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Abstract

Mainstream volunteering, although a form of leisure, loses this central quality to the extent that moral coercion is brought to bear on its participants. What results is marginal volunteering, where, depending on the activity, a certain range of choice of activity is available to them, but choice that is nonetheless guided significantly by extrinsic interests or pressures, defined here as influential forces lying outside the activity itself. Although survey data on the amount of marginal volunteering are hard to find, casual observation does suggest that, in the present era in industrial societies where governments are reducing their funding of social programs, its prevalence is growing at a noticeable rate. Six kinds of nonpaid, productive activity are examined, the intent being to describe the marginality of each and the threat to leisure posed by it. They are (1) extracurricular activities at work, (2) time money schemes, (3) exploratory volunteering in search of a work career, (4) assigned volunteering in training and corrections programs, (5) help for friends and relatives, and (6) busy work as job replacement for retired people. Marginal vis-à-vis mainstream volunteering is distinguished, not by an exceptional sense of obligation, but by its greater degree of coercion. Further, since the volitional element connoted by the word volunteer is substantially diluted, it becomes important to recognize marginal volunteering for what it really is. For example, with the dilution of leisure for marginal volunteers, their "employers" will be unable to count as heavily on this motivational force as they would were they dealing with mainstream volunteers.

Volunteering - Mainstream and Marginal:


Preserving the Leisure Experience

The proposition that volunteering is a form of leisure is beset by a thorny definitional problem that is neatly side-stepped in the economic conception of volunteering as unpaid work. The economic conception, which dominates in volunteer studies, avoids this problem primarily by being amenable to objective measurement, as expressed in the absence of payment as livelihood, whether in money or in kind. Thus it largely avoids the messy question of motivation that is so crucial to the leisure conception. The latter, on the other hand, revolves in significant part around a central subjective question; it must be determined whether volunteers feel they are engaging in enjoyable or satisfying activity that they have had the option to accept or reject on their own terms. A key element in the leisure conception of volunteering is the felt absence of  moral coercion to do the volunteer activity, an element that, as will be argued later, may be experienced in degrees, as more or less coercive. It has therefore become necessary to speak of "marginal volunteering" (Stebbins, 1996), a new classification encompassing several types of volunteering, each driven by its own combination of three elements - choice, coercion, and obligation - which are not always as contradictory as first might appear.

Six types of unpaid, productive activity are examined, the intent being to describe the marginality of each and the threat to the leisure experience it poses. They are (1) extracurricular activities in the workplace, (2) time money schemes, (3) exploratory volunteering in search of a work career, (4) assigned volunteering in training and corrections programs, (5) help for friends and relatives, and (6) busy work as job replacement for retired people and the unemployed. This is not necessarily an exhaustive list; additional types could be discovered through future exploration in this area. Still, it is important to shed light on this facet of volunteering, because with governments in contemporary industrial societies substantially reducing their funding of social programs, its prevalence is growing at a noticeable rate. Indeed, in this sense, marginal volunteering is becoming increasingly commonplace. Nevertheless, it appears that, among the general public and in government circles, the leisure-free choice component of volunteering is poorly understood. Therefore, before considering the six types, it is necessary to review briefly the concept of volunteering as leisure.

Volunteering as Leisure

Notwithstanding the relative lack of scholarly attention given to volunteering by leisure studies specialists, making a case for it as leisure poses little logical difficulty. If the word "volunteering" is to remain consistent with its French and Latin roots, it can only be seen, as all leisure is, as freely chosen activity. Moreover, as with all leisure, leisure volunteering can only be seen as a basically satisfying, or rewarding, experience, for otherwise we are forced to posit that so-called volunteers of this kind are somehow pushed into performing their roles by circumstances they would prefer to avoid, a contradiction of terms. The adjectives "satisfying" and "rewarding" are preferred here to such conventional leisure studies terms as "pleasurable" and "enjoyable" as descriptors for the overall experience of volunteering where, notwithstanding certain disagreeable features of the volunteer role, the volunteer finds that, on balance, the activity is profoundly attractive (Stebbins, 1998, p. 34). And, while it is true that volunteers are paid in rare instances, even beyond the expenses they incur (for example, three percent of the sample were paid in the study conducted by Blacksell and Phillips, 1994, p. 13), these emoluments are much too small to constitute a livelihood or obligate the person in any important way. 

