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Abstract
This case study examined how managers of social service non-profit organizations in
the Greater Vancouver area are responding to the emergence of virtual volunteering. The
literature indicates virtual volunteering is a relatively new activity with limited research
directed towards social service non-profit organizations. Participants involved in the study
stated they knew very little about virtual volunteerism, and as a result, were not clear if the
approach was one they could adopt or benefit from. Recommendations include further
examination of virtual volunteerism and the creation of a common definition for the social
service non-profit sector; identification of how the constructs of social presence theory (i.e.,
authenticity, realness, credibility) can be demonstrated in virtual interactions; the
development of an assessment process to analyze the viability and relativity of virtual
interactions; and the development of a process and practice designed to capture volunteer
meaningfulness in virtual interactions to support quality improvement efforts and volunteer
satisfaction.
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Chapter 1 - Introduction
This dissertation examines virtual volunteering in the social service non-profit sector
and how managers providing oversight of volunteer programming are responding to requests
from individuals to volunteer virtually. Craven, 2000 defines virtual volunteering as an action
“ in which volunteers conduct their activities for agencies and clients over the Internet, in
whole or in part” (p. 121). With limited research directed to technological advancements and
Internet use specific to volunteerism in social service non-profit organizations, the data I
present seeks to advance research in the area of virtual volunteering in social service nonprofit organizations utilizing social presence theory as the theoretical underpinning.
Accordingly, my research question is stated as: How do managers of social service non-profit
organizations in the Greater Vancouver area respond to the emergence of virtual
volunteering? Four sub-questions were further identified to guide the focus of this project:
1.

To what degree do social service non-profit organizations in the Greater Vancouver
area encounter and engage virtual volunteers?

2.

What needs do social service non-profit organizations perceive as important for the
recruitment, training, and integration of virtual volunteers?

3.

In what ways do these needs differ from the needs social service non-profit
organizations identify in regard to the recruitment, training, and integration of nonvirtual volunteers?

4.

What do these practices and needs reveal in regard to the significance of social
presence in virtual volunteering?
I adopted a qualitative research approach to examine my research question, as I

