
Rethinking volunteering as a natural resource

Stephanie Koolen-Maas (VU Amsterdam),  Lucas Meijs (Erasmus University),  Philine van 

Overbeeke (Erasmus University)  and Jeffrey Brudney† (University of North Carolina)

The article focusses on redefining the concept of volunteering as a natural resource. It proposes 

to break down this concept into three distinct volunteer resources, each with its own 

characteristics and dynamics. The paper aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of 

volunteering and its various forms and dynamics.

The key concept is that volunteering can be understood as a human-made, renewable resource

that can be grown and recycled. The concept of volunteering is compared to a natural resource

and suggests that as a result, better management of volunteering is required to manage this

‘resource’. 

One contribution of this conceptual article is that it extends and deepens the volunteering-as-a-

natural-resource metaphor by identifying three basic volunteer resources: (a) traditional 

volunteer resources (wild salmon), (b) third-party volunteer resources (farmed fish), and (c) 

spontaneous volunteer resources (marine zooplankton).
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▪ Volunteering has different forms, purposes and it is used differently by various

stakeholders. It therefore requires a variety of management approaches. Over 

ten years ago, Brudney and Meijs (2009) thought of volunteering as a natural 

resource. They suggested that volunteering is like a man-made, renewable 

resource that can be grown and reused. The amount and continuity of this 

resource can be positively or negatively affected by people. This idea highlights 

the increasing concerns about whether we can sustain volunteering for 

future needs.

▪ The earlier model of volunteering as a natural resources is limited as it

presents volunteering as an unchanging and singular resource, which

oversimplifies the nature of volunteering. This does not align with the fact that 

those who give their time, change their volunteering behavior over time and 

across organizations.

▪ By conceptualizing the volunteer resource in distinct volunteer resources, the 

paper offers several contributions to improve the usability of the methaphor. 

▪ This article explains how to use and cultivate three different types of 

volunteer resources,  and  how  volunteer management  differs  between  the  

resource  categories. It acknowledges  the  need  to  develop  a collective  

responsibility  to  sustain  and  the volunteer resources.
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▪ They propose three basic resource categories depicted as a marine species:

1. Wild salmon symbolizing traditional volunteering - as it is a popular and widely

recognised form of volunteering that is in decline.

2. Farmed fish seen as third party volunteering - as it is relatively new and less

popular due to fears about the quality.

3. Marine zooplankton reflecting spontaneous volunteering - due to the similar

nature of its importance to other volunteering systems, and the spontaneity of

their population’s presence.

▪ Each resource has its own benefits and management benefits/challanges (see

Table 1).

▪ It is demonstrated that a variety of volunteer resources is crucial for supporting

volunteering in general. This calls for organisations that involve volunteers to

take a collective approach that will help each volunteer resource to prosper.

▪ The metaphor helps to demonstrate the differences in volunteering, therefore

influencing their management, promotion and use. It also enables a more

dynamic understanding of volunteering. In an ocean, various marine species

coexist, interact, influence other populations, and are influenced by other

conditions. All volunteer resources are related, continuously in flux, and

dynamic over time
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