.. The first important way that volunteers can add value to the intervention 

is through their perceived credibility. As argued by Metz and colleagues (2016), 

volunteers are more likely than paid staff members are to form meaningful 

relationships, due to their personal involvement and the informality that tends to 

characterize their relationships (see also Brown, 1999; Jarrett, Sullivan, & Watkins, 

2005; Ronel, 2006; Ronel, Haski-Leventhal, Ben-David, & York, 2009). Moreover, 

beneficiaries are more likely to perceive volunteers as their equals. Volunteers are thus 

likely to be perceived as less judgmental, especially when they are actually peers of the 

beneficiaries. In addition, volunteers are likely to be perceived as more sincere, given 

that their motivation is, by definition, non-pecuniary (Hoogervorst et al., 2015; Metz et 

al., 2016; Ronel, 2006). The relationship between volunteers and beneficiaries is 

characterized more by affective trust than it is by the cognitive trust associated with 

paid staff. In cases when volunteers have experienced problems similar to those 

experienced by their beneficiaries, they can cultivate cognitive trust as well (see e.g., 

Borkman, 1976, on experiential knowledge in self-help groups). The quality of social 

support to beneficiaries or clients is also perceived higher when it is provided by 

volunteers than when it is provided by paid staff (Grossman & Tierney, 1998; Ronel et 

al., 2009).  

A second major way volunteers add value is by enriching the context of the 

beneficiaries more than paid staff are likely to do, especially in the case of organizations 

with large, diverse volunteer pools. According to Anheier and colleagues (2014), 

volunteers often have larger networks than non-volunteers do. In the analysis of Meijs 

and colleagues (2017), this characteristic can be more effective at opening doors 

(particularly within the local context) than are requests from the organizationõs paid 

personnel or headquarters.  
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Volunteers can also enrich the context of an organization by creating greater diversity, 

as they are likely to be more varied in terms of age, professional skills, interests, 

educational level, and personal background than paid staff are. With a diverse pool of 

volunteers, an organization can more easily reach different target audiences (Meijs et 

al., 2017). As argued by Mook and colleagues (2007), volunteers can cultivate a broader 

base of supporters. In addition, a diverse volunteer pool can also make an organization 

more recognizable to a more pluriform (as opposed to uniform) base of support (Lam 

& Kuperus, 2007).  

The combination of the network effects and diversity associated with volunteers can 

generate proximity, which could be described as òperceived similarity.ó More 

specifically, it refers to the fact that people are more likely to comply with requests 

from people who resemble themña manifestation of òhomophily.ó For example, such 

effects can emanate from similarities in terms of race, religion, gender, social attitude, 

and other personal characteristics (Bekkers & Wiepking, 2007). Interestingly, in many 

cases, clients are likely to perceive volunteers as more similar to themselves, even when 

the volunteers are actually very similar to the paid staff. Finally, in the perception and 

experience of beneficiaries, volunteers can offer a different kind of continuity than paid 

staff. This is because volunteers are likely to remain available to or maintain their 

relationships with beneficiaries long after they have separated from the organization. 

Such a luxury is rarely possible for paid staff members, particularly within the context 

of budget cuts (Metz et al., 2016; Ronel, 2006).  

Volunteer value through organizational outcomes 

As confirmed in the literature, several themes relating to volunteer value are similar or 

transferable between levels. For example, perceived credibility can be found at both 

the micro and meso levels (e.g., beneficiaries and nonprofit organizations). Lam and 

Kuperus (2007) argue that volunteers within organizations can increase the credibility 

of their organizations to outsiders, especially in the case of campaigning. According to 

Roza and Handy (2015), volunteers can indeed enhance the credibility of the 

organization by acting as goodwill ambassadors (see also Brown, 1999). By involving 

volunteers, organizations also send a positive signal to their donors, thus possibly 

helping to resolve any issues of trust that donors might have due to apprehensions 

concerning the use of their funds. In addition, many potential donors are likely to 

perceive organizations with larger numbers of volunteers as more trustworthy than 

those with fewer volunteers. Furthermore, volunteers can make the work of 

organizations more transparent to the community by providing word-of-mouth 

promotion and publicity, which could result in an increased base of supporters, 

volunteers, and donors (Handy & Brudney, 2007; Mook et al., 2007). As argued by 

various scholars, volunteers can help attract more financial resources, and even more 
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volunteers, to their organizations (Haski-Leventhal, Hustinx, & Handy, 2011; Ronel et 

al., 2009). 