wanted to generate data that provided a holistic perspective, was driven by participant voice
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and was rich in description. I utilized a case study methodology to examine my topic of
interest, for which I provide a comprehensive description in chapter 3. The case I selected for
my inquiry was a Charity Consortium of seven social service non-profit organizations
facilitated by Synergy Collective Society. The research was completed in the Greater
Vancouver, British Columbia area with all organizations involved in the consortium
demonstrating direct experience with volunteer activities through face-to-face programming.
In order to better understand how social service non-profit organizations are responding to the
emergence of virtual volunteering, I used my four sub-questions to frame and help guide me
in developing participant interview questions that were open-ended, not overly complicated
and could answer my research question. My overall goal, therefore was threefold: to fill a
research and developmental gap in the literature on virtual volunteering specific to the social
service non-profit sector, to address the relationship (if any) between social presence and
virtual volunteerism to determine a common definition, and to explore how (or if) social
service non-profit organizations can develop a virtual volunteer program. Data presented in
this dissertation contributes to new knowledge in the field of interpersonal and organizational
communication, specifically in the area of virtual volunteering.
Background
The global phenomenon of volunteering has been in existence for centuries and in its
basic form is described by Wilson (2000) as “any activity in which time is given freely to
benefit another person, group or organization” (p. 215). Volunteering occurs in all countries
across the world and is considered a significant communal practice (Einolf & Chambré,
2011). In the Canadian social service sector, many government and community-based
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programs are offered by non-profit organizations which Bottiglieri, Kroleski and Conway
(2011) define as “associations, charities, and other voluntary organizations formed to further
cultural, educational, religious, or public service objectives” (p. 1). Such organizations apply
to either the BC Provincial Society Act and/or the federal Canadian Revenue Agency to
obtain non-profit status and if approved are awarded the designation. To conduct
programming, social service non-profit organizations typically employ paid staff to deliver
services; however, when the need and demand exceed what staffing can handle, they often
turn to volunteer support to fill the gap (Bottiglieri et al., 2011). In Canada, over 13.3 million
people – accounting for 47% of Canadians aged 15 and over – did volunteer work in 2010.
They devoted almost 2.07 billion hours to their volunteer activities: a volunteer of work that is
equivalent to just under 1.1 million full-time jobs (Vezina & Crompton, 2012, p. 37).
Social service non-profit organizations utilizing volunteer support normally implement
volunteering programing through face-to-face interactions (Wilson, 2012). The focus of
engagement concentrates on establishing deep-rooted relationships of trust, respect and
comfort in a known and safe environment where time, space and transparency act as
cornerstones to fostering genuine bonds (Stebbins, 1996). The process to secure volunteer
support is comprehensive and involves the social service non-profit organization conducting
recruitment, interviewing (e.g., determining suitability, fit and skill), screening (e.g.,
completing criminal, credential and reference checks), and orientation (e.g., meeting key staff
members, reading and signing off on all organization policies and procedures, being trained
on report /documentation requirements and feedback and evaluation structures, etc.), and
procedures to locate, approve and match prospective volunteers to areas identified in need of
support. Volunteers, clients and staff overseeing volunteer activities are encouraged to share
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beliefs, values, interests and language to develop a social presence in an intimate person-toperson environment. This approach allows volunteers to develop feelings of safeness,
authenticity, trust, and comfort to bridge differences and encourage a greater appreciation for
cultural and social uniqueness (Wilson, 2000).
For the past 17 years, I have worked as Executive Director for Synergy Collective
Society, a registered non-profit social service organization. We partner with other social
service non-profit organizations to promote collaborative community programing and skill
development by blending art with social responsibility. We are a community-based
organization completely run by volunteers and currently use approximately 3000 hours a year
of volunteer time to meet our operational and service needs (Synergy Annual Report, 2013).
Volunteers are our life-blood for responding to and addressing community needs, and without
them we would not be able to function. In my position as the Executive Director, I am
responsible for the overall operational, financial, and program needs of the Society. I find
myself working with innovations directed to service planning and delivery needs on an annual
basis. I have witnessed many new and innovative social phenomena that have contributed to
social change, however, no phenomenon is altering how people connect, relate to each other,
and volunteer in such a dramatic and pervasive manner as that of the Internet. DiMaggio,
Hargittai, Newman and Robinson (2001) support this perspective and further suggest that, like
the alphabet, the Internet is transforming the way people connect with each other,
communicate, and form relationships. For those who have access to the technology (such as
computers, tablets and smart phones) and are able to access the Internet, information,
resources, and other people are available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week (Hustinx, Handy &
Cnaan, 2010). Social media outlets such as Facebook and Twitter allow individuals to access
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and share information about organizations and volunteer opportunities, while software such as
Skype, or similar telecommunications application software that allows web-based video
conferencing, permits volunteers to share their skills and expertise using technology and webbased programming. Training sessions, meetings, or tutorials can be remotely conducted,
which allows volunteer instructors and participants to log into a training session, meeting, or
tutorial using their computers (Wellman, Quan Haase & White, 2001). The volunteers and
participants are not required to be present in the same location, and the organization does not
require any substantial on-site resources to support the activity. As a result of this instant and
perpetual access, a new type of volunteer is emerging, one who is interested in giving their
time virtually through the Internet and web-based interactions. Examples of such interactions
include translating, campaign organization, video conferencing, online tutoring,
administration services, and IT support.
When I began this research project there was limited research examining Internet use
and virtual volunteering beyond the scope of social media to source out volunteer
opportunities (Best & Krueger, 2006; Farrow & Yuan, 2011; Haythornthwaite, 2005;
Jennings & Zeitner, 2003; Mukherjee, 2011), and even less research directed towards social
service non-profit organizations, virtual volunteering and what would be required to deliver
and support online programming (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Nie, 2001; Nie & Erbring,
2000; Stern & Dillman, 2006). Scholars such as Gruntfest and Weber (1998), Jennings and
Zeitner (2003) and Shklovski, Kraut and Raine (2006), conducted research on Internet use and
online volunteering in electoral and emergency situations (i.e., natural disasters, etc.) and
found virtual volunteering to be an attractive alternative to face-to-face engagement as the
nature of participation was time-limited, goal-specific and could be conducted from variable
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locations. People from diverse backgrounds or who resided far from the point of coordination
could quickly step up and get involved as the availability and dissemination of information
occurred more rapidly (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Gurntfest & Weber, 1998; Shklovski et
al., 2006).
In order to better understand the social complexity of virtual volunteerism, I focused my
research efforts on conducting a descriptive and exploratory case study, which Schneider
(2007) states is employed “when an area is rather new to study and relatively little is known
about the phenomenon of interest” (p. 4). I used social presence theory, originally derived
from the field of social psychology, to help direct my research as I believe the constructs of
social presence (i.e. how people engage with each other in a shared space, perceive and
determine if the engagement is mutual, real, has meaning, is valued and recognized as a
credible interaction) would help to increase the understanding of how relationships could be
developed through human-computer interface. Cui, Lockee and Meng (2003) suggested that
social presence is an essential element in determining and understanding social behavior,
context and climate and define social presence “as people’s perceptions of a person’s being
real or being there, and this category of definition focuses on whether people project
themselves in the environment and whether others can perceive them” (p. 463). Over the
years, the use of social presence theory has expanded to focus on human-computer mediated
exchanges in order to understand how people project themselves into an environment, feel a
part of that environment and identify how they are perceived by others through the use of
technology. Scholars such as Gunawardena (1995), Kehrwald (2008), Swan and Shih (2005),
Tu (2002) and Tu and McIsaac (2010) have used social presence theory and case study
methodology to guide research efforts similar to mine. Their work concentrated on measuring
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social presence by utilizing survey tools and coding schemes to explore online learning in
educational settings, specifically the connection between perceived social presence and
student satisfaction. While virtual volunteering is different from online learning, a
comparison can be drawn between both activities as they involve people communicating,
learning, and building relationships through human-computer web-based interfaces (AmichaiHamburger, 2008). Scholars such as Cui, Lockee, and Meng (2003), Biocca, Harms and
Gregg (2001), Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) and Shen and Khalia (2008) have successfully
implemented the constructs of social presence, however there still remains little agreement on
a common definition of social presence (Lowenthal, 2010). The argument is tied to the lack
of one standard shared understanding which, as Kehrwald (2008) states “is problematic in so
far as the improvement of online teaching and learning may be hampered by unexplored
assumptions about the nature, role and function of this critical element of computer-mediated
interaction” (p. 89). In the absence of a shared definition of social presence, Biocca, Harms
and Burgoon (2003), Kehrwald (2008), and Lowenthal (2010) suggest the development of a
more robust theory of social presence would enable researchers to better understand the role
of social presence and advance research on the theory. Biocca et al. (2003) state:
The need for a well-explicated theory arises not only because researchers need
to understand the role of social presence in human-to-human and humancomputer interaction, but also because continued research in this area needs to
bring conceptual clarity to what is currently a rather amorphous set of
variables, many of which are being equated or conflated with social presence.
Moreover, if we better understand social presence, then this may guide ways to
operationalize it such that it is an empirical variable amenable to reliable and
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valid measurement. (p. 457)
By expanding the scope of social presence theory to be applicable to virtual volunteerism, I
anticipated the data gathered and examined would provide an increased understanding of the
theory beyond online educational and computer networking environments and would assist in
creating an expanded, shared definition of the social presence construct.
Dissertation Outline
I organized the dissertation into six chapters to present information in a coordinated
manner. I remained mindful of ensuring information imparted was connected and reflective
of my research question and provided a natural flow and continuity to data being shared while
allowing the reader easy access to material of interest. In the first chapter, I present an
introduction, my research question, background information on my area of interest, a
description of my objective and my goals. Chapter 2 is my literature review and presents
information on the significance of volunteering, volunteer engagement, virtual volunteering,
the management of volunteers, the operational impact of utilizing volunteers, and social
presence theory. Chapter 3 describes my epistemological position, the methodological
challenges I encountered, data collection, and data analysis. Chapter 4 discusses my findings
from organizational documents, my reflective journal, and participant interviews, and Chapter
5 presents my findings, overview of themes and Chapter 6 my discussion, recommendations,
limitations of the study, future research, personal reflections, dissemination of results and an
overall conclusion.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review
The literature review encompasses major aspects of virtual engagements as well as the
ability for research in this field to be applied within the context of online volunteerism. A
thorough analysis of major concepts in virtual volunteering is explored in this review. Topics
that are addressed in this section include the significance of volunteering as well as
underlying principles of volunteer engagement at large. These principles are applied within
the context of virtual volunteering in order to demonstrate common phenomenon in this area,
management of virtual volunteers is addressed. This creates a background for the current
research study as well as the necessary contextual elements to define peer-reviewed evidence
in service implementation. Beyond the scope of volunteering activities themselves, the
organizational impact of these initiatives is discussed thoroughly. After analyzing relevant
and incumbent ideas, a valuable theoretical framework has been selected to analyze volunteer
engagement and online services throughout the analysis.
Volunteerism “binds communities together by providing citizens with the opportunity
to actively participate in meeting important social needs” (LeRoy & Clemens, 2003, p. 5).
With increasing Internet use, the way in which people source and participate in volunteer
activities is changing. Social service non-profit organizations consider volunteerism a crucial
component to their overall operational needs and recognize that volunteerism provides
tremendous benefits for both the organization and the community at large (Wilson, 2012). In
this chapter I provide background for my study and explore relevant literature to help situate
the research within an interdisciplinary approach. I explore contextual and theoretical
perspectives on volunteering, virtual volunteering, the management of volunteers, the
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organizational impact of utilizing volunteers, and examine how social presence theory can
provide a theoretical framework to better understand how managers of social service nonprofit organizations in the Greater Vancouver area are responding to the emergence of virtual
volunteering.
The Significance of Volunteering
People volunteer for many reasons, sometimes out of altruism, sometimes to build or
improve skills, but they always volunteer for a purpose (Wilson, 2000). For many,
volunteering is part of a daily, weekly, or monthly routine and is considered an act of
responsibility that is as important as going to work. For others, volunteering is what they do
when they cannot find work, are between jobs, or wish to learn a new skill: giving their time
and expertise in exchange for learning fresh skills, staying close to potential opportunities,
providing targeted assistance, or simply remaining connected to their community
(Hodgkinson, 2003). Volunteering is significant in that individuals, groups, or organizations
benefit from people generously donating their time and skill in either a formal or informal
setting (Stebbins, 2009). As a social activity, volunteerism attracts people who are interested,
open, willing, and comfortable in making some kind of shared social connection (Wilson,
2000). Through shared connections, volunteerism provides people with the opportunity to
build or enhance relationships, learn more about who they are, make a difference in their
community, or work towards a cause, person or project and to feel good about themselves
(Hodgkinson, 2003; Wilson, 2000).
From an organizational perspective, Hustinx et al. (2010), Kim and Murnighan (1997),
and Morrow-Howell, Hong and Tang (2009) suggest that the importance of volunteerism is
the added value of free skilled labor. Gaps in service delivery due to elements such as staffing
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shortages, recruitment limitations or inadequate financial resources can be augmented through
the use of volunteers. Volunteers can be matched to activities based on areas of interest, skill
level, and program need, thereby allowing organizations to conduct service without
interruption or delay. For organizations, this may offer the benefits of operational stability,
improved continuity and consistency in client care and attention, enhanced community
relations and the provision of additional resources to support client follow up care (Handy &
Mook, 2010).
Volunteer Engagement
Traditionally, volunteerism is a face-to-face interaction that involves people
connecting with each other to participate in an activity where common interests, beliefs, and
values are celebrated and shared in an environment that is safe, trustworthy, and comfortable
(Stebbins, 1996). In a person-to-person exchange, volunteers give some of their time and
experience, in a coordinated manner, to support a particular need or cause of interest (Wilson,
2012). Relationships are forged based on bonds that are shared and nurtured through time,
space and transparency (Stebbins, 1996). Social service non-profit organizations managing
volunteer activities establish practices and monitoring structures through strategic planning to
support the development of such relationships (Wilson, 2012). This goes with the belief that
coordination enables volunteers to connect with each other, share a common space, identify if
interactions are real or have meaning and, thus, develop feelings of trust, safety, and comfort,
thereby creating lasting relationships (Morrow-Howell, Hong & Tang, 2009). It is not clear if
these concepts of a shared social experience have the same meaning or importance for those
who want to volunteer through the Internet, nor is there evidence that suggests face-to-face
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volunteer engagement is the only method of connection that creates such a shared social
experience. Much depends on the personalities, characteristics, motivations, and
circumstances in which people are brought together, and for what purpose (Einolf &
Chambré, 2011). Social presence theory suggests that constructs such as sharing a common
space and feeling a connection is real and authentic are fundamental; and that finding
meaning and value through these types of interactions is critical to creating a shared social
reality (Biocca et al., 2003; Lowenthal, 2010; Swan & Shih, 2005; Tu, 2002; Tu & McIsaac,
2010). However, it is important to keep in mind that prospective volunteers do not
necessarily choose between volunteering online or face to face. Rather, the medium itself
may determine whether they are interested in volunteering at all. Research demonstrates that
