
Enhancing volunteer retention      1

 

VOLUNTEER LIFE BALANCE AND THE FLEXIBLE FIRM: KEY 

DRIVERS IN A FRAMEWORK TO ENHANCE VOLUNTEER 

RETENTION 

 

Leonie Lockstone 

Victoria University  

 

Kirsten Holmes 

Curtin University 

 

Margaret Deery 

Victoria University 

 

Leo Jago 

Victoria University 

 

ABSTRACT  

This paper examines the trend towards flexible, episodic volunteer opportunities, 

which impacts on tourism organisations who are dependant on volunteers to deliver 

their services. Tourism organisations have to compete with personal, work and 

leisure commitments for volunteers’ time. This paper is conceptual and brings 

together the literatures on flexibility, work life balance and leisure constraints to 

develop the concept of the Volunteer Life Balance (VLB). Using the idea of the VLB 

we examine which factors spill over into the time available for volunteering and we 

present the key barriers to volunteer participation. These barriers can be 

intrapersonal, interpersonal and structural and can also vary according the 

volunteer’s life stage. By identifying these barriers we are able to suggest factors 

which would facilitate volunteer participation and increase volunteer retention.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Volunteers are important to a range of tourism organisations including attractions 

(Deery, Jago & Shaw, 1997; Edwards, 2005; Holmes, 2003; Lockstone, 2005; Smith, 

2003); visitor information centres (Jago & Deery, 2002); parks and recreation (Propst, 

Jackson & McDonough, 2003; Uriely, Schwartz, Cohen & Reichel, 2002); and 

volunteer helpers at events and festivals (Elstad, 2003; Farrell, Johnston & Twynam, 

1998; Green & Chalip, 2004; Harrington, Cuskelly & Auld, 2000). In addition, 

volunteers are often the first people who tourists meet in a destination, whether as 

airport or cruise ship “meeter and greeters”, campground hosts or in visitor 

information centres. Volunteer recruitment and retention are therefore key concerns 

for many tourism organisations and destinations. 

 

From an academic perspective, the study of volunteers in tourism has, to date, been 

somewhat piecemeal, focused around two elements: tourists volunteering at their 

holiday destination (volunteer tourism), and members of resident communities 

volunteering with local tourism organisations (tourism volunteering). This paper 

focuses on the latter perspective. Traditionally, tourism volunteering commitments 

have been seen as sustained or continuous, with volunteers often working for the 

same organisation over an extended period of time. In this way volunteers mirrored 

traditional long-term working relationships between employers and employees in 

the mainstream remunerated economy. More recently there has been 

acknowledgment of more disparate forms of commitment and volunteering 

(Brudney, 2005; Merrill, 2006), perhaps reflecting wider short-termism in 

employment relationships generally or what Watson, Buchanan, Campbell and 

Briggs (2003) describe as fragmentation in working and personal life. What is most 

relevant here is episodic volunteering where commitment is on a one-off basis or for 

a specific time period, although volunteers may return to the same organisation over 

time (Bryen & Madden, 2006; Handy, Brodeur & Cnaan, 2006; Macduff, 2005). This 

may also be considered a form of project-based leisure, where participants engage in 
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a serious leisure activity for a finite period of time (Stebbins, 2005). This form of 

volunteering better conceptualises the activities of those volunteering at cultural or 

other events. The trend is supported by data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS), which suggests that although the number of volunteers overall has increased, 

the number of hours volunteered by each individual has declined (ABS, 2007). In 

terms of Watson et al (2003) analysis, the volunteering episode, therefore, may be 

seen as a fragment within a series of disjointed life experiences also reflecting, in 

part, Bauman’s (2005) concept of liquidity in contemporary living that is part of an 

increasing trend in all forms of life including work and leisure. 

 

This paper examines the notion of the work life balance for paid workers and adapts 

this for the volunteer workforce by introducing the concept of the Volunteer Life 

Balance (VLB). The literature on flexible volunteering, work life balance and leisure 

constraints are brought together to form a model for examining the factors which 

enhance or detract from VLB, ultimately impacting on volunteer retention. This 

paper presents the conceptual framework for a larger project which will test this idea 

empirically. 

