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ABSTRACT 

Almost one-third of alf volunteer work in Australia takes place in sport and recreation 
organisations and much of this work is on committee or management tasks. Despite 
moves towards professionalisation and the employment of paid staff, many sporting 

organisations have problems with retention of volunteers. Organisational commitment 
has been found to be an important predictor of job performance, absenteeism and 
turnover in paid employment, but has not been studied extensively in voluntary 
associations. This article reports the findings of a study of the development of 
organisational commitment in relation to perceptions about the committee functioning 

amongst a sample of volunteer administrators. Organisational commitment and 
committee functioning are also examined as predictors of committee turnover amongst 
volunteers over a 12 month period. The article concludes with some policy and 
management implications for voluntary association committees and committee 
members. 

V
olunteers have been, and continue to be an integral and indispensable part of
the sport system in Australia. The organisation, administration and delivery of 

services in sport is reliant upon the willingness of a substantial number of individuals to 

contribute their time, skills and knowledge. Almost one-third of all volunteer work in 
Australia takes place in the sport and recreation sector. In a 1995 national household 

survey, 2,639,500 individuals had participated in voluntary work during the previous 

year (ABS, 1997). Of those, 828,000 had volunteered for sport and recreation 

organisations. Despite recent trends which have professionalised sports 
administration through the appointment of paid staff, just under one-half (403,600) of 
sport and recreation volunteers were involved in management/committee work. The 
importance of volunteers to the effective operation of the sport system is not difficult to 
establish. The purpose of this article is to present briefly, the findings of a study that 

examine committee turnover and levels of organisational commitment amongst 
volunteer committee members in sport (Cuskelly, 1996 and in press) and to discuss 

some implications for volunteer policies and management. 

Declining rates of volunteer retention? 

Evidence suggests that sporting organisations may be experiencing difficulties in 
the recruitment and retention of volunteers. In a South Australian study, 56% of 
sporting organisations indicated problems in retaining volunteers and 80% did not 
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have a volunteer recruitment policy (Daly, 1991 ). In evidence to an Commonwealth 
Government Inquiry into Sports Funding and Administration (1990), the Australian · 
Sports Commission stated that: 

Many sports administrators report that the greatest single impediment 
to servicing increased participation [in sport] is simply a lack of 
volunteers ... sporting bodies throughout Australia report severe 
strains in attracting, training and retaining volunteers (p. 120). 
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Volunteer retention is a problem for many organisations in the voluntary sector. 
Changing social and economic conditions (e.g. two income families), government 
policies and the legal environment have all contributed to low retention rates at a time 
when voluntary organisations are becoming increasingly important in our society. 
Many of the changing conditions that have contributed to low retention rates are 
beyond the direct control of most organisations. However, problems in the retention of 
volunteers may also be a symptom of declining levels of organisational commitment. 

Organisational commitment 

For some time organisational commitment has been important in understanding a 
range of behaviours within work organisations. Studies have linked organisational 
commitment to levels of job pertormance, absenteeism and turnover among 
employees (Mowday, Porter and Steers, 1982). The predispositions of individuals and 
their perceptions of organisational experiences are related to organisational 
commitment (Mathieu and Zajac, 1990). Organisational commitment has been studied 

to a much more limited extent in the voluntary sector (see Jenner, 1981 and 1984; 
Knoke, 1981: Pearce, 1993). Part of the solution to the problem of volunteer turnover 
may lie in developing a better understanding of the processes by which volunteers 
become committed to a sporting organisation. 

Researchers have attributed the level of commitment that an individual develops 
towards an organisation to behavioural or attitudinal factors, or a combination of both. 
The behavioural approach rests largely on the work of Becker (1960) and Salancik 
(1977). Becker postulated that commitment develops as a result of an individual's past 
behaviour and side-bets (sunk costs) which serve to bind that person to a particular 
organisation. The behavioural approach is characterised by consistent lines of activity 
in which commitment develops in response to what are perceived as the relative costs 
and benefits of long term organisational membership. For example, volunteers often 
form friendships within sporting dubs and might be reluctant to sever these ties by 
leaving the organisation. 