Volunteers also have the capacity to enrich the context of an organization in various 

ways. The effects of a larger network, greater diversity, and even perceived proximity 

could be important when an organization is seeking donations (of money, time or in-

kind). As argued by Bekkers and Wiepking (2007), the social pressure of being observed 

by someone is even higher when the observer is a family member or friend. As a result, 

people may donate a larger amount of their income if they are asked to donate by a 

volunteer they know. Friends and spouses are also more likely to persuade each other 

to start (or continue) volunteering. A volunteer can open doors that would otherwise 

remain closed to a more distant, non-familiar source (Meijs et al., 2017). Furthermore, 

Bekkers and Wiepking (2011) identify awareness of a need as one of eight mechanisms 

that drive charitable giving. A larger volunteer pool and the larger network associated 

with it may thus generate greater awareness and, therefore, more donations.  

Volunteer value through organizational improvement 

Volunteers do not face the same pressures or expectations (internal/external) as paid 

staff members do. As a result, volunteers can afford to be more candid regarding the 

operations and management of the organization. They are a valuable source of 

feedback for improvement, both because of their independence and because of the 

information they receive from clients, who may be more willing to communicate with 

them than with paid staff (Meijs et al., 2017). In addition, because volunteers are more 

independent from the organization than paid staff members, as they do not derive their 

livelihood from their efforts, they enjoy the òluxury of focusó (Meijs et al., 2017). More 

specifically, they have the space to focus on one activity, or even an individual client, 

rather than on a multitude of organizational demands. Therefore, they are likely to be 

more creative, innovative, and experimental than most paid staff members. 

As noted by MacDuff (2008), short-term volunteering is particularly likely to generate 

more creativity in the form of new ideas. Moreover, volunteers may perform new tasks 

or address new challenges that would not be considered by paid staff, given that the 

latter might not like, accept, or have time for the task (De Vries et al., 2012). Volunteers 

can invest their time, effort, and creativity into new activities or programs, both because 

they may recognize these challenges and because managers are unlikely to tell them to 

move on to the next task (Meijs et al., 2017). As stated by DeCarlo (1979, p.22), 

volunteering òprovides the opportunity to develop and maintain creative, innovative 

leadership skills.ó In addition, as demonstrated by Bekkers (2005), volunteers are 

usually more open to experiences, less conscientious, and more extraverted than non-

volunteers are. According to Anheier and colleagues (2014), these characteristics are 

often associated with innovators. They also assert that volunteers are motivated to 
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facilitate social (or other forms of) innovation because they want to learn, can easily 

communicate changes in needs among the population, and are able to create links 

between other organizations through their networks. Volunteers with a òstrategic 

broker positionó between a formal organization and society or the target group are 

likely to express new ideas, which are subsequently more likely to be accepted by the 

organization (Anheier et al., 2014; Burt, 1997; 2005).  

Another way volunteers create value at the meso level is through organizational 

outcomes, including increased expertise, resource efficiency, improved services, 

broader reach, and greater legitimacy and credibility (e.g., Brudney & Kellough, 2000; 

Loiseau et al., 2016; Haski-Leventhal et al., 2020). At the same time, however, 

volunteers can also destroy value for an organization. For example, volunteer behavior 

can be disruptive, tensions can arise between volunteers and paid staff, and (in the case 

of third-party volunteering) power imbalances can emerge between sending and 

receiving organizations (Einarsd·ttir, 2020; Jacobs, 2017). Another way volunteers 

have been shown to add value to nonprofit organizations is that, on average, those 

working with volunteers tend to receive more donations (e.g., Handy & Greenspan, 

2009; Hrafnsd·ttir & Kristmundsson, 2017) than do those that do not work with 

volunteers.  

3.3 Methodology 

An examination of the multifaceted dimensions of volunteer value requires a 

methodological approach that goes beyond quantitative metrics. Qualitative research 

allows for the optimal investigation of the depth and richness of the value that 

volunteers bring to nonprofit organizations. Through participatory focus groups with 

volunteers and paid staff members (which also involved the implementation of a form 

of citizen science) within a selected case, we were able to collect data on the particular 

contextual features that shape experiences and explain how volunteers perceive the 

value they create for their organizations. In this section, we introduce the research 

context and case of UNICEF the Netherlands and explain our methods for data 

collection (participatory focus groups) and data analysis (thematic analysis).  