those who spend much time on the Internet are more likely to volunteer online than offline
(Amichai-Hamburger, 2008) and are more likely to connect with people in new and diverse
ways (Hustinx et al., 2010).
Virtual Volunteering
Not since television or radio has any new social phenomenon so completely
transformed the way people connect with each other, which scholars have assess the Internet
as an instrument of social change (Bertola, 2010; DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman & Robinson,
2001). The Internet evolution was part of the “development ideologies that evolved in the
West after World War II” (Albirini, 2008, p. 50); it was built to safeguard military, industrial,
and political superiority (Albirini, 2008). Public Internet use did not appear until 1982
(DiMaggio et al., 2001). Since the 1990s, Internet use has been focused more at a corporate
level which “has allowed the corporate to shift emphasis from producing and controlling
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material goods to controlling information” (Albirini, 2008, p. 50). With this shift to a more
commercialized approach, “the ensuing information revolution has generated a dynamic
economic sector, incorporating web-based companies, virtual universities, cyber-stores, and
so on” (Albirini, 2008, p. 50).
Unfortunately, in many rural and remote communities in both Western and nonWestern countries, the ability to capitalize on technological advancements and Internet use
has been limited due to a lack of funding, training, resources, access to hardware, bandwidth
etc. (Stover, 2010; Whitacre, 2010). At issue for service providers is the reduced profit margin
and means to make a return on their investment based on the cost, training and resources
required to purchase, equip, train, implement and support maintenance needs (Stover, 2010;
Whitacre, 2010). Regardless of whether researchers agree or disagree about how the Internet
is affecting the way in which people connect, form networks, volunteer, and build community,
the desire to volunteer virtually is becoming more prevalent (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008;
Cravens, 2000). Hustinx et al. (2010) suggested “rapid changes in technology have enabled
many individuals, in particular technologically savvy youth, to assist organizations without
being physically present. The opportunity to ‘volunteer in your pyjamas’ significantly widens
the scope of volunteer opportunities available” (p. 79). Amichai-Hamburger (2008), Cravens
(2000) and Wellman et al. (2001) suggested virtual volunteering is comparable to face-to-face
interactions and claimed “volunteering through the Internet gives people opportunities to learn
more about themselves and express different parts of their personality, parts that they might
feel unable to express in [face-to-face] interactions” (p. 550). Bruhn (2011) built on this
position and suggested “supporters of virtual volunteering point to the emotional support
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offered by electronic communication and the solidarity that emerges among its users” (p.
232). Bruhn claims this sense of loyalty is equivalent to the camaraderie created through
face-to-face interactions.
According to Wellman et al. (2001), Internet/web-based interactions not only provide
emotional support among users but also make communicating and community involvement
more convenient and affordable by allowing people to connect and engage in a more fluid,
transparent, time sensitive, and person driven manner. This marks a transformational shift in
how people connect with each other, an evolution of engagement that is significant in size and
depth (Hustinx et al., 2010). “The Internet thus changes the way both organizations and their
volunteer programs operate in a radical way” (Hustinx et al., 2010, p. 79).
However, authors such as Nie (2001) and Nie and Erbring (2000) suggested the
Internet and virtual volunteering draws people away from their physical environment and
hampers their ability to make authentic connections. They paralleled the impact of the Internet
to that of the television, indicating that, like the television, Internet activity is isolating by
nature and generally a solitary action. People become disconnected and withdrawn from
physical contact, preferring to engage and connect by surfing the net and accessing virtual
communities. As a result, relationships forged have limited face-to-face contact and lack a
true sense of authenticity (Nie, 2001). Bargh (2002) agreed with Nie (2001) and suggested
that although the Internet offers many benefits, these benefits come with distinct
consequences. One of these consequences is the potential to create a communication divide
between users, which occurs when there are no established mechanisms to teach, or describe
how information should be shared in a manner where meaning could be accurately
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disseminated (Bargh, 2002). Bargh (2000) indicated that users struggled to place information
into a proper context because there was no mechanism to do such. This created the potential
for interactions to become confusing, arduous, or upsetting. With no direct method to gain
clarity and/or limit ambiguity, feelings of mistrust, confusion, and misunderstanding could
quickly develop, which in turn could jeopardize user confidence and use of the Internet.
Management of Volunteers
Historically, social service non-profit organizations focussed on recruitment, skills
matching, monitoring, supervision, evaluation, and retention planning to coordinate their
volunteer efforts (Hodgkinson, 2003). Policies and practices were developed to support faceto-face interactions with overall management of services, feedback, and participation
occurring to support such activities. With technological advancements, social service nonprofit organizations are now experiencing an increase in the amount of requests to volunteer
using technology such as computers and the Internet (Hustinx et al., 2010). It is unclear if
those historical models designed to support face-to-face engagement can also support new
virtual interactions and, if not, what aspects of these models would need to be altered,
adapted, or developed to support virtual requests. As an example, current recruitment and
screening practices involve face-to-face meetings between recruiters and potential volunteers
to collect comprehensive information about a candidate’s appropriateness and suitability to
volunteer with an organization. Once information is gathered, recommendations are
forwarded to senior officials, or a management team for further review or development. In
the case of virtual volunteers, how would recruiters collect such comprehensive information if
they did not conduct face-to-face meetings? How would social service non-profit
organizations be able to ensure volunteer engagement was safe, secure, and able to meet
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client, program and organizational needs?
In some types of virtual volunteering, such as disaster emergency response (floods,
earthquakes etc.), or political campaigning, screening may be less stringent because of the
nature of the situation. Recruiters or screeners are not often used to determine volunteer
suitability or to make volunteer connections. People gather on their own accord, connecting
through social networking to address immediate needs caused by a flood, fire, earthquake, etc.
Efforts focus on a targeted goal and the resources or skills necessary to address and deal with
the situation. Involvement tends to be episodic, time specific, and goal driven. Although risky,
because little is known about the people who are offering support, engagement tends to be
short lived and driven by common social denominators and constructs (Hustinx et al., 2010).
As the Internet and web-based communication make it easier for people to explore, access
information, become more knowledgeable, and find opportunities to make connections, it is
not clear how non-profit social service organizations can harness and capitalize on individuals
with the desire to use the Internet for volunteering purposes beyond episodic involvement. It
is important for social service non-profit organizations relying on volunteers to remain abreast
of changes in technological practices to meet shifting volunteer trends. One method of
identifying and capturing information specific to volunteer trends is to conduct ongoing
reviews of volunteer recruitment, retention, planning, management, and evaluation methods.
Reviews allow organizations to gather data specific to volunteer interest, desire, performance
and satisfaction, which can then be examined to identify trends, gaps and shifts in volunteer
participation (Wilson, 2012). Capturing volunteer interest and participation data can then
assist social service non-profit organizations to determine better practice approaches and
respond to shifts or issues in a coordinated and timely manner. Collecting information on
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volunteer interest and participation can also support volunteer engagement efforts and assist
in developing strategies to attract new volunteers.
Organizational Impact
Haythornthwaite (2005) suggested non-profit organizations that utilize volunteer
support to provide and deliver services need to have a plan and strong sense of how volunteer
engagement is working within their organization. More importantly, they need to understand
how technological advancements may change the way in which volunteers give their time and
how internal structures within organizations will respond to such change. Yukl (2002)
suggested organizations adapting or embracing new practices often struggle with change and
the ability to hold the culture and climate steady. Elements such as fear, lack of trust and
uncertainty about doing something new or different can destabilize working environments and
relationships: creating tension, disconnect and a decline in productivity (Haythornthwaite,
2005). Managing change in a sensitive, clear, transparent and attentive manner helps to lessen
feelings of anxiety and or stress, thereby limiting potential barriers which can undermine the
successful implementation of new ideas or programming (Haythornthwaite, 2005; Senge,
1990; Yukl, 2002).
Helgesen (1995) and Senge (1990) discussed how interconnectedness is about an
organization’s ability to respond to change and create a culture of inclusion. Senge (1990)
used the concepts of learning organization and systems thinking to examine the importance of
people being connected in order to support change and learning. Helgesen (1995) and Senge
(1990) suggested there is tremendous opportunity and value in understanding how
connectivity can benefit an organization’s ability to implement change. Being knowledgeable
of such and adopting mechanisms which enhance the process of change through connectivity
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allows transition to occur in a seamless fashion (Helgesen, 1995). By embracing technology
and the Internet, social service non-profit organizations may increase their capacity to attract
new volunteers and provide a greater diversity of services (Hustinx et al., 2010). Wenger,
McDermott, and Snyder (2002) referred to the importance of building capacity and volunteer
involvement as a key component to engaging and retaining people. Staying informed about
the factors influencing organizational culture is one of the key challenges non-profit
organizations need to recognize in order to support volunteer engagement and meet
organizational needs. To stay informed, social service non-profit organizations and their
leadership must possess the skill and ability to recognize and interpret potential and existing
external and internal factors that are, or may be, influencing volunteer climate (Rochester,
1992). It is imperative that ongoing volunteer planning identifies trends, gaps, strengths, and
needs to reinforce volunteer, program, and organizational stability (Wilson, 2012).
Theoretical Framework
Examining social presence theory from the perspective of volunteering and virtual
volunteerism provides an opportunity to extend and test the theory beyond online education
and computer network environments. In addition, utilizing social presence theory as a guide
to advance research assists to increase the understanding of human-computer mediated
relationships and identify whether social presence should be an element of consideration
when designing and developing volunteer and virtual volunteer programming.
Gunawardena (1995) discussed some of the implications of social presence in
reference to its efficacy in computer-based conferences which Gunawardena (1995) described
as a “group activity in a texted based environment” (p. 148). Gunawardena (1995) noted that
the level of social presence and engagement in an experience was dependent upon an
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individual’s ability to enrich his/her experience by augmenting the experience with some inperson communication and the facilitator’s or moderator’s ability to construct an environment
that stimulated social presence and engagement. Gunawardena (1995) suggested it was
important to understand what features influenced an individual’s ability to engage in their
environment noting that “in traditional face-to-face interaction, besides what is actually
verbalized, people exchange a range of nonverbal cues such as facial expression, direction of
gaze, posture, dress and physical presence” (p. 148). According to Gunawardena, computermediated communication is, in many ways, a dry medium with few social cues. This would
suggest that the social presence one feels from being involved in computer-mediated
communication medium is very low. However, Gunawardena (1995) noted that computerbased conferences could be very interactive in nature, giving people an opportunity to be
engaged in unique ways with the people around them.
Gunawardena focused a significant amount of her attention on understanding the role
of perception in computer-mediated communication and found that perception was influenced
by a number of factors. Among those factors, and perhaps most important, was the sense of
community created through the mediated experience. When there was a strong appreciation of
community, people tended to view the experience as stimulating and engaging. Similar to the
ways in which people can become a part of an online community like a message board or
forum, people tended to become invested in the computer conferences she studied when they
were made to feel that the other people involved were not just faceless individuals on the
other end of a computer portal, but rather, human beings who were as actively engaged in the
process as they were. Gunawardena (1995) noted that it was possible for people to view these
interactions as being a “social” medium that could be similar to what they might experience
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when attending an in-person conference.
A social service non-profit volunteer program seeking to stimulate interest and
engagement in virtual volunteer programming would want to design an online environment in
which people feel a sense of community and shared purpose. This could be accomplished
through a number of methods, such as interface design. Gunawardena (1995) also noted that
while social presence may be reduced in an online medium as compared to in-person
interaction, this was not a hard and fast rule. People facilitating the medium have some
control over the environment they create, and not all online environments are created equally
in this regard. Interaction and collaborative learning, for example, requires the “creation of
conducive learning environments” (Gunawardena, 1995, p. 163).
Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) also conducted research on the Fall 1993 interuniversity "GlobalEd" computer conference, examining if social presence – which they
defined as “a construct that comprises a number of dimensions relating to the degree of
interpersonal contact” (p. 8) – was felt differently from person to person and if this difference
was linked to how each person engaged within the computer-mediated environment. Their
research expanded on work conducted by Gunawardena (2005) by examining the
effectiveness of social presence in predicting “overall learner satisfaction in a text-based
medium (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, p. 8). The authors focused on the perceived quality of
an individual’s online experience in a text-based medium and how social presence guided
such along with individual user differences. In other words, the researchers explored whether
there was a sense that the mediated environment provided a more satisfying experience
among those who experienced more social presence. Gunawardena and Zittle (1997) utilized a
stepwise regression process analyzing eight independent variables: social presence, active
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participation in the conference, attitude toward CMC, barriers to participation, confidence in
mastering CMC, perception of having equal opportunity to participate in the conference,
adequate training in CMC at participant's site, technical skills and experience using CMC and
one dependent variable - overall satisfaction with the CMC and GlobalEd experience. They
found that social presence accounted for approximately 58% of the variance, indicating that
indeed social presence was “a strong predictor of satisfaction in a text-based computer
conference” (Gunawardena & Zittle, 1997, p. 19). This finding suggested that the relationship
between satisfaction and social presence was significant.
Gundawardena and Zittle (1997) also noted individual user differences indicating that
individuals who experienced higher levels of social presence tended to enhance their
experience by using “emotions to express missing non-verbal cue” (p.22), while individuals
who experienced lower levels of social presence did not. Gundawardena and Zittle (1997)
suggested that it was possible to build connections through computer-mediated experiences
similar to those found in face-to-face interactions. However, building such connections could
be challenging and risky in that users who were not socially present and lacked engagement
might perceive their experience as less than fulfilling if the attempt missed the mark. For
example, organizations supporting volunteer programming generally desire and need their
volunteers to have a “positive” experience. If the experience is not perceived as positive or
meaningful, retention rates can be impacted, affecting volunteer numbers and an
organization’s ability to provide service. Ultimately, Gundawardena and Zittle’s (1997) work
indicated that social presence could enhance an individual’s experience in an online medium
and that design considerations should be guided with this in mind.
Tu (2000) examined the impact of social presence on social learning theory. He was
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primarily interested in the role that social presence theory played in enhancing learning
environments, and highlighted some elements that could be taken from his study in order to
better understand social presence theory and its application to virtual volunteerism. The
following assumptions and observations underpin his approach: “Characteristics of the
medium and user’s perception determine the degree of social presence. Social presence is a
dynamic variable. Individuals discern different degrees of social presence in different media”
(Tu, 2000, p. 28).
Tu (2000) established that social presence could help to enhance the willingness of
individuals to interact with those around them. He believed that social learning is not possible
without the ability and willingness of individuals to engage with one another in a meaningful
way. With this in mind, he examined distance learning frameworks to determine what features
in a given system would promote the kind of engagement that must be present for people to
learn well. Tu suggested social presence is the extent to which a person can perceive the
intentions, intelligence, or the sensory impressions of another person, even when there is a
mediating factor in the form of an online or distance learning framework. He further noted
that some elements of communication cannot be re-created when it comes to social presence.
For instance, expressions that are conveyed through face to face interaction and/or nonverbal