The attitudinal approach takes the view that organisational commitment is a form 
of effective attachment to an organisation. Buchanan (1974) characterised this form of 
commitment as a sense of identification, involvement and loyalty to an organisation or 
a role within an organisation. Mowday et al {1982) wrote that organisational 
commitment 'is the relative strength of an individual's identification with and 
involvement in a particular organisation'. Organisational commitment can be 
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characterised by '(a) a strong belief in and acceptance of the organization's goals and 
values; (b) a willingness to exert considerable effort on behalf of the organization: and, 
(c) a strong desire to maintain membership in the organization'. {p. 27). Meyer and
Allen (1991) developed a three-component model of organisational commitment. Put
simply, affective commitment embodies the notion that individuals become committed
because they wanted to. - Continuance commitment develops as a result of having to

become committed due to a lack of alternatives or the sacrifice of a high level of sunk
costs in order to leave an organisation. The basis of normative commitment is a result
of feeling one ought to be committed. Some volunteers develop strong emotional
attachments to sporting organisations, whereas others feel pressured or coerced into
volunteering their time. Organisational commitment develops through several career
stages and is characterised by increasing consistency among attitudes, perceptions
and behaviours as tenure in an organisation increases (Staw, 1980; Salancik, 1977).

Organisational commitment can be seen as a relatively low intensity and 
calculated relationship in which individuals weigh up the costs and rewards associated 
with their membership of an organisation {behavioural or calculative commitment). A 
volunteer who has a low level of commitment to a sporting organisation is more likely 
to leave, even if there is not another volunteer to fill their position. Attitudinally, 
organisational commitment is characterised by an intense and positive orientation to 
the organisation that typically develops within the affective domain. Because 
voluntary organisations have little control over the perceived rewards or benefits of 
being a volunteer, the development of organisational commitment as an attitudinal 
construct may have greater relevance to the study of volunteers than behavioural or 
calculative conceptualisations. 

Committee functioning 

The administration of most sporting clubs and associations is based largely on a 
committee system. Management committee work accounts for almost half of all 
voluntary activity in sport and recreation organisations. Committee meetings are 
important for achieving organisational goals and are necessary for the democratic 
operation of community-based organisations. 

However, sporting club volunteers can find themselves in the no-win situation of 
being part of a dysfunctional committee or being frustrated by the decisions of a 
committee to which they do not have any input. Descriptions of committees such as 'a 
committee is a collection of the unfit, appointed by the unwilling to perform the 
unnecessary·: or, 'the best committee is a five member committee with four members 
absent'; or. 'a camel is a horse designed by a committee', provide insights to how 
�ommittees are sometimes viewed by_sports participants. With such negative images 
of committees it is not surprising that people are reluctant to become involved as 
committee volunteers. 

Theories regarding· human relations are important to understanding the 
functioning of community-based sporting organisations because of the absence of 
financial rewards for participation by volunteers. A concern for the effects of different 
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types of organisational environments and managerial styles on the attitudes _and 
behaviour of organisational members led to the development of several theories which 
classify styles and systems of management. Blake and Mouton (1978), Herzberg, 
Mausner and Snyderman (1967), Likert and Likert (1976), MacGregor {1960) and 
Schein (1988) have identified the need for organisations to be responsive to individual 
needs, participative and democratic, if they are to be effective in motivating 
organisational members. Sporting organisations that develop and maintain a positive 
committee environment should develop greater levels of organisational commitment 
than committees that are less functional or even dysfunctional. 

A study of organisational commitment and committee functioning 

A study was conducted to examine volunteer turnover amongst committee 
members and to measure the influence of committee functioning in the development of 
organisational commitment (Cuskelly, 1996). To this end, the following questions were 
addressed by this study. Is organisational commitment best predicted by personal 
characteristics, the structural attributes of sporting organisations or the perceptions of 
volunteers about committee functioning? Which of these variables are the best 
predictors of volunteer turnover? What are the policy implications of these findings for 
the management of volunteers and committees? 