Research context 

Given its distinct position in the Netherlands as a campaigning organization with 

extensive volunteer involvement in indirect service and support roles, UNICEF the 

Netherlands (hereinafter, UNL) constitutes a compelling case for our research. As a 

renowned advocate for the rights and wellbeing of children, UNL relies on a large 

volunteer base to amplify its impact. The fact that UNL emphasizes campaigning 

instead of service introduces a unique dynamic, in which volunteers play pivotal roles 

in advocacy, community engagement, and awareness-building rather than in direct 

service delivery. The organizationõs structure allows for an exploration of how 
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volunteers in indirect support roles create value for the overarching goals of the 

organization.  

With a paid staff of 90 FTE at its headquarters in The Hague, UNL relies heavily on 

the support of approximately 2,300 volunteers, roughly representing around 200 FTE. 

These volunteers assume a variety of positions, such as participating in the volunteer 

council, joining expert teams, or becoming part of Regional Committees (RCUs) or 

Student Teams (STUs). Within these positions, volunteers can take on different roles 

and responsibilities. For example, they can organize local events, sell UNICEF 

products, provide guest lectures, or manage responses on social media. It is interesting 

to note that, regardless of their specific roles, UNL volunteers do not engage in direct 

interactions with the beneficiaries of the organization, as the Dutch branch of UNICEF 

does not directly implement programs for children. This distinctive feature makes UNL 

a relevant case for our research, particularly in light of our focus on the meso level of 

indirect service provision.  

Data collection 

Participatory focus groups (Linville et al, 2003; MacDonald, 2012) constituted the 

primary source of data for this study. Focus groups are particularly useful for facilitating 

the recounting of experiences and the expansion of ideas and opinions within a group 

setting. The interactive nature of focus groups enables the exchange of ideas and the 

creation of a comfortable environment that encourages participants to express 

themselves freely. The amplified participation in such groups makes this an efficient 

way to generate comprehensive insight from firsthand observers. To ensure a 

comfortable environment, especially for the volunteers, we minimized hierarchical 

effects by not mixing volunteers and paid staff in the same focus group.  

Our data-collection process started with an exploratory session with paid staff 

members in the volunteer-organization department of UNL. During this session (lead 

by one of the authors), we discussed examples of volunteer value for the organization 

and, more specifically, how volunteers add value to the organization in ways that paid 

staff cannot (or at least to a lesser extent). This session informed our sampling methods 

and the structure of the eight participatory focus groups. 

Sampling 

The eight focus group sessions took place between late 2016 and early 2017, conducted 

by the researchers. The first two sessions were held at the UNL headquarters in The 

Hague, the Netherlands, one with members of the Volunteer Council (volunteers), and 

one with the Management Team (paid staff). The remaining six focus groups consisted 

of volunteer teams. The sessions were held at the home bases of the teams involved, 

which were geographically dispersed throughout the country. Participants were invited 

through a variety of channels: the UNL volunteer newsletter, a message on the 
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volunteer intranet and posts on the Volunteer Facebook pages. In addition, the three 

regional volunteer consultants were asked to contact RCU members.  

In total, 70 people involved with UNL (21 men, 49 women) from various cities in the 

Netherlands participated in the focus groups. Of all participants, 13 (18.6%) were paid 

staff members, and 57 (81.4%) were volunteers (9 at the Volunteer Council, 24 in 

Regional Committeesñhereinafter, RCU), and 24 were volunteers in the dedicated 

student volunteer teams of UNL. The participants were assembled through deliberate 

sampling to maximize heterogeneity. This allowed us to generate an organizationally 

representative sample in terms of volunteer/paid staff ratio, diversity of nationality, 

educational background, current employment, age (for example, the youngest 

participant was 18 and the oldest 76), and other characteristics.  

Procedure 

The focus groups were designed to foster active participation, drawing inspiration from 

the collaborative essence of citizen science (Haklay et al., 2021). To highlight individual 

experiences, we deliberately integrated moments for personal reflection alongside 

group interaction. To ensure a shared understanding among participants, each focus 

group commenced with a detailed explanation of the research goals, accompanied by 

illustrative examples showcasing the perceived organizational value added by 

volunteers as it emerged from the initial exploratory session. 