 

Data on volunteer participation shows that available time is the key influence on 

propensity to volunteer and factors such as paid work, family commitments and 

leisure activities affect the amount of time for volunteering for both current and 

potential volunteers (Gaskin, 2003; Merrill, 2006). Lack of extra time is a key barrier 

to volunteering among young people, those in employment and those with high 

household incomes (McClintock, 2004). Western countries have ageing populations, 

with growing numbers of retired but active individuals (ABS, 2005; Self & Zealey, 

2007). While this would suggest that there is a growing recruitment pool for 

volunteers, this segment of the population is also more affluent and has many more 

opportunities and demands on their free time in retirement. Tourism organisations 

have to compete with family commitments, continued work, increased mobility and 

many other leisure possibilities for their volunteers. 
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There is some evidence that volunteers are increasingly choosing more flexible forms 

of volunteering (Volunteering Australia, 2006). The concept of flexibility has been 

applied to a wide range of issues and levels of analysis (Atkinson, 1984; Blyton & 

Morris, 1991; Hakim, 1990; Geary, 1992; Kelliher & Riley 2002; Reilly, 1998). Its 

theoretical development and application, however, has largely been undertaken in 

the context of paid manufacturing workforce environments although there is some 

evidence of application in terms of the low-paid service sector (Guerrier & 

Lockwood, 1989; Lai & Baum, 2005; Timo, 2001). The opportunity exists to 

understand and evaluate the roles, functions and structure of volunteer groups in 

terms of various forms of flexibility, namely, functional, temporal and numerical. 

Functional flexibility involves workers utilising multiple skills, working jobs at 

different skill levels or shifting between functions. Specific practices associated with 

functional flexibility include job enlargement, job enrichment and job rotation. In 

contrast, numerical flexibility involves adapting the size of the workforce readily 

and at short notice in response to the prevailing level of economic activity. These less 

secure practices include casual work and fixed-term contracts. Temporal flexibility 

adjusts the quantity and timing of existing staff resources (Rimmer & Zappala, 1988). 

It is closely associated with numerical flexibility but does not utilise additional 

workers to meet workload fluctuations. Examples of temporal practices include 

shift-work, flexitime, part-time work and voluntary-reduced hours. 

 

All these forms of flexibility are incorporated in Atkinson’s (1984) Flexible Firm 

model, which has been the dominant contributor to the flexibility debate (Cappelli, 

1995). Its segmented nature aligns the achievement of functional flexibility to ‘core’ 

labour market positions (predominantly full-time workers) and numerical and 

temporal forms of flexibility to ‘peripheral’ positions. The extent of critical and 

applied research undertaken in relation to this model is substantial. Tourism and 

hospitality are a particular focus of this effort (Guerrier & Lockwood, 1989; 

Holloway & Davies, 2001; Kelliher, 1989; Lowry, 2001).  
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Critics of the flexibility research have argued that researchers have typically focused 

flexibility from the employer’s view at the expense of employees (Walsh & Deery, 

1997). Reilly (2001) and Sheridan and Conway (2001) both emphasise the importance 

of negotiating between employer and employee interests in their theoretical work on 

mutual flexibility. Many commentators (Houseman, 2001; Tailby, 1999) have 

acknowledged the benefits (or costs dependent upon whose perspective is being 

adopted) of flexibility for employers and employees and, in doing so, have 

unmasked the potential incompatibilities of interest. This has been somewhat 

addressed by studies of the work-life balance for paid employees. In the context of 

volunteering research, Lockstone, Smith and Baum (2007) noted there has been little 

attempt to examine whether such mutual flexibility exists between organisations and 

their volunteer staff.  