Data was collected using questionnaires completed by sports administrators on 
three occasions over a twelve month period. An adapted version of the 9-item 
organisational commitment questionnaire (OCQ) short-form (Mowday et al 1982) was 
used to measure organisational commitment (see Appendix A). Perceived committee 
functioning was measured using a 25-item scale (see Appendix A) based largely on 
the work group functioning scale developed by Cammann et al (1983). Data for a 
number of structural, behavioural and demographic characteristics was collected. The 
subjects were also asked why they initially chose to volunteer and why they continued 
to volunteer as an administrator. A total of 52 organisations were visited after being 
randomly selected from records held by local and state government authorities. The 
organisations sampled consisted of 40 local sporting clubs (77%), six district or 
regional sporting organisations (11.5%), and six state-level sporting organisations 
(11.5%). Questionnaires were distributed to all committee members in each of the 52 
organisations. A total of 469 subjects initially consented to participate in the study and 
328 completed all three questionnaires (69.9%). 

RESULTS 

Demographic details of the sample 

The largest proportions of the sample were aged 40-49 years, male, married, had 
completed post-secondary education, and were employed in management, 
administration or a profession. The volunteers had been members of their club or 
association for a mean of nine years, had five years committee experience and had 
held their current position on the committee for three years. When their sport was 
'in-season', club level administrators contributed an average of 5.9 hours per week and 
their counterparts at the district, regional or state level contributed 7.1 hours per week. 
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The average rate of committee turnover for the 12-month period of the study was 
30% and ranged from zero to 100%. Committee turnover was computed by counting 
the number of volunteers who had left their committee during the data collection period 
and dividing that number by the total number of committee members. 

Predictors of organisational commitment 

Multiple regression analysis was used to ascertain which variables were best able 
to predict organisational commitment. Of the behavioural characteristics the number of 
years an individual had been a member of their organisation, how many hours per 

week they put into their role as a volunteer and rate of meeting attendance were the 
best predictors of organisational commitment. Older administrators and retirees were 
more committed to their organisation and those with higher levels of education and 
occupational status were less committed. Of the structural attributes of organisations, 
commitment was positively related to the number of years a club or association had 
been established, the size of its total annual income·, and whether it employed an 
administrator. 

Perceived committee functioning (process characteristics) and organisational 
commitment were each measured on three occasions over a twelve-month period. 
Volunteers who perceived that their committee was functioning more positively later 
reported higher levels of organisational commitment. It could be argued that those 
who are more highly committed would perceive their committee to be functioning more 
positively. However, this was not the case and it was concluded that organisational 
commitment was an outcome of perceptions about committee processes amongst 
volunteers. The scale items used to measure perceived committee functioning and 
organisational commitment are displayed in Appendix A. The influence of perceived 
committee functioning on organisational commitment was still evident after all other 
significant predictors were entered into the multiple regression models. 

Predictors of committee turnover 

Using discriminant function analysis, organisational commitment and the personal, 
structural and process characteristics (committee functioning) were used to predict 
volunteer turnover. Higher rates of turnover were associated with smaller 
orga_nisations and committees and a higher number of meetings per year. However, 
the best predictors of turnover were organisational commitment and perceived 
committee functioning. The organisational commitment and perceived committee 
functioning scores for 'stayers' and 'leavers' were the same at time 1, but had 
decreased significantly amongst the 'leavers' when next measured (time 2), prior to 
their leaving the committee. New committee recruits were also found to have 
significantly lower organisational commitment scores than those with more committee 
experience, but were not significantly more or less likely to stay or leave. 
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Policy implications for the management of volunteers and committees 

This study explored the problem of volunteer turnover from the perspective of the 
development of organisational commitment. It sought to contribute to a better . 
understanding of the organisational commitment and turnover of volunteers in sport. 
On the basis of its findings there are a number of policy implications for the 
management of volunteers and committees in voluntary organisations. 

Committee management 

In order to develop higher levels of organisational commitment, committees need 
to develop and maintain an environment that is welcoming, makes its members feel 
part of the organisation, ensures democratic decision making and open group 
processes. With reference to the perceived committee functioning scale items (see 
Appendix A) this would best be achieved by developing processes that ensure 
volunteer administrators have a clear understanding of the organisation's goals, 
adequate opportunities to use their skills and experience, and equitable input to 
decision making. Committees should pay close attention to how they resolve the 
conflicts that inevitably occur between committee members. There is a need for 
committee processes to balance the achievement of organisational goals with the 
maintenance of a functional committee environment that is not averse to a critical 
examination of its own processes. 