The subsequent group discussions unfolded organically, as we prompted participants 

to start conversations about their volunteer roles and brainstorm on the distinct ways 

they believed their volunteer contributions added value to UNL. Following this initial 

group exchange, participants were allocated time for individual reflection, during which 

they used sticky notes to document the primary forms of added value they perceived 

during their volunteer work. To provide context, participants were also encouraged to 

accompany their notes with brief written statements providing further details on the 

specific form of value they had identified. This methodological nuance was intended 

to amplify the personal perspectives and experiences of the participants. Each session 

ended with a group discussion, in which the participantsõ written statements were 

discussed and thematically organized. In addition to embracing the collaborative spirit 

of citizen science, this served to initiate the preliminary stages of subsequent coding 

procedures. 

The number of focus groups that should be conducted depends on reaching the point 

of saturation (Fusch & Lawrence, 2015). In our study, saturation occurred after seven 

focus groups. An eighth focus group was conducted as confirmation, and indeed, it did 

not yield any new information. In other words, the same forms of value and underlying 

drivers were brought up without mentioning new forms.  
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Data analysis 
We opted for a focused data-analysis strategy, utilizing the written statements generated 

by participants during the individual reflection phase of the participatory focus groups. 

By concentrating on the written statements, we sought to extract insights expressed in 

the participantsõ own words, thereby allowing for a thorough exploration of the 

perceived value that volunteers attribute to their roles within the organization. All 

written values and statements were imported into ATLAS.ti for coding. 

Applying the framework of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), we systematically 

and inductively coded the written statements to identify recurrent patterns. Informed 

by the coding patterns created by the participants during the focus groups and the 

group discussions, we decided to adopt a multi-focus approach for the coding process. 

More specifically, we coded for the òrootó of value creation (e.g., not being paid), as 

well as for the value itself (e.g., proximity) and the outcome of created value (e.g., more 

donations). This was intended to allow a better understanding of the drivers underlying 

the creation of volunteer value in indirect support settings. We choose this approach 

in response to observations made during the focus groups and the process of data 

analysis. Although the initial goal of the focus groups was to identify unique or specific 

forms of volunteer value and their drivers, we also observed forms of value that could 

be added by hiring more paid staff as well.  

 The coding process ultimately resulted in three overarching themes relating to value: 

the complementary value of volunteering, the supplementary value of volunteers, and 

the ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering (a combination of the first two 

themes). Each of these overarching value themes contains multiple types of value that 

can be added by volunteers. We also identified six drivers of volunteer value. Illustrative 

quotes and codes are presented in Figure 3.1. 

3.4 Findings 

When we started collecting our data, we focused on the what: the value that volunteers 

can create due to their status as volunteers. Throughout the collection and analysis of 

data, however, we found drivers that could explain different types of volunteer value, 

Figure 3.1 

Examples of coding structure 
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thus adding the why to the what. This section is divided into three subsections focusing 

on the how. This is intended to build a conceptual framework (see figure 3.4) of 

volunteer added value. The first subsection highlights the complementary value of 

volunteering (the drivers of which are rooted in the act of volunteering). The second 

subsection addresses the supplementary value of volunteers (which is driven by the 

number of extra hands available). Finally, the third subsection explores the 

ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering (which is driven by the combination of 

complementary and supplementary value).  

The complementary value of volunteering 
The complementary value of volunteering is a unique theme that exists solely due to 

the nature of volunteering (e.g., unpaid, uncoerced). It would not exist or could even 

be destroyed if the task at hand were to be performed by a paid staff member. We 

identified three drivers that explain how this value is created. One important driver is 

the different starting point of volunteers, which is (or is perceived to be) different from 

that of paid staff. Second, the relationships volunteers form with the nonprofit 

organizations they work for differ from those of paid staff, as their livelihoods do not 

depend on their volunteering activities. Third, volunteers are perceived differently by 

current and potential donors, future volunteers, and other stakeholders, purely by 

virtue of their status as volunteers. A representation of how these drivers connect to 

different forms of complementary volunteering value is presented in Figure 3.2. 