 

The need for a work life balance for volunteers is even more pertinent as volunteers 

are not paid workers. While it has been argued that as volunteers are not paid they 

have a different psychological contract than paid employees (Holmes, 2003), the 

nature of the volunteers’ psychological contract has rarely been investigated. It is 

clear that volunteers do develop psychological contracts with their organisations and 

they will respond to perceived breaches in these contracts by changing their 

behaviour by, for example, reducing their hours (Starnes, 2007). In this paper we first 

examine how far the idea of flexibility has been applied to volunteer programs; next 

we review the inhibitors of achieving a work life balance for paid workers. We next 

review the barriers to volunteering; we consider the concept of volunteering as a 

leisure activity and the constraints towards leisure participation. Finally, we bring 

together these different literatures to adapt the idea of work life balance for the 

volunteer workforce by introducing the concept of VLB.  

 

THE TREND TOWARDS FLEXIBLE VOLUNTEERING 

 

It has been suggested that the organisation of formal volunteering often requires a 

high degree of operational flexibility (Geber, 1991) and that for volunteers and paid 
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staff, working in the voluntary sector generally demands a flexible approach (Gann, 

1996). As noted above, there is evidence that volunteers are increasingly taking up 

flexible volunteering opportunities. Analysis of UK data found that, whilst regular 

volunteering has remained relatively static, overall, people were giving more time, 

but volunteering in more transient and flexible ways (nfpSynergy, 2005). Similarly, 

while more Australians are volunteering, the median weekly hours of voluntary 

work has decreased (ABS, 2007); Bryen and Madden (2006) suggest this trend 

supports the growth of short-term volunteering assignments. Fourth-fifths of current 

volunteers surveyed by Volunteering Australia (2006) identified that flexible 

volunteering hours were important to them. 

 

Flexible options are seen as particularly important for increasing activity in segments 

of the population that traditionally have a low propensity to volunteer. Flexible 

scheduling is regarded as crucial for encouraging more young people to volunteer 

(Gaskin, 1998; 2003) and can reduce the barriers to volunteering for culturally 

diverse youths (Calgary Immigrant Aid Society, 2005). Similarly, time flexibility is a 

desire for older volunteers (Gaskin, 2003; Warburton & Cordingley, 2004), 

particularly Baby Boomers (nfpSynergy, 2005) who often feel they do not have 

enough time to volunteer and do not want to commit to volunteering long term 

(Esmond, 2001). 

 

In response to changing demands and needs of volunteers, organisations are 

developing a range of flexible volunteering opportunities (Gaskin, 2003) that are 

“short term, time specific and flexible” (Esmond 2001, p. v). Borgiattino (2005) 

identifies flexibility as one of six success factors necessary to increase participation in 

volunteering. Australian organisations involving volunteers seem to have 

recognised this demand for flexibility, variously offering flexible hours, short term, 

and once-off opportunities (Volunteering Australia, 2006). Virtual volunteering 

options are proposed as a way of introducing flexibility in both temporal and 

geographical terms (McClintock, 2004; Merrill, 2006). 
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The types of strategies recommended to increase flexibility predominantly relate to 

temporal flexibility, suggesting one-off, short-term or drop-in volunteering (Gaskin, 

2003), or volunteering at times outside traditional (paid) working hours (The Urban 

Institute 2004). Macduff (1991) first coined the term ‘episodic volunteering’ to refer 

to one-off volunteering assignments which offer a flexible relationship with an 

organisation and Hustinx and Lammertyn (2004, p. 568) use ‘distant’ to describe 

volunteer participation that is characterised by loose, infrequent, short-term and 

activities-based involvement. More recently, it has been recognised that, whilst the 

volunteering activities may be short-term, the volunteers may return or re-engage 

with a single organisation in a series of episodic relationships (Handy et al., 2006; 

Macduff, 2005). Bryen and Madden (2006) use the term ‘bounce-back’ to describe 

this situation, and draw parallels with the factors influencing retention of continuous 

volunteers while also arguing that the “notion of episodic volunteering as distinct 

from traditional volunteering is gaining ground in the literature” (p.10).  

 

In addition to the temporal flexibility offered by episodic volunteering opportunities, 

Gaskin (2003) also suggests having a flexible rota system that recognises that 

volunteers can often make only a limited commitment. Numerical flexibility can be 

achieved through a pool of volunteers (Gaskin, 2003) so demands are not 

unrelenting and Borgiattino's (2005) recommendation for flexibility in terms of work 

content could be interpreted as functional. 