cues are lost and can deprive the user of the feeling that he or she is fully connected to those
people around him/her. Tu proposed that the experience of social presence can vary from
user to user and that the online experience is similar to what people experience in face to face
communication, except at a different rate. Just as people have different needs in feeling
present and connected in person, they have different needs online. Some people need more
touch and are more contextual in their communication. Some will naturally look to construct
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an environment that cultivates the kind of experience they want and need to have while others
may not have the ability or motivation to do so on their own and will require assistance, such
as more involvement from the facilitator or moderator. If an organization is considering
implementing a virtual volunteering program it will have to take these factors into account in
order to construct interfaces that can achieve the organization’s goals.
According to Tu (2000), interactivity increases social presence, whether in a face to
face classroom setting where students are asked to listen and answer questions or online. In
addition to interactivity, intimacy among users is important; Tu noted it is possible, and in
some cases desirable for an organization using online interfaces to ensure it builds intimacy
among their users in a given online context. Building intimacy online would likely be easier
to achieve for a social service non-profit organization than teachers in a classroom. People
come to school for different purposes, and they are, at least in some cases, competitive with
one another for grades, jobs, and the like. Within a social service non-profit organization, it is
assumed that most people working and volunteering for the organization believe in a common
cause. This connection establishes a baseline where individuals come together in order to
create an environment where information is shared and people become closer. When people
feel or perceive they are closer to each other they are more apt to cultivate a deeper
commitment to being engaged and to the experience itself (Tu, 2000). People are then more
inclined to look for meaning in their experience and determine if time spent and connections
made were meaningful enough that they would remain involved with the organization to
undertake further experiences or not.
Biocca, Harms, and Gregg (2001) developed a conceptualization and measure of
social presence called the “Networked Minds conceptualization of social presence” (p. 2).
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This conceptual framework “seeks to provide a metric to measure the degree to which
individuals feel interconnected to each other through networked telecommunication interfaces
(Biocca, Harms, & Gregg, 2001, p. 2) Biocca, Harms, and Gregg (2001) described their
understanding of social presence as “the moment-by-moment awareness of the co-presence of
another sentient being accompanied by a sense of engagement with the other (i.e., human,
animate, or artificial being)” (p. 2). They suggested that social presence theory revolves
around three central metrics: 1) co-presence; 2) psychological involvement; and 3) behavioral
engagement. Co-presence refers to “the degree to which the observer believes he/she is not
alone and secluded, their level of peripheral or focal awareness of the other, and their sense of
the degree to which the other is peripherally or focally aware of them” (Biocca et al., 2001, p.
2). Psychological involvement refers to the ability of an individual to be accustomed to the
psychological states of the people who he/she is around. This, in short, can be described as an
individual’s responsiveness to empathetic factors. Behavioral engagement in this context
deals with the extent to which an observer believes that the things he/she does are
interconnected with the people he/she is around in a given setting (Biocca et al, 2001).
Biocca et al. (2001) discussed a number of critically important aspects of social
presence theory, including the notion that social presence exists on a spectrum where people
can experience differing levels of engagement depending upon the kind of experience they are
having in a given group. They further suggested that social presence does not exist in a
binary form, where people are either engaged or not engaged, but rather, depending upon the
ways in which they are interacting with the people around them, individuals experience
varying i.e. deeper or shallower levels of social presence. Biocca et al. (2001) asserted that
deeper levels of social presence occurred more often when associated with face-to-face
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interactions, rather than with newer, less formal forms of social engagement. They also
suggested that it might be possible to determine levels to which people feel socially present in
online or computer mediated interactions through evaluating feelings of shared spaced,
satisfaction of interaction and experience etc.
Biocca et al. (2001) used the image of an onion to describe social presence. There are
layers associated with social presence that must be activated or utilized in order for new layers
to be stimulated. The three aforementioned factors therefore do not operate in isolation but
rather, build upon one another suggesting that some level of co-presence is necessary in order
for an individual to have psychological involvement and without subsequent psychological
involvement, a person struggles with behavioral engagement (Biocca et al., 2001). The
importance of this work to my study is the observation that when individuals or volunteers are
engaged in face-to-face communication, they are much more likely to experience heightened
levels of co-presence in comparison to the feelings that might exist when they are
communicating through mediated interactions, such as those that come through new online
portals. Less co-presence can contribute to a sense among volunteers that they are not as
psychologically connected to those around them. This perception of a lack of
interconnectedness could then become problematic when it comes to building behavioral
connections.
Cui, Lockee, and Meng (2003) provided an overview of the history and development
of social presence theory and discussed the significance of social presence for organizations.
They suggested the definition of social presence theory has evolved indicating that:
At one end of the continuum, social presence is defined as people’s perceptions
of a person’s being real or being there, and this category of definition focuses
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on whether people project themselves in the environment and whether others
can perceive them. The focus moved beyond this point at the other end of the
continuum, where definitions focus on whether there is positive interpersonal
and emotional connection between communicators. (Cui et al., 2003, p. 663).
The authors addressed the disagreement among scholars on the effect of social presence
specific to the perception of satisfaction with the actual experience or facilitator moderating
the environment. Some studies found that social presence constructs did not always influence
how people came to perceive satisfaction with an experience. Cui et al. (2003) outlined
aspects that must be considered when developing a virtual environment where social presence
is important, such as technical capacity or the budget to support the creation of an interface
that provides a high level of social presence or engagement. It can often be quite difficult and
expensive to acquire the necessary resources to construct the interface required to support a
virtual environment in which people feel that they are experiencing a “real” interaction and
perceive themselves and the interaction as “real”. Cui et al. suggested an assessment or
evaluation of resources should be conducted first to determine the viability of creating a
virtual volunteering programming. If, the authors noted, a high degree of social presence, is
required but the ability to stimulate such is limited, then consideration must be afforded to
alternative options, including creating more face-to-face opportunities to supplement the
online/virtual experience. Implicit in this assessment is the understanding that not all virtual
programming is structured or managed in the same way. This means that some virtual
volunteer programming will need to establish more social presence, while some will not, and
this depends upon both the short-term needs of individuals/volunteers as well as the long-term
needs of the program.
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Social presence can be based, at least in part, on the ability of people to access a
program’s virtual interface. In other words, there are theoretical and practical considerations
when it comes to fostering social presence in virtual volunteer interactions. As Cui et al.
(2003) noted, one of the critical factors in determining the efficacy of a user’s online
experience is evaluating the user’s ability to actually use the program’s interface. This means
that a virtual volunteer program must, at least in the beginning, analyze the computer skills
and capabilities of the potential users. Many social service non-profit volunteer programs rely
on older volunteers who may not have the ability to use difficult computer-based interfaces,
while other social service non-profit volunteer programs recruit younger volunteers who may
be more familiar with various elements of computer culture. Social presence will be enhanced
when interfaces and resources used to support said platforms are designed in such a way that
they meet not only the goals of the program, but also the skills of the volunteers involved in
the program, even when the skills of those individuals may be described as objectively low.
Swan and Shih (2005) provided a meaningful contribution to the understanding of
social presence by describing how it develops in users as they go through the user experience.
One of their primary contributions focused on their findings specific to age, for example, in
documenting that younger students presented a greater level of comfort with online discussion
than older students. The authors pointed out that people are very complex and their
development is not binary, but rather, exists on a spectrum. Knowing how social presence is
cultivated, and what processes an individual goes through before social presence is framed,
can assist in the design of a virtual environment by which social presence can be emphasized.
Swan and Shih (2005) found that the perceived presence of instructors was more
important to cultivating social presence than the perceived presence of peers. This finding
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differed from research conducted by Gunawardena (1995) and Gundawardena and Zittle
(1997) who believed that social presence was derived from interpersonal relationships
between users. Swan and Shih (2005) suggested to increase and build better connections with
online users, it was important to ensure an authority figure was present online to help people
feel interactions were real and authentic. Swan and Shih stated attention must be given to
building a community where people could interact with each other, but also be engaged with
staff who provided oversight of activities. They concluded individuals/volunteers were more
likely to engage when they felt that they were connected to the task, people involved in the
task and staff providing direction and support.
Swan and Shih (2005) also focused on the importance of creating a design that
ensured individuals/volunteers could properly engage with a specific population in mind. This
would provide users a chance to share their experiences and allow valuable feedback about
their experiences to be captured and used to support quality improvement efforts. Userfriendly, easy interfaces could enhance the volunteer’s experience and encourage greater
participation.
Three years, later, Shen and Khalia (2008) provided a different means of
understanding social presence theory by building on previous research on online social
presence and suggested that it is important to take into account the specific contours of online
communities. The primary purpose of Shen and Khalia’s study was to determine whether a
multi-dimensional method was the best approach to understanding social presence theory in
this particular context. The authors proposed that online communities provide three different
elements that must ultimately be considered and accounted for by those who seek to have a
solid foundational understanding of the ways social presence impacts the interactions of
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online users. The authors said awareness, cognitive social presence, and affective social
presence are these three features that should be integrated. They suggested that one could
discover unique aspects about social presence without looking at motivational elements. In
previous studies, motivational elements were taken into account, with researchers seeking to
discover what inspired people to be a part of a community and to further engage with
members of an online community. According to Shen and Khalia (2008), it was important
and possible to exclude motivational factors in seeking to best understand the ways in which
social presence operates. They observed that in almost every case, both extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation played a role in the ways in which people were aware of their cognitive social
presence. The authors argue that because the effects of motivation were so widespread,
motivation failed as a mediating factor in determining the features that influence social
presence. All individuals were influenced by their intrinsic motivation, but this did not
determine differences in engagement among people who participated in online communities.
Shen and Khalia (2008) proposed, perhaps most interestingly, differences between affective
social presence and cognitive social presence. They defined cognitive social presence as the
way in which a user is able to acknowledge and de-construct his or her own relationship with
other users in an online community. The knowledge of a person’s role in this community, as
well as his or her ability to influence that role, was something that could help to determine the
satisfaction of that person’s experience. Affective social presence refers to the effects of
social presence and the emotional connection that a person has to an online community, and
perhaps more importantly, how that person is influenced in his or her behavior by his or her
emotions. The authors believed it was important to understand the role emotions play in
causing people to seek out interaction, and that when designing interfaces consideration must
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be afforded to such stating:
Designers should strive to afford multiple aspects of social presence by
providing various self-presentation and interaction tools. For instance,
affective social presence could be enhanced through the usage of emotional
representation while cognitive social presence may be enhancing by
incorporating cognitive tools such as semantic network representations (Shen
& Khalia, 2008, p. 743).
One of the goals of my study was to examine whether social presence theory could be
extended beyond the fields of computer networking and online or distance education.
Researchers have explored the implications of social presence theory in those fields, with a
special focus on how the theory could be used to improve educational outcomes for students
learning from a distance. A thoughtful examination of the realities of virtual volunteerism and
the manifestation of social presence in the context of social service non-profit organizations
could support volunteer environments.
Summary
The literature established that social presence is about co-presence, behavioral
engagement, and psychological involvement. Perhaps most importantly, the research
concluded that co-presence, behavioral engagement, and psychological involvement are not
unrelated or independent, but rather, they build upon one another and should be taken into
account in the design of programming. Such environments are associated with perceived
satisfaction. For example, volunteer-based organizations developing an online environment
would consider how they planned to ensure people did not feel as if they were acting alone,
but rather, were reminded at many points that they were surrounded by people who share
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similar interests, goals, and passions. To accomplish such would involve building
psychological involvement, which in turn would influence behavioral engagement and
ultimately perceived satisfaction. Many volunteer-based organizations are required to track
satisfaction rates specific to perceived experience to meet outcome reporting and funding
expectations. Social service non-profit organizations often struggle with volunteer
engagement (Wilson, 2012). Organizations do better both in the short-term and the long run
when they have volunteers who are excited about the work that they are doing (Wilson, 2012).
By understanding how behavioral engagement, co-presence and psychological involvement
are interconnected and linked to volunteer satisfaction, program planning can reflect such and
account for these needs.
One of the primary findings of this literature review lies in the intentionality of
volunteer program design that has and can be undertaken by social service non-profit
organizations supporting volunteer engagement. The utilization of social presence theory to
help guide design elements of volunteer programming ensures social service non-profit
organizations incorporate methods of participation specific to behavioral engagement, copresence and psychological involvement. Researchers concluded that organizations have
significant control over the design of their user interface, and in fact, suggest a design
approach is determined by a number of features, including but not limited to what the
organization is wanting to accomplish, available resources, and the volunteer skill set in using
technology. As a result, organizations must be very intentional when they are designing
interfaces used by volunteers. Research reveals that it is critical not to view all organizations
as a monolith. Rather, it is essential to see each organization as its own being with its own
needs. Volunteer-based organizations will want to engage in a period of self-reflection and
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critical thinking in order to understand their precise needs. An acknowledgement of the
organization’s driving culture is also very important. From a theoretical perspective, it
appears that social presence theory can be helpful in understanding how to design
programming where volunteers can get the most out of their experience. By incorporating
methods that support behavioral engagement, co-presence and psychological involvement in
the design of volunteer programming, social service organization are better able to identify
what influences volunteer experiences, what improvements can be made, and how
programming can be structured to support recruitment and retention efforts (Shen & Khalia,
2008).
One of the primary benefits of research in this area to volunteer-based organizations is
the emphasis on comfort among people involved in an online environment. The more
comfortable people are within a given environment, the more likely they will connect and be
engaged in that environment (Shen & Khalia, 2008). Comfort helps to shape both
productivity outcomes and the perceptions of experience satisfaction among users. This is
perhaps most important to volunteer-based organizations which need to recognize that people
have various options when they want to invest their efforts and time in volunteer activities.
What this means, then, is that it is very important to create environment that can lead to high
levels of satisfaction with the overall experience. In order to do so, organizations have to be
conscious of the comfort level that they are providing for their volunteers. This can mean
different things for different organizations depending upon the base of individuals that they
draw their volunteers from.
Swan and Shih (2005) suggested that the age of a person plays a role in determining
and designing an online environment, noting that older students who participated in their