Figure 3.2  

Supplementary value of volunteering, drivers, and specific forms of value 
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Different relationship with the nonprofit organization 

The first driver of complementary value is the different relationship that volunteers 

have with the organization (as compared to paid staff). During the focus groups, 

participants often mentioned the fact that, because their livelihood does not depend on 

volunteering for the NPO, volunteers experience a certain level of freedom and safety 

that paid staff are less likely to have. For example, volunteers have a greater opportunity 

to provide honest feedback to the organization. An event volunteer in The Hague 

wrote, òVolunteers will find it easier to be critical towards management. They see and 

hear things that people at headquarters do not, but that are very important to know, so 

the organization can use this knowledge.ó (ETDH8) Volunteers might find it easier to 

be critical because they perceive less risk, as they are not as financially dependent on 

the organization as paid staff members are. For example, a member of the Management 

Team noted that volunteers have an òindependent position from the organization, due 

to the absence of an employment or financial relationship.ó (UMT14) This means that, 

when volunteers do express criticism they hear in the field or within their own 

networks, the organization cannot take away the volunteerõs livelihood. 

Because they are not bound to office hours and regulations, volunteers can be more 

flexible in terms of where and when they work for the organization: òVolunteers can 

easily work whenever and wherever they want, while paid staff members must often be 

at a certain location during office hoursó (RCULM23). This also applies to the types of 

events volunteers wish to organize, as well as to how they organize them. Although 

UNL obviously has general guidelines, volunteer teams can often alter them slightly to 

reflect their own locations and target groups. In the focus groups, all volunteer teams 

mentioned examples of events they had organized, and for which they had diverged 

slightly from the national strategy to fit their communities better. Similarly, because 

they do not receive wages for their work, volunteers are free to spend as much time as 

they would like on certain projects or tasks (òluxury of focusó). For example, a student 

volunteer from Rotterdam wrote, òFreedom to act (amount of time spent). I feel more 

proactively engaged with UNICEF because we have no boundaries and no 

requirementsó (STR18). 

Different nature 

The starting point for volunteers differs from that of their paid co-workers, as they 

have made a free choice to participate without pay and in their own time. This was 

mentioned frequently during the focus groups. For example, some participants 

considered their difference from paid staff important, due to the altruistic nature of 

their volunteer hours: òVolunteers are perceived to have more ôpureõ motives (no 

targets, no salary)ó (VB3). As expressed by these volunteers, this distinguishing factor 

also means that their motivations to do things for UNL are different from those of the 

paid staff at the headquarters. Participants frequently noted that their added value is 
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different from paid staff, because their motivation is purely intrinsic, in contrast to the 

motivation of paid staff, which is at least somewhat extrinsic, given that they are paid. 

A student volunteer from Eindhoven put it nicely, òPeople who are volunteers are 

motivated from another perspective than people who work. We donõt do it for the 

money; we do it because we think itõs really importantó (STN10). Many participants 

also mentioned that volunteers are able to contribute a certain type of volunteer 

energyñreferred to by some as òeagernessó or òpassion.ó A volunteer from Meerkerk 

wrote, ò[We do it] based on passion; you radiate it. You either want to do well, or you 

no longer choose to volunteer (commitment from passion). Itõs a feeling of wanting to 

do something goodó (RCULM16). 

Different relationship with potential donors (and other stakeholders) 

Volunteers are also perceived to have a different relationship with potential donors 

(e.g., of funds, goods, future volunteer hours). This is due in part to the donorõs 

perception of altruism. For example, a respondent from the RCU The Hague wrote 

that people would tell her, òYou are doing it as a volunteer, so I would like to 

contribute.ó She continued, òOtherwise, they might have the idea, ôI am contributing 

to your salary if I give somethingõó (VB2). Participants also observed that potential 

donors perceive volunteers as credible, given that they are showing that they truly do 

care about the goals of the organization. In seven of the eight focus groups, participants 

mentioned credibility as a form of value added by volunteers. A student volunteer from 

Nijmegen noted, òPeople who volunteer are more credible than people who get paidó 

(STN14). Another student stated, òVolunteers are more credible. People [paid staff] 

may do it because their boss told them to. We [volunteers] do it because we really 

believe in itó (STN17) This is related to feelings of perceived independence. A member 

of the student team in Rotterdam noted, òYou always hear that people donõt trust 

charity because of all the money that goes to the top management. I think volunteers 

get way more respectó (STR15).  