 

Despite recognition of the importance of flexibility to recruiting and retaining 

volunteers (Gaskin, 2003), very few studies have linked the underlying tenets of 

specific flexibility theories to volunteering. An exception is Lockstone (2005) who 

after due consideration of the seminal works of Atkinson (1984) and Piore and Sabel 

(1984), developed and tested a model of convergent flexibility specifically with 

volunteer settings in mind. Convergence, in this instance, was the degree of 

alignment between flexibility practices in terms of their assessed availability and 

value. The study highlighted a positive link between functional flexibility practices 
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and the job satisfaction outcomes of volunteers and paid workers in the museums 

sector.  

 

Flexibility is important for volunteers and paid staff because of the need to balance 

work, leisure and life commitments. We now examine the literature on work life 

balance among paid employees and note both constraints and facilitators of 

achieving this.  

 

THE WORK LIFE BALANCE 

 

Research into the issues surrounding work life balance has become widespread with 

much of the research focusing on the causes of the conflict between work and life 

and some research addresses strategies to overcome the conflict. Lewis (2003) argues 

that the boundaries between work and home are fairly weak and suggests that stress 

at work can spill over and affect home life. As Lewis states, the term ‘work-life’ 

emerged during the 1990s, but has since been replaced by the concept of work and 

family, with a greater focus on personal life. In the context of this paper, the term 

‘work’ relates to the tourism employment environment. This is an important context 

because of the high degree of interpersonal contact required in such an environment 

and therefore the possibility of greater stress caused through person to person 

contact. It is also an environment, especially in the hospitality sector, where the 

working conditions involve long and unsocial working hours with low pay and poor 

industry image (Pratten & O’Leary, 2007). While volunteers within tourism 

organisations and events are frequently involved in front of house roles as well they 

are unlikely to be exposed to the same stress levels as paid staff. 

 

As stated earlier, much of the research into work life balance focuses on the causes of 

the conflict which can emerge from balancing work and life.  These causes include 

time pressures (Mauno & Kinnunen, 1999), lack of flexibility (Lewis, 2003), financial 

pressures, employer pressures, demographics (White, Hill, McGovern, Mills & 

Smearton, 2003), increased work loads and stressful work (MacInnes, 2006; Roberts, 



Enhancing volunteer retention      9

2007) and new technology (Roberts, 2007). A summary of the causes and 

consequences of conflict between work and life are summarised in Table 1 below. 

 

Table 1: Nature, Causes, Consequences and Sources of Work Life Balance 
Determinants Nature of the 

Balance 
Consequences/Impact Source 

Organisational factors: 
• Demands of 

work 
• Culture of work 

 
 
 
• Demands of 

work 
• Culture of home 

 
 
 

Subjective Indicators 
• Balance- 

emphasis equally 
on home and 
work 

 
 
• Balance- work 

central 
 
 
 
• Balance – home 

central 

Work satisfaction/ 
commitment and retention 
 
Life satisfaction 
 
Mental health/ well-being/ 
marital stress/employee 
turnover/ fatigue 
 
Stress/illness 
 
Part-time employment 

Guest (2004); White 
et al. (2003); Roberts 
( 2007) 
 
Sointu (2005) 
 
Mauno & Kinnunen 
(1998); White et al. 
(2003);  Stacup & 
Pearson (2001); 
Iverson & Zatrick 
(2007); De Cieri et 
al. (2005) 
 
Tomlinson (2006); 
Felstead et al. 
(2002); Warren ( 
2004) 

Individual Factors 
• Work orientation 
• Personality 
• Energy 
• Personal control 

and coping 
• Gender 
• Age 
• Life and career 

stage 

Spillover and/or 
interference of work to 
home 
 
 
Spillover and/or 
interference of home to 
work 
 
 
 

Performance/ behaviour at 
work 
Performance/ behaviour at 
home 
 
Impact on others at work 
Impact on others at home 

 
Huang et al. ( (2007) 
 
 
 
Wang & Walumbwa 
(2007); Tomlinson 
(2006) 
MacInnes (2007) 
 