Committee chairpersons have an important role to play. Committees are 
psychological groups that progress from the initial entry of members through 
recognisable stages of development to high levels of integration (Sessoms and 
Stevenson, 1981 ). Many committees consist of individuals who have recently joined 
the group as well as others who may have held committee positions over a number of 
years or even decades. Although not addressed in this study, chairpersons should be 
trained to ensure that the committees which they chair make efforts to accommodate 
individuals with varying degrees of experience, wide ranging expectations and, at 
times, divergent points of view. 

Managing volunteers and the role of volunteer managers 

Volunteers have uncertain roles because they are simultaneously owners, workers 
and clients of their organisation (Pearce, 1993). Not only are volunteer administrators 
responsible for the overall management of a sporting club or association, volunteers 
themselves are often managed or supervised by other volunteers. They are often 
unclear about the lines of responsibility and authority within their organisation. Their 
feeling of 'uncertainty is exacerbated by the egalitarian cultures of these organizations 
that emphasize independence and autonomy' (Pearce, 1993: 169). 

In a process modelled largely on work organisations, where most of the research 
into organisational commitment has been conducted, a volunteer manager is often 
appointed to determine where volunteers are needed, prepare job descriptions and 
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plan recruitment strategies, Employees are appointed to positions because they have 
particular skills and abilities and are paid to fulfil what are often quite clearly specified 
roles within an organisation. A problem for volunteer managers is that committee 
members, in contrast to employees, are often elected to a position. They may not have 
the necessary skills or abilities to fulfil a role particularly when the role is not clearly 
defined in the first place. At times volunteers are recruited, not because they possess 
certain skills or abilities, but because an organisation needs an extra 'pair of hands'. 
Though not examined in this study, even when volunteers are carefully matched to 
jobs, they will not necessarily develop a strong sense of organisational commitment. 
The time and effort put into sporting organisations by volunteers has to be balanced 
with family, career and other demands. Many volunteers in this study were aged 30 to 
50 years, married, and worked in management or the professions. A recent report 
based on figures from the ABS stated that over the past 15 years the proportion of men 
working 49 hours per week has almost doubled and the number of women in this 
category has trebled. The 'economy is generating more demanding professional and 
managerial jobs' (Dusevic, 1995, p.1). 

A volunteer whose level of commitment has declined may already have made the 
decision to leave an organisation and simply be waiting for an appropriate time to do 
so. The decision to leave may be one of personal choice brought on by other 
demands. such as increased family or work responsibilities, from dissatisfaction with 
the sporting organisation itself or a feeling of having done enough for the organisation. 
Even experienced and highly committed volunteers can be challenged by another 
member and possibly voted out of office. Most sporting clubs and associations 
continually need to find recruits, irrespective of the level of organisational commitment 
of current volunteers. 

Coping with volunteer turnover 

The average rate of committee turnover observed in this study indicated that some 
sporting organisations experienced levels of turnover that would have resulted in 
shortages in the supply of volunteer labour. Such shortages can disrupt the operation 
of a sporting club or association. Very high levels of turnover, such as levels of 
turnover at or approaching 100% observed in this study, can seriously threaten the 
continued existence of an organisation and the sporting opportunities that it provides to 
the community. Volunteers who stay, may feel resentful of the work load they have 
been left to carry. The recruitment of new committee members brings fresh points of 
view. and may also help to ease the burden carried by a highly committed and 
long-standing core of volunteers. However, it was not an aim of this study to establish 
a level of turnover that achieved a balance between organisational renewal or 
development and organisational instability. 

The number of recent recruits (volunteers with less than one year of experience) is 
a further indicator of recent levels of committee turnover. In this study, recent recruits 
had significantly lower levels of organisational commitment than volunteers who had 
served more than one year. New recruits are often saddled with the least desirable 
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roles when they first jom a committee and may also find it hard to know what the 
organisation expects of them. This may lead new committee members to question 
their level of organisational commitment, until they can confirm whether or not they 
have made the right decision in joining the committee. A number of studies in wor1< 
organisations have demonstrated the heightened importance of early organisational 
experience� for new recruits in the development of commitment (e.g., Meyer and Allen, 
1991 ). 