Finally, it is also true that volunteering normally includes the clear requirement of being in a particular place, at a specified time, to carry out an assigned function. But as Kaplan (1960, pp. 22-25) has noted, true leisure can be obligated to some extent, although certainly not to the extent typical of work. Such obligation is nonetheless real for volunteers, even if the powerful rewards of the activity significantly outweigh it and the participant has an option to quit the activity at a convenient point in the near future. Given this condition it is more accurate to describe obligation in volunteering as flexible; unlike work and personal obligations (for example shopping for groceries, going to the dentist) there is relative freedom to honor commitments (Stebbins, 2000). 
This description of the leisure face of volunteering squares well with Jon Van Til's (1988, p. 6) general definition: 

Volunteering may be identified as a helping action of an individual that is valued by him or her, and yet is not aimed directly at material gain or mandated or coerced by others. Thus, in the broadest sense, volunteering is an uncoerced helping activity that is engaged in not primarily for financial gain and not by coercion or mandate. It is thereby different in definition from work, slavery, or conscription. 

This definition alludes to the two principal motives of volunteering. One is helping others - volunteering as altruism; the other is helping oneself - volunteering as self-interestedness. Examples of the latter include working for a strongly-felt cause or working to experience, as some leisure enthusiasts do, the considerable variety of social and personal rewards available in volunteering and the leisure career in which they are framed.

When viewed as leisure, volunteering comes in two main forms: serious and casual. Both can be marginal, although not always in the same ways. Theoretically, career volunteering is one of the three types of serious leisure, the latter being defined as the systematic pursuit of an amateur, a hobbyist, or a volunteer activity sufficiently substantial and interesting in nature for the participant to find a career there in the acquisition and expression of a combination of its special skills, knowledge, and experience (Stebbins, 1992). Serious leisure volunteering is exemplified in such nonremunerated activities as working with autistic children, being president of a grassroots organization, and coaching youth sport. Serious leisure is often compared with casual leisure, the immediately, intrinsically rewarding, relatively short-lived pleasurable activity requiring little or no special training to enjoy it (Stebbins, 1997). Casual leisure activities like sunbathing, strolling in the park, and sleeping late on Sunday morning find their parallel in casual volunteering, for example, cooking hot dogs at a church picnic or taking tickets at the door for a performance by the local community theater. Finally, both the serious and the casual forms differ from a third kind of voluntary action: magnanimous donations of blood, money, clothing, and the like.

Inextricably entangled with any discussion of volunteering as marginal is the question of obligation and the observation that obligation is not necessarily morally coercive. That is, a person can feel obligated to carry out a volunteer activity from which he or she nevertheless derives significant pleasure. People are obligated when, even though not actually coerced by an external force, they do or refrain from doing something because they feel bound in this regard by promise, convention, or circumstances. But as just indicated, obligation is not necessarily unpleasant. For example, Mary, being treasurer of her tennis club, is obligated to attend meetings of its executive committee, but does so with enthusiasm because she finds considerable satisfaction in helping direct the club's affairs and working to keep it financially viable. Thus, it is important to separate disagreeable obligation from what has just been described: agreeable obligation, which is both an attitude and a form of behavior that, together, can constitute a central part of the leisure experience. When felt, agreeable obligation is part of leisure because it accompanies positive attachment to an activity, is associated with pleasant memories and expectations (Stebbins, 2000), and as mentioned, is flexible.

Types of Marginal Volunteering

Turning to the first type of marginal volunteering - extracurricular activities at work - they can be classified as either casual leisure or serious leisure, and are marginal to the extent the participants are in some way coerced to undertake them and feel such obligations are disagreeable. Thus, the boss asks Ben to organize the company picnic, a request the second acceded to last year and found unpleasant but nevertheless feels coerced to accede to it again because he does not want to tarnish his image as a co-operative employee. Ben's considerable organizational skills could turn this annual event into a form of serious leisure for him, but alas he has no taste for it. Had the boss asked him to do something less involved such as going around the office to determine who will attend (casual leisure), Ben would have eagerly accepted, for he likes talking with people and enjoys the picnic itself. To be sure, where people cheerfully accept such responsibilities because they find significant satisfaction in executing them, they have also found a happy mix of leisure and volunteering in a sphere of life where work usually dominates. Under these latter conditions personal and collective interests are joined in a common, positive orientation. 