Lyness & Kropf 
(2005) 

 Objective Indicators 
• Hours of work 
• ‘Free’ time 
• Family roles 

 White et al. (2003); 
Ponzellini (2007) 
 

 

 

Research examining the relationship between volunteers and life balance is limited 

although the work undertaken by Mellor, Hayashi, Stokes, Firth, Lake, Staples, 

Chambers and Cummings (2008) examines volunteering in relation to the concepts 

of personal and neighbourhood wellbeing. This study found that volunteers had 

higher level of wellbeing than non-volunteers and volunteers also exhibited more 

positive psychological attributes than did non-volunteers. They were more 
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extroverted, less neurotic, more optimistic, and had greater perceived control than 

non-volunteers (p. 11). Mellor et al. (2008) also found that volunteers were less 

stressed than non-volunteers and given that non-volunteers had a lower wellbeing 

score than the volunteer respondents, they argue that their findings may suggest a 

link between low wellbeing decreasing a person’s propensity to volunteer. While 

volunteers are likely to be sheltered from the stresses experienced by paid staff in 

similar roles, they are affected by many of the issues raised in the literature which 

impact negatively on work life balance. Volunteers have been equally affected by 

increasing legislation, such as child protection, the need for greater accountability 

which generates additional paperwork and advances in technology calling for new 

skills (Nichols et al, 2005). 

 

BARRIERS TO VOLUNTEERING 

 

Previous research has identified three main barriers to volunteering: lack of interest, 

lack of time and ill-health (Sundeen, Raskoff & Garcia, 2007). We are primarily 

interested in individuals who want to volunteer in this study; hence we will not 

address lack of interest as barrier. Overwhelmingly, lack of time has been cited as 

the main barrier to volunteering among individuals who may want to volunteer 

(Low, Butt, Ellis Paine, Davis Smith, 2007, Musick & Wilson, 2008). This contrasts 

with ‘having time to spare’ as the second most cited motivation for new volunteers 

(Low et al., 2007). This barrier has received additional credence as it is most likely 

cited by people in full-time employment, with an American study finding that twice 

as many adults in employment wished to have more time to volunteer than 

unemployed or retired people (Kohut, 1997). Paid employment per se does not 

necessarily prevent an individual from volunteering as studies also show that people 

with part time jobs are more likely to be volunteers than those not in the labour force 

(ABS, 2007; US Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2005). In addition, people in full time 

occupations with more flexible time schedules are also more able to fit some 

volunteering into their lives (Musick & Wilson, 2008). Full time paid employment is 

not, however, the only factor which may reduce an individual’s time available to 
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volunteer. Putnam (2000) lists the length of time spent commuting to and from work 

as a major barrier to involvement in community affairs. Data from the Netherlands 

found that the more time men (this did not appear to affect women’s propensity to 

volunteer) spent socialising, on housework and childcare also reduced their 

available time for volunteering (DeHart & Dekker, 1999). Family commitments, 

obligations such as housework and other leisure activities all contribute towards this 

time squeeze (Musick & Wilson, 2008). Intriguingly, Edwards (2005) found in her 

study of museum volunteers that while one group reported that they were 

motivated to volunteer having the time available, a second group said that they had 

made the time available because they had wanted to volunteer for the organisation. 

 

A third common barrier to volunteering is poor health and age with Australian data 

showing that respondents in good health are more likely to volunteer (ABS, 2007; 

Warburton et al., 1998). While older people are more likely to have more free time 

due to retirement from paid work they are also more likely to cite poor health as a 

reason for not volunteering (Lasby, 2004). A UK survey (Low et al., 2007) reported 

the other reasons for not volunteering as ‘put off by the bureaucracy’, ‘worried about 

risk/liability’ and ‘Don’t know how to find out about getting involved’. These last 

three barriers could be considered perceptual rather than actual, which could be 

overcome by organisations seeking to increase individuals’ propensity to volunteer.  