42

VIRTUAL VOLUNTEERING IN SOCIAL SERVICE NON-PROFIT
study stated they struggled to connect with younger students as they felt they had little in
common with them. Organizations drawing volunteers from a group of older individuals
should consider generational differences between volunteers and support multi-aged
exchanges accordingly to ensure volunteers feel connected, have common ground and can
relate to each other (Swan and Shih, 2005). The literature reviewed also noted that individuals
who were less technology savvy required an online environment that supported low
proficiency. For example, individuals who spent limited time using technology demonstrated
limited skills needed to interact at a high level within a complex online environment, and thus,
their experience was more challenging as the online the environment did not allow for easy
use (Swan and Shih, 2005) Attention therefore should be paid to having a clear understanding
of user skill and ability when developing an online environment. The most important
contribution of the literature reviewed is that social presence does have an impact on user
perceptions, and user perceptions of experience are critically important to any organization
that survives mainly on retaining volunteers.
Many volunteer based organizations are constantly looking for ways to create more
engagement and greater volunteer retention. Likewise, one of the critical goals of social
service non-profit organizations is to not only generate engagement, but to cultivate a longterm passion for the cause. Among social service non-profit organizations, one of the best
ways to earn developmental dollars over the long run is to engage people in volunteer roles,
allowing those people to understand the mission of the organization and develop an
appreciation for what the organization is all about. By drawing on social presence theory,
organizations can create online environment where volunteers are able to get more out of the
experience by working together. According to social presence theory, creating this kind of
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environment requires one to think about the online interactions in a similar way as one might
think about offline interactions. Just as social context matters in a face-to-face conversation,
the sub-textual elements of speech and communication matter when people are interacting
online. For organizations that have the resources, the time, and the willpower to create online
environments, allowing for these elements is an important way to support people in feeling
more connected to those around them.
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Chapter 3 - Methodology
In this chapter, I present my methodology which is case study. I chose this because a
case study approach is typically employed when examining a topic that is relatively new and
has had limited research completed on it. My epistemological positioning is also discussed in
terms of personal impressions. Since this is an observational study, it is important that these
attributes are defined thoroughly. Methods and procedures as well as the choice of case study
methodology are also presented. In order to create valuable evidence of the case selection
several figures are used to represent core ideas. Semi structured interviews and sampling
techniques are discussed as well as how data will be analysis. Ethical considerations, rigour
and trustworthiness as well as the exact practices involved in data collection are further
established.
Epistemological Positioning
Wellington, Bathmaker, Hunt, McCulloch and Sikes (2005) define ontology as
“concerned with the nature of things, with the principle of being pure” (p. 8). Ontology refers
to the study of being or existence and the organization of reality (Luker, 2008). Epistemology
signifies what we constitute as knowledge and how we know what we know, where
knowledge derives from, and what we do with it (Wellington, et al., 2005). These
philosophical foundations impact every aspect of the research process such as the selection of
topic, question formulation, and research design (Luker, 2008; Wellington, et al., 2005).
I am a Canadian citizen who was born in Glasgow, Scotland and, although I call
Bowen Island in British Columbia home, I maintain very strong roots in my Scottish heritage.
I experienced a Eurocentric upbringing completing my early academic instruction in Scotland,