The focus groups revealed a form of volunteering value that has thus far not been 

discussed in the literature and that in English can best be described as the ògoodwill 

factoró, or  gunfactor in Dutch, , i.e. the willingness to grant someone something, or to 

hope that they will be granted something even though you might want it for yourself 

as well, or even though it might not be the most logical decision. We refer to this form 

of value as ôgenu-wishõ (genuinely wishing something upon someone). A student in 

Nijmegen explained the concept of genu-wish as follows: òBecause itõs for the greater 

good and not for an individual goal, people are more willing to help usó (STN37). A 

participant from the volunteer council mentioned, òThere is some goodwill, because 

people respect the volunteerõs timeó (VB17). A volunteer in Meerkerk noted, òEven in 

your network, the genu-wish plays a big role. People have reasons for giving you things, 

and [it influences] the ease with which you can organize eventsó (RCULM1). Another 
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participant in the same group added, òAt some point, you just think they [volunteers] 

deserve itó (RCULM8). In The Hague, a volunteer observed, òPeople feel for the 

volunteer who is willing to make an effort without getting a rewardó (ETDH11). 

The supplementary value of volunteers 
The supplementary value of volunteers comprises types of value that could potentially 

be created by paid staff members as well. Simply hiring more paid workers (possibly in 

a targeted manner) to perform certain tasks would have similar outcomes as having 

volunteers perform them, and discontinuing the involvement of volunteers in certain 

services or projects would not change the outcome or value created. These types of 

value are of a more quantitative nature, and they are largely dependent on large 

numbers. We identified three drivers of supplementary value: more diversity, broader 

networks, and customization to multiple localities. A visual representation of this value 

theme, its drivers and specific types of value is presented in Figure 3.3. 

Diversity 

Diversity was mentioned in seven of the eight focus groups. Within this context, 

diversity can have many meanings, including with regard to background (e.g., 

education, upbringing), personal characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, gender), and current life 

circumstances (e.g., paid employment, study, living situation). A volunteer from the 

RCU in The Hague referred to volunteers as having òmany different backgrounds and 

Figure 3.3  

Supplementary value of volunteering, drivers, and specific forms of value 
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ideasó (RCUDH8). This was corroborated by a student volunteer from Rotterdam who 

wrote: òCreativity: Since volunteers come from different backgrounds, with different 

skills, and they are not brainstorming together with paid staff, it might be easier for 

them to come up with more creative ideasó (STR11). A student volunteer from 

Nijmegen added, òIt is very clear that coming across people from different cultures or 

different views can help to make the atmosphere much more open to experiments and 

changesó (STN42). 

Broader personal network 

Like all individuals, both volunteers and paid staff members have their own personal 

networks with which they interact. When more volunteers are involved in an 

organization, the organizationõs network is automatically extended as well. A member 

of the Volunteer Council said that, because of volunteers, ònew or more difficult to 

reach target groups can be reachedó (VB13). In addition to helping in terms of 

numbers, the personal connections associated with these networks are important: 

òVolunteers together know many people who can be approached personally. From 

experience, I know that personal contact is much more positive than a piece in the 

newspaper or something like tható (ETDH4). The personal-connection aspect 

contributes an additional level of trust and understanding: òPeople understand it better 

when itõs closer. Who is UNICEF? It could be from a family member or someone 

doing an event at the timeó (VB15). The fact that volunteers are part of a community 

is helpful, as this allows members of the community to know what is happening, when 

an event is coming up, and when help is needed. More specifically, volunteers who tend 

to extend a hand to others when asked seem to benefit from a certain reciprocity when 

asking for favors for UNL. 

Multiple spaces 

Many participants also mentioned the perception that potential donors seem to have a 

sense of perceived proximity to volunteers. Although this could be related to the 

location, it often stems from another form of closeness or similarity that potential 

donors feel toward the volunteer. For example, as described by a member of the RCU 

Meerkerk, òBecause of proximity, people will genu-wish something quicker with regard 

to sponsoring, gifts, or assistanceó (RCULM10). More people can also enable wider 

geographic coverage (which could also be achieved through the targeted recruitment 

of paid staff). A member of the Volunteer Council noted, òVolunteers are spread 

throughout the whole country. They talk to people about UNICEF outside of office 

hours because events have to be organized. This way, you can reach target groups other 

than those that are accessible through the networks of paid staffó (VB20). In addition 

to talking to more people dispersed broadly throughout the country, volunteers are 

better connected through their spaces. As observed by a member of the Volunteer 

Organization: òPeople are more likely to feel as if they are being addressed personally 
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when itõs someone from the same neighborhood or someone speaking the same 

dialect.ó This can allow events to be customized to specific communities. In multiple 

focus groups, participants mentioned events that might have had different effects in 

other areas of the country. For example, òActivities like the skating event that work in 

rural Limburg [province in the South] might not work in Friesland [province in the 