 

VOLUNTEERING AS LEISURE 

  

A stream of research has argued that many forms of volunteering are leisure 

activities rather than unpaid work. The idea of volunteering as a leisure activity 

finds its origins in the US with Henderson’s (1981) study of volunteerism  and this 

conceptualisation has been further developed by studies of volunteers in various 

leisure settings (Elstad, 2003; Graham, 2000; Holmes, 2001). Henderson divides all 

the time available in the day into four categories: paid work; work-related time, such 

as travel; obligatory time, such as sleeping and unobligated free time (Henderson, 

1981). Since volunteering is not paid work, she argues that it takes place within the 
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last category of unobligated free time, the same category as leisure (Henderson, 1981; 

Stebbins, 1996). It is, however, important to note that not all volunteering could be 

described as leisure, Parker (1997) for example argues that volunteering in order to 

gain work experience leading to paid employment is not a form of leisure and 

corporate volunteering, where employees volunteer during work time, could also be 

excluded.  

 

Most forms of tourism volunteering take place during the volunteer’s leisure time 

rather than work time, even where the volunteer has used paid holidays to 

volunteer, for example, for events such as the Melbourne Commonwealth Games 

(Lockstone & Baum, 2006). In addition, studies of volunteer motivation within 

tourism contexts rarely report work experience as the main motive (Holmes, 2003), 

rather volunteers are seeking social contact, the opportunity to pursue a personal 

interest and personal achievement (Edwards, 2005; Holmes, 2003; Johnston, 

Twynam, & Farrell, 1999/2000). Finally, volunteering when viewed as a leisure 

activity must not involve coercion or disagreeable obligation although it may be 

challenging and involve the need to persevere (Stebbins, 2007). In the latter case it 

could be classed as serious or project-based leisure (Stebbins 1996; 2007). Serious 

leisure is any leisure activity which involves considerable, ongoing effort on behalf 

of the participant but offers a range of intangible rewards including personal 

development, entry into a social world and skills development. Sustained tourism 

volunteering in museums, visitor information centres and visitor attractions can be 

viewed this way. While a serious leisure activity normally involves the pursuit of a 

career over time, engaging in a short term but similarly demanding and rewarding 

activity such as volunteering at an event may be classed as project-based leisure 

(Stebbins, 2007). One-off acts of volunteering are considered as casual leisure and do 

not offer the same rewards as serious or project-based leisure (Stebbins, 2007). 
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LEISURE CONSTRAINTS 

 

If volunteering is viewed a form of leisure, then it is important to consider the 

barriers and constraints on leisure participation which may impact on volunteers. 

Constraints to leisure participation have received significant attention from 

researchers in the 1990s and 2000s (Schneider & Stanis, 2007). Leisure constraints can 

be defined as “factors that are assumed by researchers and perceived or experienced 

by individuals to limit the formation of leisure preferences and to inhibit or prohibit 

leisure participation and enjoyment in leisure.” (Jackson, 1997, p. 461). Three forms 

of constraints have been identified: intrapersonal, interpersonal and structural with 

research uncovering complex relationships between these factors, constraints, 

preferences and participation. Intrapersonal constraints are internal to the individual 

and are psychological; interpersonal constraints include interactions with others and 

structural constraints arise from the environmental factors such as the proximity of 

leisure facilities and time available for leisure. Some examples of particularly 

stressful leisure constraints include fear of violence and racism, as experienced in 

some sports.  

 

Research in the UK identified the main reasons for non-participation in a range of 

leisure activities such as arts attendance and arts participation, visiting museums 

and galleries, visiting the historic environment and active participation in sport as 

‘lack of interest’, ‘it’s difficult to find the time’, ‘health isn’t good enough’ and ‘it 

costs too much’ (DCMS, 2006).  Conversely respondents reported that they would 

increase their participation rates if they had more free time and more activities close 

to where they live. Similar research on sports participation in Australia (Linacre, 

2007) found that lack of time, lack of interest, injury and age were the key barriers to 

participation among non or occasional sports participants. There was variation over 

the causes of time pressures, with work cited more frequently as a barrier by male 

respondents and family demands cited more by female respondents.  
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Constraints do not necessarily prevent participation in leisure so researchers have 

also examined how individuals accommodate and negotiate these constraints and 

coping mechanisms for dealing with stressful constraints. In addition, researchers 

have argued that leisure constraints vary throughout the lifecourse (Roberts, 2001). 