45

VIRTUAL VOLUNTEERING IN SOCIAL SERVICE NON-PROFIT
specifically Glasgow and Edinburgh, and then in Canada for my teenage and adult years. My
Eurocentric academic background aligns with traditional or positivist research practices which
value objectivity, rationalism, and impartiality, through conducting unbiased research.
However, a positivist approach to research does not resonate with me. I subscribe to
subjective and interpretive practices that challenge, “the universality of objectivist social
science and the strict dichotomy it maintains between subject and object” (Moser, 2008, p.
384).
I consider myself a realist in the natural world, believing that reality exists regardless
of my observation of it; and an interpretivist in the social world, finding meaning through
personal and subjective experiences. In this respect, I sit between two camps. In the natural
world I am a realist, which is someone who believes and accepts that the environment and
world around them exists “with the objects in it existing independently of our or any
experience and thought,” (Ayers & Snowdon, 2001, p. 295). This doctrine posits that
universal truths and reality exist outside of any one person’s existence and finding meaning is
based on accepting the world as it is. However, for my social worldview I align with
interpretivism, which suggests there are many versions of reality, and people create
knowledge through personal and subjective experiences (Jones, 1998). According to
Schwandt (1998) interpretivism is grounded in the belief:
that to understand this world of meaning one must interpret it. The inquirer must
elucidate the process of meaning construction and clarify what and how meanings
embodied in the language and actions of actors. To prepare an interpretation is itself
to construct a reading of these meanings; is to offer the inquirer’s construction of the
constructions of the actors one studies. (p. 222)
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As a researcher who affiliates with interpretivism I recognize that interpretive inquirers are
expected to “watch, listen, ask, record, and examine. How activities might best be defined
and employed depends on the inquirer’s purpose for doing the inquiry” (Schwandt, 1998, p.
222). As a result, I was drawn to case study as a methodology that supported my interpretivist
worldview and sought to create new knowledge through interpreting people’s experiences and
making meaning of these experiences. Although I affiliate with an interpretivist research
position, I recognize that much of the literature reviewed is grounded in an empirical and
positivist approach, consisting of statistics and investigations utilizing measurable social
variables. I reconciled my personal research preference to include statistically based data in
order to provide current and relevant literature on the topic under investigation.
Case Study Methodology
I determined that a case study methodology was the best suited approach to answering
my research question as little was known about my area of study and research conducted
could be qualitative in nature. Creswell (1998) suggests case study is linked with sociology
theory and interdisciplinary social research, as it is “an exploration of a ‘bounded system’ of a
case or multiple cases over time through detail, in depth data collection involving multiple
sources of information rich in context” (p. 61); the method is well positioned to allow
multiple perspectives to emerge (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Case study can deal with simple and
complex situations by enabling the researcher to answer “how” and “why” type questions for
phenomena that maintain unclear boundaries, while taking into consideration how a
phenomenon is influenced by the context within which it is situated (Baxter & Jack, 2008;
Crowe, Cresswell, Robertson, Huby, Avery & Sheikh, 2011; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003).
Case study methodology requires the researcher to first clearly determine the case.
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Miles and Huberman (1994) defined case as “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a
bounded context. The case is, “in effect, your unit of analysis” (p. 25). Baxter and Jack
(2008) suggested that asking questions such as: “do I want to ‘analyze’ the individual? Do I
want to ‘analyze’ a program? Do I want to ‘analyze’ the process? Do I want to ‘analyze’ the
difference between organizations?” (pp. 545-546), assist in narrowing the scope of work,
crafting questions, developing clear propositions, and creating a defined outline of what case
the researcher wants to study. When I determined the case of study, I needed to bind the case,
which involved placing boundaries (i.e., time and place, time and activity, or by definition and
context) on the case to ensure the scope of work is not too broad, or has too many objectives
for one study to complete (Crowe, et al., 2011; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). I then considered
what type of case study I desired to conduct which Baxter and Jack (2008) suggest is guided
by the overall intention of the study.
Given there was limited research in my area of interest, I chose an exploratory single
case study approach, which is recommended when further studies are anticipated, and
outcomes are difficult to predict (Baxter & James, 2008; Hancock & Algozzine, 2006). My
rationale for using a single exploratory case study design was that I believed my area of
interest fell under the description of a revelatory case, which Yin (2008) stated “exists when
an investigator has an opportunity to observe and analyze a phenomenon previously
inaccessible to social science inquiry” (pp. 1212-1214). I employed single case study design
strategies, which includes the researcher remembering that “an exploratory case study should
be preceded by statements about what is to be explored, the purpose of the exploration, and
the criteria by which the exploration will be judged successful” (Yin, 2008, pp. 994-996).
Although an exploratory case study generally does not identify the research design or data
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collection methods in advance, for the purposes of my study, I did identify the data collection
methods in advance to ensure I remained focused on data within the case that was most salient
to my research questions and my theoretical framework and to assist in organizing data that
supported the development of conclusions (Mills, 2010; Scholz & Tietje, 2002). The benefits
of an exploratory single case study include generating information about the field of study
that has limited research, gaining a richer description of the phenomenon and addressing the
phenomenon in a real-life context.
The use of case study methodology does not come without challenges. Baxter and
Jack (2008), Flyvbjerg (2006), and Yin (2008) suggested case study methodology is often
misinterpreted due to a variety of terms used to describe it. Flyvbjerg (2006), for instance,
noted case study is challenged as a research method due to a misunderstanding of the theory,
reliability and validity of research conducted. An additional challenge I attempted to limit
was that case studies typically generate a larger volume of rich data source, and the researcher
can become lost in the amount of information available, losing focus on collecting
information specific to the area under study. To address this I repeatedly reviewed my
research and supporting questions in order to remain on track and the ensure data generated
was answering my research question (Baxter & Jack, 2008).
Research Design
People have differing interpretations and perspectives of reality, and, as such,
experience and see the world in ways unique to them. I believe what we all share in common
is that we live in a world that is socially complex and that how we make meaning and create
knowledge “is relative to your vantage point; knowledge is perspectival” (Agger, 2007, p.
445). Given my belief that knowledge is based on interpretation and an openness to gain
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understanding, I wanted to ensure I employed practices of inquiry that, when examined, could
withstand “methodological critique” (Hall, 2007, p. 83). I aligned my research efforts with a
qualitative approach, which, as Denzin and Lincoln (2011) stated,
is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. Qualitative research
consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible.
These practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of
representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs,
recordings and memos to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an
interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This means that qualitative
researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of,
or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them. (p. 3)
Utilizing a case study methodology allowed me to collect data that represented
participant voice and was rich in description (Berg, 2004; 2007;, 2011; Creswell, 2013;
Flick, 2009; Glesne, 1999; Palys, 2003). By its very nature, programming delivered in

the social service sector is personal, intimate, and involves building relationships of
trust (Bottiglieri, et al., 2011). To represent and respect this environment I felt this
methodological approach would best allow me to answer my research question and
provide relevant data for my study. In order to undertake my research in a manner that
was sensitive and ethical, I remained conscious of my position within the research
project. As an interpretivist researcher I ensured data collected and presented
represented participant thought and opinion. I held no locus of authority over any of
the participants or charities involved in the study removing any potential for data to be
skewed, chorused, or manipulated. I remained cognizant to ensuring my actions and
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intentions limited any potential discord or my personal bias. I worked diligently to
ensure research met academic rigor, was accurate, trustworthy, credible, ethical, and
true to participant voice and meaning. I remained sensitive and aware of when my
voice was included in the project, and consulted with my supervisor and committee
team members when needed to address any concerns, issues, or questions.
I developed a research design which Yin (2008) states “is a logical plan for getting
from here to there, where here may be defined as the initial set of questions to be answered,
and there is some set of conclusions (answers) about these questions” (pp. 779-780). Further
to this, Yin (2008) suggested a research design is like “a blueprint for your research, dealing
with at least four problems: what questions to study, what data are relevant, what data to
collect, and how to analyze the results” (pp. 785-786). In this regard, it was important that I
ensured a description of the project was presented to the participants and organizations
identified as my case study in a clear and understandable manner. This included specifying
the project’s intent, purpose, and objective; who the study would involve and why; time
frames associated with participation; study completion date; potential outcomes and benefits
and for whom; roles, responsibilities and
ethical considerations of the researcher, participants and sponsor organizations; how findings
would be used and for what; and the method to withdraw from the study if desired with no
reprisal. Designing a case study research project required that I had a clear research question,
identified propositions upfront (if any), presented a theoretical framework, selected a case,
determined a unit of analysis, had access to sufficient data, developed an outline of criteria
required to translate findings, and most importantly ensured data collected could answer my
research question (Yin, 2003).
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Baxter and Jack (2008) and Yin (2008) suggested one of the key elements overlooked
when researchers are developing a case study design is the inclusion of a theoretical
framework. This oversight can be problematic, as “the use of theory, in doing case studies, is
an immense aid in defining the appropriate research design and data collection” (Yin, 2008,
pp. 1046-1050). Baxter and Jack (2008) and Yin (2008) argued researchers should have a
solid sense of why they are conducting their study and what they hope to learn. A skillful
social research design, including that of a case study, also needs to demonstrate how it meets
“trustworthiness, credibility, confirmability and data dependability” (Yin, 2008, p. 1053) to
prove design quality.
Case Selection. Mills, Durepos and Wiebe (2010) state that case selection involves
making a rational choice of one or more occurrences of a phenomenon as the specific subject
of exploration. The explanations behind selecting a case or cases change from excitement for
the specific case to theoretical thoughts. The significance of the case or cases for the
exploration target is the most essential model for choice. Case selection “is an essential part
of the case study research design” (Mills et al., 2010, p. 3) and is determined by the type of
research question being asked: descriptive, exploratory or explanatory (Mills et al., 2010).
Since my research question is exploratory and open-ended, I selected a case that could
“maximize the opportunities for developing hypotheses or theories that explain the social
phenomenon at stake” (Mills et al., 2010, p.4). My case selection focused on a Charity
Consortium, facilitated by Synergy Collective Society, consisting of nine social service
organizations in the Greater Vancouver area.
The case study focused on volunteer practices and management, social presence and
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virtual volunteerism within the social service organizations that are members in the charity
consortium. Service discipline, target population, program design and the delivery of
programming varies amongst the social service non-profit organizations within the
consortium providing a range of sample types of social service organizations within the
Greater Vancouver, British Columbia area. As a result, the consortium offered an opportunity
to conduct a comprehensive review and conduct research that generated data from a broad
scope of social service non-profit organizations. It is important to note that all data gathered
and the findings determined are specific to the social service organizations in the charity
consortium. Although Synergy acts as the facilitator or host of the consortium, neither
Synergy, nor myself as the researcher, hold any power or authority over any of the social
service non-profit organizations in the consortium. Synergy is only responsible for
coordinating efforts specific to meeting and location needs of the group. A leading topic of
discussion within the consortium, which the charities self-identified, was the emergence of
virtual volunteerism. At the onset of the research, it was unclear if any members in the
consortium had experience conducting virtual volunteer programming, or maintained a
common definition of virtual volunteerism.
Sampling. I employed purposive sampling, which Creswell and Clark (2011) stated
involves “researchers intentionally selecting (or recruiting) participants who have experienced
the central phenomenon or the key concept being explored in the study” (p. 173). To achieve
this, I recruited members from the charity consortium who are staff involved in the
coordination and management of volunteer programming. I sent a letter of invitation via email
to each member in the consortium detailing the purpose, scope, and goals of the project, what
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participant involvement entailed, how participants could become involved, and how
participants could withdraw with no reprisal. In addition I outlined time lines for both
participant involvement and research completion, how information would be used, and the
individual with access to information.
Of the nine members within the consortium, seven organizations participated in my
study providing me nine participants to work with. Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports,
Fit4Defence, North Shore Restorative Justice, North Shore Disability Resource Association
and Cascadia Society supplied one participant for the interview process while Watari
Counseling and Support Services and Pacific Bipolar Association furnished two participants. I
followed up with each participant who expressed an interest in being involved in the study
and developed a plan with them to determine a location, date and time for each interview and
any assistance (e.g., transportation), required to complete the interview. Locations for
interviews varied by participant. Three interviews were conducted on site at the
organization’s head office, two interviews were held at a sponsor site of the organization, one
interview was conducted in the participant’s home and the final interview was conducted over
the phone. Of the seven interviews, two were conducted with two participants from the same
organization at the same time. This was a request of the participants of the organization. I
conducted the remaining interviews one on one with the participant.
Data Collection. Yin (2003) suggested data collected from a variety of sources not
only increases and demonstrates data credibility and construct validity, but also allows a case
study researcher the opportunity to consider each data source as one piece of a puzzle, with
each piece contributing to the researcher’s understanding of the whole phenomenon. When
various features of data can be woven together, findings can promote a greater understanding
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of the case. Information derived from organizational documents assisted in describing current
methods and practices used to conduct volunteer programming, and social processes utilized
to design volunteer programming, including the measurement of volunteer satisfaction and
task completion rates.
Data was therefore gathered from a variety of sources: semi-structured interviews; a
review of organization documents such as organization overviews, volunteer policies,
procedures and reporting structures; and a reflective journal. I created semi-structured, openended interview questions to gather facts and participant opinions about the phenomenon
under investigation. A semi-structured approach allowed me to develop questions that were
not cumbersome or complex, provided additional insights into my research topic, and created
an environment where participants felt comfortable (Yin, 2008). Interview questions 1 to 10,
and 15 to 18 listed in Appendix A were designed to gather data from the participants’
perspectives on their current volunteer practices, the emergence of virtual volunteering, their
understanding of virtual volunteering and the resources / training potentially required to
design a virtual volunteer program within their organization. Questions 12, 13 and 14 listed in
Appendix A focused on the central tenets of social presence theory: connectivity, authentic
/real interaction, volunteer meaning, and value of experience. Data gathered from these
questions addressed participant understanding of social presence and its importance when
designing, developing, implementing and monitoring volunteer and/or virtual programming.
In keeping with the qualitative research traditions of exploratory research, I used social
presence theory to interpret the findings rather than to establish hypotheses or predict
outcomes. Primary data collected came from results of the semi-structured interviews
conducted with participants.
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Secondary data gathered came from organization documents and my reflective journal.
Secondary data included:
•