Governments are funding sport at unprecedented levels, but this is coupled with 
increased accountability and administrative workloads. Such policies may be 
contributing to the higher rates of turnover observed amongst sporting organisations at 
the club level. Local sporting clubs that rely solely an volunteers find it difficult ta 
access many funding schemes. As a result, they continue to operate from a position 
of being under-resourced and struggle to deal with turnover amongst the ranks of their 
volunteers. 

Conclusion 

Volunteers are ver; important to the Australian sports system and need to be 
better understood by the sporting clubs and associations that rely on them to organise, 
manage and deliver their services. The purpose of this article was to report the 
findings and some implications of a study that examined committee turnover, 
perceptions about committee functioning and levels of organisational commitment 
amongst volunteer committee members in sport. Volunteers become more committed 
to sporting organisations when they are made to feel welcome and part of the group. 

They develop a stronger sense of commitment to sporting organisations that 
function in a positive manner, use open decision making processes, resolve rather 
than suppress conflicts and are not afraid to examine group processes. For committee 
'stayers', levels of organisational commitment were higher and perceptions about 
committee functioning were more positive than they were for committee 'leavers'. 

In conclusion, just as it is important to understand the development of commitment 
amongst employees in work organisations, it is necessar; for voluntary associations to 
understand the processes by which volunteers become organisationally committed. 
Clearly, the development of attitudes towards organisations is a result of complex 
processes in work and voluntar,; association settings. Further research efforts must 
take account of the organisational, behavioural and attitudinal factors that differentiate 
voluntar; associations from work organisations. 
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Appendix A1 

Organisational Commitment Questionnaire (OCQ) short-form scale Items 

/ 

1. I am wil:ing to put in a great deal of effort beyond that normally eX"pected in order to help this 
sporting organisation be successful. 

2. I 'talk up' this sporting organisation to my friends as a great organisation to volunteer for.
3. I would accept almost any task in order to keep volunteering for this sporting organisation. 
4. I find that my values and this sporting organisation's values are very similar.
5 I am proud to tell others that I am part of this sporting organisation. 
6. This sporting organisation really inspires the very best in me by way of my performance as a 

volunteer.
7. I am extremely glad that I chose to become a member this sporting organisation.
8. I really care about the fate of this sporting organisation.
9. For me this is the best of all possible sporting organisations for which to volunteer. 

Perceived Committee Functioning Questionnaire Scale Items 

1. I feel I am really part of this committee.
2. Members of this committee know exactly what things have to get done.
3. Members who offer new ideas on this committee are likely lo get 'clobbered'.
4. Committee members are afraid to eX"press their real views.
5. Each member of this committee has a clear idea of the goals. 
6. If we have a decision to make, everyone is involved in making ii.
7. Committee members tell each other the way they are feeling.
8. Some of the people on this committee have no respect for others. 
9. In this committee everyone's opinion gets listened to.
10. I look forward to being with the members of this committee. 
11. There are feelings among members of this committee which tend to pull the group apart. 
12. There is constant bickering on this committee.
13. When conflicts occur they are either suppressed or ignored. 
14. The goals of this sporting organization are not well accepted by committee members. 
15. The important decisions do not get made by the committee of this sporting organization.
16. The knowledge, skills and experiences of individual members are utilized by the committee. 
17. Decision making rests with only part of this committee.
18. There is a high degree of mutual trust among members of the committee. 
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19. The goals of this organization were discussed openly by the committee when they were being
formulated. 

20. Conflicts are resolved on this committee by dominating the dissenter.
21. Most committee members listen to each other during discussions. 
22. Committee members are stereotyped and rigid in their roles.
23. Committee members do not feel afraid of appearing foolish by putting forward creative ideas.
24. Committee members feel free to eX"press their ideas about how the committee operates.
25. The focus of this committee is how to get the job done and not who is in control. 

1Tables detailing factor loadings, reliability coefficients, correlation coefficients and multiple regression
statistics are available by contacting the author. Negatively worded scale items on the Perceived 
Committee Functioning Questionnaire were reverse-coded prior to computing a mean committee 
functioning score. 
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