Young people such as university students, for example, are more likely to face the 

structural constraint of lack of money for participation in certain activities. Families 

with young children are most likely to face time constraints as the period in life of 

having young children often corresponds with high levels of work demands. Older 

people may have time and money but face other constraints such as ill-health. 

Intriguingly, it is the age group who are most likely to experience time squeeze, 

which is the age group 35-44 years, who form the largest group of volunteers (ABS, 

2007). This suggests that lack of time can be a perceptual intrapersonal constraint as 

much as a structural constraint to leisure.  

 

THE VOLUNTEER LIFE BALANCE: A CONCEPTUAL MODEL FOR 

UNDERSTANDING BARRIERS TO VOLUNTEERING 

 

We have argued in this paper that that volunteering falls between work and leisure, 

with some forms of volunteering more work-like (such as student internships) and 

some more leisure like (such as helping at a community event). Previous studies on 

work life balance reveal a number of factors which negatively impact on employees’ 

home and leisure lives. Given that work demands have been cited as one of the 

biggest constraints to leisure participation it is reasonable to cite this as a barrier to 

volunteering. The literature examining the barriers to volunteering and leisure 

constraints shows a close correlation between the two. Volunteering has to fit within 

work, home and other leisure demands. We noted above that the spill over from 

paid work into home and leisure time has a negative impact on the work life 

balance. It is likely that paid work, home and leisure demands all have the potential 

to spill over into time that can be devoted to volunteering.  
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Given the myriad of demands on an individual’s time today, organisations involving 

volunteers need to understand the causes of barriers to volunteering and examine 

ways in which they can seek to reduce them by devising volunteer roles and 

activities which are attractive. Table 2 combines the conceptualisation of leisure 

constraints with the life course to show how different constraints impact on different 

stages in people’s lives. Column three indicates at which life stage the barrier is most 

significant, based on both the empirical evidence for barriers to leisure and 

volunteering and the theoretical ideas of how leisure participation varies throughout 

the life course.  

 

Table 2: Barriers to volunteering as leisure constraints 
Constraint Type Highest priority by life course 
Intrapersonal Lack of time (perceived) Middle years 
 Lack of interest All ages 
 Poor health (perceived) Older years 
 Age (perceived) Older years &  

Younger years 
Interpersonal Family commitments (obligation to family) Middle years 
 Work commitments (obligation to colleagues) Middle years 
 Don’t know anyone who volunteers All ages 
Structural Lack of flexible volunteer opportunities All ages 
 Lack of time Middle years 
 Age Older years &  

Younger years 
 Put off by bureaucracy All ages 
 Worried about risk Older years 
 Don’t know how to find out about volunteering All ages 
 

 

As noted above, some constraints may be both perceptual (psychological) as well as 

actual, for example lack of time and age are considered to be both intrapersonal and 

structural constraints. Potential volunteers may feel that they are too old to 

volunteer but also some organisations have upper age limits at which volunteers 

must ‘retire’. Structural constraints can both originate with the individual and the 

organisation. It is these constraints which organisations should address first.  

 

Time available for volunteering is depicted in Figure 1 below – the Volunteer Life 

Balance (VLB). This is impacted by life constraints and facilitators. It is envisioned 



Enhancing volunteer retention      16

that some of the constraints listed in Table 2 could alternatively act as facilitators if 

they were managed by the individual and volunteering organisation in such a way 

as to encourage volunteering participation. For example, if potential volunteers are 

discouraged by bureaucracy, a program promoting the lack of paperwork involved 

in participation could remove this barrier and be more attractive. Volunteering is 

shown as falling somewhere between work and leisure, with the element of 

obligation varying according to how much like work or leisure the volunteering is. 

The more work like forms of volunteering will have a higher element of disagreeable 

obligation than the more leisure like forms and at the casual end there may be no 

obligation at all.  
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Figure 1: The Volunteer Life Balance 
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There is a need to investigate the nature of the factors which spill over into volunteer 

time and how current volunteers negotiate these constraints. Which of these factors 

has the greatest impact and how can organisations seek to develop volunteer 

opportunities which overcome these constraints?  