Volunteer policies and procedures outlining volunteer practices within social service
non-profit organizations involved in the case study. This information provided
context of how organizations developed and managed volunteer programming.

•

Review of organization websites to collect an overview and description of services
conducted and historical background material outlining the types of programming
provided.

•

A reflective journal to capture insights, topics of interest and other relevant data that
could contribute to my research efforts.

To ensure the completeness of my case study, I triangulated primary and secondary data by:
1) reviewing policies and procedures associated with volunteer practices of each social
service non-profit organization to gain insight and understanding of how organizations
conducted and managed volunteer activities; 2) examining each organization’s website to
gather background and programming information; and 3) creating a reflective journal to
capture points of interest, conversations beyond the scope of questions asked and my own
thoughts of curiosity. Secondary data identified above allowed me to better understand
interview results and create recommendations within the context of the charity consortium
and their volunteer practices.
My case of study involved seven social service non-profit organizations involved in a
charity consortium. Each organization desired to participate in the study, therefore, securing
primary and secondary data sources (e.g., participants, organization documents etc.) was not
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challenging. Not all organizations maintained written policies or procedures regarding
volunteer practices and in such circumstances, I collected verbal data during the interview
phase. When collecting data from participants, I first ensured I obtained permission or
consent to do so, which involved each participant agreeing to participate in the study
(Creswell & Clark, 2011). With reference to Flick (2009), I made certain that participants
were informed of the purpose, goal and outcomes of the research being conducted, the
methods in which data would be collected and the interview process. I also ensured
participants were aware of how confidentiality would be maintained, who would have access
to data and completed work, how data collected would be used to support research work,
ethical parameters associated with data, and their right to withdrawn from the study.
I used a digital recording device to collect data, which as Flick (2009) suggested,
“renders the documentation of data independent of perspectives” and allows “a naturalistic
recording of events” (p. 294). Additionally, I maintained a reflective journal encompassing
annotations, memos and links about my perceptions, reflections, ideas, or discoveries, which
Richards (2009) suggested is part of the data creation process. I managed security and storage
of all collected by locking my journal in a filing cabinet in my home office and utilizing
password protection on my digital recorder and computer (Richards, 2009).
Semi-Structured Interviews. Yin (2008) stated that, when conducting interviews for a
case study, researchers are “(a) to follow your own line of inquiry, as reflected by your case
study protocol, and (b) to ask your actual (conversational) questions in an unbiased manner
that also serves the needs of your line of inquiry” (pp. 2203-2204). I conducted open ended
and semi-structured interviews, which Yin (2003) suggested allows the researcher to gain indepth information about the participant and facilitates reaching a holistic understanding of the
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phenomenon being studied. A semi-structured approach allowed questions to be developed in
a manner that encouraged participant engagement and comfort in sharing their stories and
experiences (Yin, 2008). The development of interview questions (see Appendix A) was
guided by my research question and four supporting questions: How do managers of social
service non-profit organizations in the Greater Vancouver area respond to the emergence of
virtual volunteering?
1. To what degree do social service non-profit organizations in the Greater
Vancouver area encounter and engage virtual volunteers?
2. What needs do social service non-profit organizations perceive in regard to the
recruitment, training, and integration of virtual volunteers?
3. In what ways do these needs differ from the needs social service non-profit
organizations identify in regard to the recruitment, training, and integration of nonvirtual volunteers?
4. What do these practices and needs reveal in regard to the significance of social
presence in virtual volunteering?
Interviews were forty to ninety minutes in length with an optional fifteen-minute closing
period for participant debrief or follow up (Flick, 2009). The average length of interview time
was approximately 45 minutes. The date, time and location of the interview were determined
based on the participant’s availability and location preference. Interviews took place at either
the participant’s office or home and all interviews except for one were completed through a
face-to-face exchange. The only interview not conducted face-to-face was completed by
phone. The consent process and forms were reviewed with each participant, and I requested
verbal and written consent to record and take notes prior to the commencement of each
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interview and ensured participants were provided a copy of all forms for their records if
desired. In addition, where direct quotes were presented in the dissertation I invited each
participant to review and provide consent prior to including the information. To ensure
confidentiality, each participant was provided a code ranging from P1 to P9.
A total of seven interviews were conducted with nine participants over a three-month
period from November 2014 to January 2015 in the Greater Vancouver, British Columbia
area. In collecting data I used an electronic recording device and stored data via password
protection ensuring information was kept secure. Interviews commenced with participants
identifying their position and role within their organization to help break the ice, capture
background information, and establish a level of comfort and trust with the process and
myself as the researcher (Flick, 2009). Questioning then moved into participants identifying
their volunteer programming, knowledge of virtual volunteering and understanding of social
presence constructs. Participants were encouraged to elaborate on responses and follow
thoughts where they led. The interview guide for the study involved the development of
questions that investigated:
•

Participant knowledge about volunteer programming,

•

Participant knowledge about virtual volunteering,

•

The use of the Internet to conduct virtual volunteer activities,

•

Participant knowledge about social presence and the constructs involved with
social presence,

•

How social presence would be included to support virtual volunteer
programming,
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•

Resources required by social service non-profit organizations to conduct
virtual volunteer activities, and,

•

Training required to support virtual volunteering activities.