North] or the Randstad [network of cities].ó The participant continued, òBut also 

because Frisians talk and interact differently with each other than Limburgers doó 

(RCULM22). Moreover, because volunteers are often embedded within their local 

communities, they are likely to understand what is happening and be able to play into 

this when organizing events or raising funds. One volunteer wrote, òPersonal contact 

with the environment [is important]. Everyone in my town and surroundings knows 

me, so they know when I need something to organize [an event], and then they want 

to helpó (RCULM5). 

The ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering 
A third value theme that emerged from the analysis was less expected. This theme 

reflects situations in which the complementary value of volunteering and the 

supplementary value of volunteers combine to create òambidextrous valueó (similar to 

the effect of combining the facility of two hands or legs). The data revealed three types 

of ambidextrous value: innovation, legitimacy, and persuasion. In Figure 3.4., the 

previous figures are connected to form a visualization of the drivers of three types of 

ambidextrous value.  
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Figure 3.4 

The value-based framework 
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Innovation 

Participants mentioned volunteers can be a source of innovation. The underlying 

drivers here are diversity and the different relationship that volunteers have with their 

nonprofit organizations. The population of volunteers comprises a large group of 

people with different backgrounds, expertise, and skills, all of which translate into more 

creativity and new ideas. Taking this into account, along with their independence from 

the organization, volunteers can actually release that creativity when organizing events 

or coming up with new ideas for the organization. According to a student volunteer in 

Nijmegen, volunteers are òinnovative and creative. Volunteers might have more space 

to think out of the box, because they have to deal with fewer rulesó (STN31). A 

participant in the event team in The Hague noted, òVolunteers dare to experiment 

more and bring in new ideas. Because they are not in the working environment of UNL 

the whole week, they can come up with new ideas. It can never cost you your job; at 

most they can take your volunteer cardó (ETDH5). Volunteers also have the 

opportunity to test out events on a smaller scale. One volunteer (RCULM13) wrote 

about the ability to function as a òtesting groundó where they can òtest smaller events 

in the region and see if it works. If it does, we can make it bigger. If it doesnõt, itõs not 

a problem.ó 

Legitimacy 

Volunteers can enhance the perceived legitimacy of a nonprofit organization. This is 

driven by the different nature of volunteers within the organization and their 

broadening personal networks. When people invest their own time and effort toward 

a goal, instead of being paid to do so (different nature), this affects how people perceive 

the organization. When many people do this (in the case of UNL, 2,300) and make it 

known within their networks (personal networks), this strengthens the legitimacy of 

the organization. One member of the event team in The Hague wrote, òThe more 

volunteers, the more support. It sends a message: Together we stand strongó 

(ETDH1). A paid staff member in the management team stated that volunteers can be 

an important means for illustrating òthe base of support in societyó (UMT18). 

Persuasion 

Volunteers are more persuasive than paid staff members are. Driven by their unique 

relationship with current or potential donors and their ability to customize their efforts 

to multiple localities, volunteers have a persuasive power different from that of paid 

staff. As mentioned by many participants, some activities (e.g., receiving donations, 

helping with event planning, convince people of the organizationõs mission) are much 

easier for volunteers. Participants in multiple focus groups identified òpersuasionó as 

one of the main forms of value added by volunteers. For example, a member of the 

management team wrote that ònot paid equals persuasivenessó (UMT4). Another 

participant in the same group noted that, when volunteers explain the story of UNL, 



53 
 

there is a òdifferent connotation to the messageó that is more òmore 

trustworthy/neutral/persuasiveó (UMT4). 

3.5 Discussion 

This objective of this study was to explore how indirect service volunteers create added 

value for the nonprofit organizations for which they volunteer. To this end, we 

conducted participatory focus groups with volunteers and paid staff members from a 

large charitable organization in the Netherlands (UNICEF Netherlands), followed by 

thematic analysis. Our main conclusion is that volunteering and volunteers in indirect 

service settings not only save money but can create additional value within nonprofit 

organizations that are dominated by paid staff. Our findings reveal six drivers of the 

value added by volunteers that contribute to three overarching value themes: the 

complementary value of volunteers, the supplementary value of volunteering, and the 

ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering.  