Thompson (1997) describes a contemporary variation on the theme of extracurricular volunteer activity at work that she labels "employment-based volunteering" most if not all of which appears to be on the level of serious leisure, but which is also marginal to the extent participants sense a lack choice and a dose of disagreeable obligation. Thompson wrote about corporations that encourage their managerial and professional employees to do volunteer work for nonprofit organizations, among them unions; trade, business, and professional associations; and chambers of commerce. Such volunteering is often done on company time and is therefore indirectly remunerated. In some instances the organization for which employees volunteer is selected for them. This is patently an employment-related commitment: "Volunteering for this person becomes a de facto condition of employment to the extent that he perceives his chances for promotion could rest partly on whether he or she can demonstrate evidence of such community-mindedness" (Thompson, 1997, p. 32).

The second type of marginal volunteering is evident in the time-money scheme, sometimes also referred to as local exchange (or employment) trading system (LETS). Boyle (1999) writes that this form of volunteering was pioneered in the United States by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, that country's largest health care foundation. Time-money schemes,  now common in the United States, have also been established in Japan, Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. Each scheme operates on the principle that one hour of volunteering equals one time credit. Credits and debits are kept in personal accounts in a "bank", where the current ratio of one to the other is reckoned each month. Debits are accumulated using the same formula, except that here the debitor benefits from someone else's volunteering. Thus, despite the name, no money is exchanged in time money schemes, only volunteer services and their use. Consequently there is nothing to tax. Everyone's time, whether expressed in casual or serious volunteering, is calculated according to the same hourly equation.

Time money creates social capital:

It uses some of the principles of volunteering to put forgotten assets to use in meeting forgotten needs, and it does so in order to make connections between people and rebuild a sense of trust. But time money goes further than that: it creates a reciprocal relationship between people and institutions as well as between people and people. (Boyle, 1997, p. 28) 

These schemes are possibly the least marginal of the six types considered here, for the participant can choose from a wide range of volunteer activities those with greatest appeal. Yet, a certain instrumentality is evident among those involved in such programs, in that, here, one motive for volunteering is to reach an end outside the activity itself, namely, piling up credits sufficient to offset debits acquired in receiving volunteer services. Presumably these services would have had to be bought with real money, were the person not a member of a time money scheme.

Tuition reduction programs based on volunteering are, in essence, a sort of time money scheme. For instance, in the Canadian province of British Columbia, postsecondary students can earn an eight dollar reduction in tuition for each hour of volunteering, doing so to a maximum of 300 hours (Community Action, 1998, p. 3). With 500 organizations participating in the program, each student has a fair range of activities to choose from. The payoff in this instance is not free use of a needed volunteer service, rather it is use at a vastly reduced fee of a needed professional service: postsecondary educational instruction. Here, too, the spirit of instrumentality is evident.

Exploratory volunteering, though a distinctive type, can also be conducted as a time money scheme. Most of the time, however, the former appears to offer much less choice than the latter and there is no clear payoff in the form of some kind of debit. Exploring a line of work by volunteering in it, a practice especially common among the young and the unemployed, is the most prevalent expression of this type of volunteering. In this instance, by gratuitously offering their services, these volunteers hope to gain experience and eventually find paid employment in the same or a related line of work (e.g., Mueller, 1975; Jenner, 1982; Ellis, 1993). Over 43 percent of the respondents in a Canadian survey on volunteering said that serving as a volunteer was, for them, an important vehicle for tracking down paid work (Ross, 1990, p. 27). The instrumentality quotient is high here, which enhances the possibility that such volunteers will take on disagreeable, obligatory, but nonetheless unpaid work primarily to acquire needed experience.
In assigned volunteering, the so-called volunteer is told in which activity or type of activity he or she will engage, typically as part of a directive for volunteer community service issued from on high. According to the definition of volunteering presented earlier, this is not volunteering at all; it is morally coerced activity. As such it fails to qualify as marginal volunteering, and would have no place in this discussion were it not that it gives substance to the warning that everyday usage of terms like "volunteer" and "volunteering" can be highly inconsistent with what constitutes true exemplars of leisure and volunteering, when carefully defined. One area where assigned volunteering is currently in vogue, at least in North America, is in the judicial system, which sometimes orders so-called volunteer community service for certain categories of criminals. Students required to perform a specified number of hours of community service as part of a training program are operating in a similar atmosphere of coercion. It is hoped that the present discussion will, despite the language used, help develop a critical conceptual eye for seeing the underlying moral coercion in such practices.
To this point, discussion has centered mainly on formal volunteering. It appears to be somewhat more prevalent than the informal variety, sometimes known as "helping," which is the fifth type of marginal volunteering. In this type people willingly lend a hand to a friend, relative, or neighbor to aid in a way that he or she genuinely appreciates. Informal volunteering may well be leisure, either serious or casual, although the leisure part of this interpretation depends on the nature of the activity. Thus it happens, too, that some people help friends, relatives, or neighbors, even though they (the helpers) would prefer to do something else; in reality they are meeting an unpleasant obligation. Committed in this manner, these helpers are hardly taking their leisure, for the activity is neither truly satisfying nor freely chosen. They are not willingly and enthusiastically undertaking it to reach one or more of the rewards that leisure activities normally provide. 