 

CONCLUSION  

 

This paper combines the literature on flexible volunteering, work life balance and 

leisure constraints in order to facilitate a comprehensive investigation of the factors 

which inhibit participation in volunteering. While it has been acknowledged for 

some time that volunteers’ psychological contract is different from paid staff, that 

many forms of volunteering are more leisure like than work like and that volunteer 

participation is moving towards more short term, episodic commitments, empirical 

evidence examining the impact of these factors on volunteer management is lacking. 

The barriers towards achieving a work-life balance among paid workers, the barriers 

towards volunteering and barriers towards leisure participation show significant 

overlaps which suggests that the notion of work-life balance has merit in application 

to volunteer activities.  

 

Lack of time is cited as the biggest barrier towards both volunteering and leisure and 

this highlights the range of activities with which volunteer organisations must 

compete for individuals’ time. By increasing our understanding of the time 

pressures experienced by volunteers and how volunteering fits into their lifestyles, 

organisations will be better able to design volunteer roles and opportunities which 

will be attractive.  

 

THE WAY FORWARD 

 

The next stage for this research is to test the VLB concept in order to achieve the 

following research aims: 
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(1) Further understanding of the in-depth interplay between volunteering,   

work and leisure.  

(2) Evidence relating to when and how organisations compete against other 

life forces to secure a time commitment from their volunteers.  

(3) Indication of what factors enable people to fit in volunteering activity into 

their lives and what factors inhibit this activity from occurring. 

(4) Recommendations formulated at policy and management level for 

improving rates of volunteering participation. 

 

Without pre-empting this research, as noted above lack of time appears to be a key 

constraint to volunteering participation, as indicated by the common complaint of 

time pressure, time squeeze or time crunch evidenced in the work life balance 

literature (Beaujot & Andersen, 2007; Roberts, 2007; Zuzanek, 2004) and it’s 

conceptualisation in the VLB model as both an intrapersonal and structural 

constraint to volunteering from the leisure perspective. As noted earlier, constraints 

do not necessarily prevent participation, therefore in investigating the VLB model, 

effort will be directed towards examining how current volunteers negotiate these 

constraints in order to fit volunteering into their lives. In doing so, attention will also 

be paid to assessing which constraints may be more prone to managerial action by 

organisations that wish to proactively and positively affect rates of volunteering. 

This paper has suggested that certain structural constraints should be the first which 

organisations seek to address.  

 

Flexibility has been heralded in the literature and in this paper as a way forward in 

enabling people to accommodate volunteering within their lives. A key component 

of flexibility in helping to promote a work life balance is temporal flexibility, which 

mirrors trends towards more short-term and episodic volunteering commitments. It 

is envisioned that recommendations for embedding flexible work options into 

volunteering practice, as a means of enhancing volunteer recruitment and retention, 

will be a key outcome of testing of the VLB model. 
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As to the methodology for undertaking this research, two stages of data collection 

will be required in order to adequately assess how volunteering fits into modern life. 

For stage one, a small sample of volunteers will be asked to complete a time use 

diary detailing how they spend their time on a typical day and the extent to which 

the activities they participate in are associated with a sense of obligation. This 

method has been used in academic studies (Haworth & Millar, 1986) and national 

statistical collections to “help inform on a wide range of topics including the labour 

market in terms of patterns and hours of work; household satellite accounts in 

looking at unpaid work; travel times; and patterns and participation in sport and 

leisure” (Office of National Statistics, 2006, p. 4). Whilst providing very detailed data, 

the technique can be onerous on respondents, hence the small sample. Analysis of 

this data will lead to the development of a questionnaire to be administered during 

stage two of the research to volunteers in order to examine issues of time use and 

volunteering on a broader scale.  

 

It is hoped that both this research and the VLB concept will facilitate timely 

discussion and some answers as to why Australians, akin to international trends, 

appear generally amenable to volunteering but are nonetheless managing to devote 

less time towards this valuable capacity building activity. 
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