The value-based framework of volunteering 
The complementary value of volunteering has to do with unique values that cannot be 

produced by paid staff. It is driven by three fundamental differences between 

volunteers and paid staff: differences in the relationship with the organization, 

differences in the nature of the work, and differences in the relationship with donors 

(and other stakeholders). This finding is consistent with literature suggesting that the 

unique propositions of volunteers make them non-interchangeable with paid staff 

(Brudney & Gazley, 2002; Carter Khal, 2019). Some of our findings specifically indicate 

that certain types of added value that have previously been found for direct service 

volunteers can also be observed in indirect service settings. Moreover, the findings 

suggest that specific types of value added by volunteers (e.g., perceived independence, 

credibility) are similar for both beneficiaries and donors (either current or potential). 

We also identified specific types of volunteer value that are likely to emerge only in 

indirect service settingsñmore specifically in charitable, activist, and campaigning 

organizations. òGenu-wishó is based on the donor-volunteer relationship, which, in 

some cases, might seem similar to the relationship between beneficiaries and volunteers 

(see e.g., Hoogervorst et al., 2015; Metz et al., 2016). It is important to note, however, 

that beneficiaries are unlikely to genuinely wish for a volunteer to perform a service for 

them. 

The supplementary value of volunteers could also be produced by paid staff, although 

it is enhanced by a number of aspects inherent to having volunteers in the organization. 

It is driven by three factors: more diversity, broader personal networks, and 

customization to multiple localities. This relates to the existing knowledge that 

volunteers usually come in larger numbers (as compared to paid staff), due to the part-

time character of their involvement (Pearce, 1983), as well as to the fact that their paid 
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job experience and education (whether current or past) are likely to differ from those 

of paid staff (Meijs et al., 2017). Consistent with previous studies (e.g., Lam & Kuperus, 

2007), our findings indicate that volunteers can make an organization more diverse.  

The ambidextrous value of volunteers volunteering is characterized by a combination 

of complementary and supplementary value. Our formulation of this value theme was 

inspired by the concept of organizational ambidexterity in organizational theory, where 

it is described as the importance or benefits of balancingñat times conflictingñroles 

that an organization must serve in order to be effective (see e.g., Luger et al., 2018; 

March, 1991; Peng, 2019). Within the context of volunteering, ambidextrous value can 

be regarded as a leveraged function of drivers from both the complementary and the 

supplementary value themes. Based on our data, we have identified three specific forms 

of value: innovation, legitimacy, and persuasion.  

 First, the innovation resulting from ambidextrous value results from the combination 

of a different relationship with the organization and more diversity. Due to the different 

character of their relationships with the organizations for which they volunteer, 

volunteers enjoy greater freedom to experiment, and their diversity enables them to 

bring in new ideas. Together, these characteristics can lead to innovation in a nonprofit 

organization (e.g., in terms of fundraising strategies). This is in line with the findings of 

other scholars, including de Wit and colleagues (2019), who found that volunteers are 

helpful for realizing innovations (e.g., new projects or improvements in current 

activities). Innovation by volunteers has also been observed within a variety of other 

contexts, including international scenarios (Perold et al., 2013), volunteering for open-

source software (Setia et al., 2012), and social entrepreneurship (Scheiber, 2016).  

Second, the different nature and broader personal networks of volunteers combine to 

enhance the legitimacy of the nonprofit organizations to which they contribute their 

efforts. This occurs as volunteers spread the organizationõs message to larger numbers 

of people within their networks. This finding is consistent with Handy and Greenspan 

(2009), who observe that òvolunteering, especially community-oriented events and 

services, increased the interactions of the organization with the wider community and 

thus enhanced its reputation and legitimacy within the communityó (p. 974). Research 

on the capacity of volunteers and volunteering to create legitimacy for their nonprofit 

organization is nevertheless scarce. 

 Third, the different character of the relationship between volunteers and donors 

combines with their capacity for customization to multiple localities adds the value of 

persuasion. According to our findings, volunteers are better able to persuade potential 

donors or volunteers to contribute their time or money to a given cause. This could 

possibly be due to a combination of closer proximity and higher levels of credibility. 

Although this specific value has yet to receive much attention in the volunteering 
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