Finally, because it is viewed as a replacement for work, the practice of volunteering chiefly for the sake of keeping busy can be classified as a type of marginal volunteering. Some of the elderly and the unemployed explain their volunteer work in these terms (Carp, 1968; Roadburg, 1985, pp. 107-08; Shamir, 1985, p. 341). Of note is the Voluntary Projects Programme in Britain, about which Glyptis (1989, p. 68) writes; it is mandated to develop voluntary work opportunities for the employed as well as the unemployed. Volunteers in this program see volunteering as a way to keep active and thereby contribute to their sense of personal well-being. That it might be unsatisfying is no matter, for they expect to work as they always have, paid or not. There is nonetheless considerable choice for these volunteers, even if keeping busy as a motive is not always consistent with the spirit of leisure as activity pursued in the main for its rewarding properties and positive appeal. Keeping busy gives substance to the adage that doing something is better than doing nothing, even if doing something for this reason may still be too uninteresting to qualify as leisure in the eyes of the person involved.

Conclusions

Marginal compared with mainstream volunteering is distinguished, not by an exceptional sense of obligation in general, but by a greater degree of moral coercion. Put more precisely, the first is distinguished by its exceptional sense of disagreeable, inflexible obligation, which to the person involved, has a coercive feel about it. As mentioned earlier, matters of choice, coercion, and obligation can be conveniently glossed in the approach that views volunteering as unpaid work. But I hope it is now clear that this conceptual bliss - lack of complicating theoretical conditions - is reached at the expense of some essential conceptual accuracy. By not confronting these three elements head on, the unpaid-work school of thought must logically include as volunteering a variety of productive activities that many people would never define as leisure or volunteering. Much of assigned volunteering and some of helping and extracurricular volunteering are such activities; they are marginal enough to the category of volunteering-as-leisure to be reasonable candidates for inclusion in the category of unpaid work as more or less purely disagreeable obligation. They are qualitatively like other forms of unpaid work that people by no means always like, but nevertheless feel compelled to do, for instance, housework, yard work, and childcare. Under these conditions, they are rarely, if ever, referred to as volunteering or leisure, however marginal. 

Further, since the volitional element connoted by the word volunteer is substantially diluted in marginal volunteering, it becomes important to recognize this kind of volunteering for what it really is. For example, with the dilution of leisure for marginal volunteers, their 'employers' will be unable to count as heavily on this motivational force as they could were they dealing with mainstream volunteers. Moreover, the possibility exists that people coerced into performing marginal volunteering may find vitiated from thereon their desire to engage in  volunteering of any sort, the mainstream variety included. This in reaction to the unfavorable experiences they have had. 

The Information Age, which we have now irrevocably entered, is no time to trifle with volunteers, given the considerable reduction in government funding of many social services currently in force across the planet. According to Rifkin (1995, chap. 12), Aronowitz and Difazio (1994, pp. 334-342), Castells (1996, p. 263), among several others, the world in the Information Age is gripped by dramatic declines in employment and public sector service as well as by a concomitant rise in the "third sector" and a burgeoning personal and collective dependency on volunteers. This sector constitutes the home of the nonprofit, voluntary action part of the economy; it stands apart from the sectors of government and for-profit, private industry. The third sector encompasses not only an extensive array of charitable organizations and philanthropic foundations, but also a vast network of informal helping. In short, more than ever, communities across the globe need volunteers, but they also need to understand well who they are and what they are willing and able to do and not to do.

All this might suggest that marginal volunteering is a bad practice that should be stamped out forthwith. Quite the contrary. All six types serve one or more useful purposes. The main point of this paper is that, however useful and important they are, they are not to be confused with mainstream volunteering, for doing so does a disservice to the latter, perhaps even to the former as well. In short, the distinction between marginal and mainstream volunteering is worth converting to an operating principle for guiding research on and management of volunteers.
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