Once completed, all interviews were transcribed which Schwandt (2007) described as “the act
of recording and preparing a record of a respondent’s own words, and it yields a written
account-a text — of what a respondent or informant said in response to a fieldworker’s query
or what respondents said to one another in conversation” (p. 297). Transcription was an
essential element in my research design to ensure I had a text record of participant responses.
Arksey and Knight (1999) stated that the” transcription of data can be done at many levels of
detail. The level of transcription will depend on the research purposes” (p. 3). Although I
listened to every interview several times, transcription can take hours of concentrated time to
complete, therefore I decided to hire a transcription service to transcribe all the interviews. I
ensured the transcriber was fully aware of all confidentiality requirements and understood the
purpose of my project. Interviews were recorded on my computer, password protected and
stored as mp4 audio files. Each mp4 file was emailed directly to the assigned transcriber.
Since the intent of my project was to extract meaning from the interviews, the transcriber
provided text that was word for word. I reviewed completed transcriptions against each audio
recording to ensure the typed transcription matched the recording, to ensure any discrepancies
could be addressed and to remain familiar with the interviews. Seven interviews yielded 107
pages of data, approximately 44,472 words.
Organizational Documents. I gathered secondary data including; a description or
overview of each organization from each organization’s website (www.cascadiasociety.org,
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www.pacificbipolarfoundation.com, www.watari.ca, www.nsrj.ca, www.nsdrc.org,
www.fit4defence.ca and www.vass.ca), written documentation i.e., volunteer forms, policies
and procedures associated with each organization, and a reflective journal to support my
research efforts. I reviewed organizational documents relevant to my research prior to
interviews being conducted to provide some context and insight into each organization, their
volunteer practices, and programming structure. Organization overviews and/or descriptions
provided historical content and background information specific to each organization’s
mission, philosophy and operating structures implemented to provide service. Volunteer
policies, procedures and reporting formats identified how each organization recruited,
screened, approved, trained, supervised, evaluated and collected feedback from volunteers.
Although all of the policies, procedures and reporting formats provided detailed specific
processes to the area under review, none of the documentation identified the type of volunteer
they were developed for i.e. face to face or virtual. Historically, volunteering has been
conducted through face to face exchanges, given such, all of the documentation presented
appeared to assume that volunteering was conducted face to face and did not identify
otherwise. With no identification to the type of volunteer the polices, procedures and
reporting formats were developed for, it is difficult to determine if the policies, procedures
and reporting formats provided would be applicable to a virtual volunteer. A total of 25
documents consisting of 79 pages and 14,597 words were provided for review and are listed
below:
1) Cascadia Society Volunteer Referral Form
2) Cascadia Society Volunteer Requirements Form
3) Cascadia Society Volunteer and Practicum Student Application Form
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4) Cascadia Society Employee and Contractor Orientation Checklist
5) Cascadia Society Volunteer Evaluation Form
6) Cascadia Society Volunteer Exit Questionnaire Form
7) Cascadia Society Confidentiality Agreement
8) Cascadia Society Volunteer Policy
9) Cascadia Society Confidentiality Policy
10) Cascadia Society Criminal Records Search policy
11) Cascadia Society Ethical Code of Conduct policy
12) North Shore Disability Resource Center Volunteer Application Form
13) North Shore Disability Resource Center Volunteer Interview Questionnaire
14) North Shore Disability Resource Center Volunteer Reference Form
15) North Shore Disability Resource Center Letter of Agreement Volunteer
16) North Shore Disability Resource Center Letter of Agreement Student
17) North Shore Disability Resource Center Volunteer Performance Evaluation
18) North Shore Disability Resource Center Volunteer Exit Interview Questions
19) North Shore Disability Resource Center Volunteer and Student Policy
20) North Shore Disability Resource Center Volunteer Orientation Checklist
21) North Shore Disability Resource Center Criminal Records and Vulnerable Sector
Search Letter
22) Vancouver Adaptive Snowsports Operations Manual
23) Watari Counselling and Support Services Practicum Student Participant
Agreement
24) Watari Counselling and Support Services Practicum Student Guidelines
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25) Watari Counselling and Support Services Practicum Policy
Reflective Journal. Along with reviewing organizational documents I created a
reflective journal to assist in capturing my feelings and impressions of the interviews,
literature reviewed and research conducted. Morrow and Smith (2000) suggested a reflective
journal adds rigor to qualitative inquiry as the researcher is able to record his or her reactions,
assumptions, expectations, and biases about the research process. In addition, I ensured data
analyzed was kept separate and identified as such. My journal consisted of 14 pages, 27
entries and approximately 5,670 words. I documented information on volunteer practices for
those organizations involved in my study that did not have any written policies, procedures or
reporting formats. I gathered data on topics that were not part of the study, but that I found
interesting or relative to my study. Moreover, I included comments I found interesting and
my personal thoughts and feelings about the data I was gathering. During each interview, I
recorded points of interest in bullet form, then re-typed bulleted points into larger descriptions
while replaying the interview for secondary review and confirmation to ensure my notes were
accurate. For notes specific to volunteer practices, I had the participant review my records to
ensure I captured the information accurately. At the point of analyzing data and determining
findings, I reviewed my journal to ensure points of interest and information examined were
utilized in identifying units of meaning and patterns of similarity, in conjunction with patterns
found in the interviews, and review of organization documents, to generate cohesive patterns
and themes. I remained cognizant of ensuring I examined the intent and nature of different
types of data collected to ensure information provided an accurate and comprehensive
examination of data applicable to my research efforts. Given that data produced is for a
specific purpose, it was important to check I understood the intention and position of those
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who produced information to limit any misconceptions and ensure data analyzed was valid
(Yin, 2008). To demonstrate this, I searched within material for broad themes identified
within my research and then considered the purpose of the text to determine if and how data
related to my research.
Data Analysis and Reduction. Yin (2008) stated that to avoid analysis challenges in
case study research, the researcher should have “a general strategy for analyzing the data —
whether such a strategy is based on theoretical propositions, rival explanations, or descriptive
frameworks” (pp. 3228-3229). For the purposes of my study, I approached collecting,
managing and reducing data in a meaningful way by developing a conceptual framework for
handling data where I could compile, verify, order, classify, interpret and code to create
meaning (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Flick, 2009; Yin, 2003). Flick (2009) suggested
qualitative analysis is an iterative and reflexive process that begins as data is being collected.
It involves the identification of important categories in the data, as well as patterns and
relationships, through a process of discovery (Creswell & Clark, 2011).
Selecting a data analysis method depends on the type of case study and research
question the research is looking to answer. Given that my case study was exploratory, I chose
to use thematic and inductive analysis allowing themes to emerge from the data which Flick
(2009) and Saldana (2012) suggested, is an iterative and reflexive process that begins when
data collected. It involves the identification of important categories in the data, as well as
patterns and relationships, through a process of discovery. The researcher collects data, builds
general themes and then interprets data to determine meaning (Creswell & Clark, 2011).
Coding involves organizing and sorting data and developing codes as a method to find
meaning, label, comprise, organize and link data that allows the researcher to summarize and
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synthesis what is happening in their data (Flick, 2009; Saldana, 2012). Coding is cyclical in
that information is repeatedly examined and/or recoded to manage, filter, refine, highlight and
focus on the prominent characteristics of the data to generate categories, themes and concepts
(Saldana, 2012). Codes capture salient and essential rudiments of data that, when grouped
together according to likeness and consistency form a pattern that support the development of
categories (Saldana, 2012). I coded data inductively, reviewing primary and secondary data
looking to find meaning, labeling and linking information through open/emergent coding of a
single word, complete sentence, paragraph or page concentrating on data that would answer
my research questions. This is typically referred to as Level One or First Cycle coding
(Creswell & Clark, 2011; Saldana, 2012). Next I reexamined emergent codes determined in
level one to further focus the data, refining, filtering and recoding where necessary, creating
categories of codes that shared similar characteristics – patterns which, is referred to as Level
2 or Second Cycle coding (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Saldana, 2012). I ensured each category
included a description highlighting the meaning, key characteristics, scope and limitations of
the category. Links based on commonality in meaning or relationships with other categories
were explored to identify any overlap, subtopics or new insights (Saldana, 2012) Finally, I
reexamined and studied categories determined in level 2, refining and studying categories
looking for patterns to capture themes.
Scholars such as Swan and Shih (2005), Tu (2002) and Tu and McIsaac (2010) who
have completed similar research to my topic of interest (e.g., online learning, social presence
and human-computer interactions) utilized coding in analyzing their work to: (1) find patterns
in data shared, (2) support theme development, (3) identify cause, context and ordering of
data, (4) generate theme development, and (4) support theoretical orientation. Yin (2008)
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suggested supporting theoretical orientation involves focusing on data relevant to answering
your question and ignoring data that does not, and identifying any alternative theories from
data collected. I employed the same strategies listed above to help me present a rich
description of data collected that not only provided new knowledge in my area of interest, but
also demonstrated I grounded my analyses in the central tenets associated with social presence
theory. Yin (2003) noted that one important practice during the analysis phase of any case
study is the return to the propositions (if used) or questions posed, which is described as
statements that act as primary bearers of truth and falsity.
At the point of analyzing data collected from the interview phase I employed a
Computer Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) program, which is used to
code large volumes of data such as video, pictures, audio, interviews and text. CAQDAS
allows the researcher to review data collected searching for words and phrases to develop
codes. Codes are established through trend identification using attributes such as participant
response. The researcher is then able to deductively or inductively code data. Once coding is
complete the researcher can cross reference data looking for similarity and consistency in
codes to create categories of similar codes. Identified categories are then scrutinized and
refined to discover themes (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Yin, 2008). Before utilizing CAQDAS, I
determined a program that best fit the intent of my study, my skills and my needs. I chose
NVivo10 (a qualitative data analysis software) to code my data as the software is applicable to
both Windows and Mac, is user friendly and the learning curve was relatively short (with easy
access to 24 hour training and support). Once interviews were transcribed I imported the
transcriptions into NVivo and reviewed the audio interview against transcriptions to ensure
accuracy. NVivo also provided easy access to my data, safeguarded stored data and allowed
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me to place check and balances on data being analyzed to demonstrate that the program did
not influence findings.
In an effort to limit personal bias or involvement in directing meaning from
transcribed data, I remained open and transparent to ensuring data coded only represented
participant interpretation and meaning. Codes generated using NVivo represented participant
responses to open-ended interview questions derived from my overall research question. I
reviewed and reexamined codes looking for elements of meaning and patterns of likeness and
uniformity to develop categories. I noted categories developed on a separate sheet of paper
and waited to complete a further reexamined categories in comparison to categories created
from my analyses of organizational documents and my reflective journal.
For secondary data, organizational documents such as organization overviews,
volunteer forms, policies and practices from each organization and my reflective journal, I
manually reviewed each document scrutinizing data line by line, looking for meaning and
relationships in words, phrases, paragraphs etc. that I could identify as a code. Codes were
noted on each document and then through ongoing reexamination I collapsed, added,
expanded and revised codes to ensure I captured all data relevant to answering my research
question. I continued to refine codes identifying patterns of likeness and regularity found
within codes to group codes into categories. Code categories were noted on a separate piece
of paper and labeled according to which organizational document I reviewed and my
reflective journal. At this point, categories developed from all data source points i.e. the
interview process, organizational documents and my reflective journal where combined,
compared and analyzed to discover patterns and characteristics of similarity and regularity.
Identified patterns found in the category review were noted and then reexamined and studied
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to authenticate pattern recognition. From pattern identification, themes were then generated
and presented in my findings section.
Ethical Considerations
Glesne (1999) stated that "ethical codes certainly guide your behaviors, but the degree
to which your research is ethical depends on your continual communication and interaction
with research participants throughout the study" (p. 129). Moreover, “being ethical thus
involves not simply following a set of rules but also trying to find a way to resolve competing
demands, balancing, and trading off different ‘goods,’ and making decisions based on the
perspective and best interests of our research participants” (Palys, 2003, p. 103). All ethical
considerations identified in the Royal Roads’ Ethics Policy (2012), as well as those required
by all social service non-profit organizations in the consortium participating in the case study,
were followed. I created a research atmosphere that was authentic and trusting where I
limited any risk or potential harm toward the participants, and myself by being transparent,
respectful, and mindful of all my interactions and the work being completed. I ensured
participants were informed and fully aware of their role and associated expectations, the
nature of the research work, the time lines for completion and of their right to withdraw from
the project at any time with no reprisal. Moreover, I explained what the research would be
used for and with whom it would be shared. Additionally, as I maintained no position of
authority over any of the participants involved in my research project, there were no issues of
power differential.
Rigour and Trustworthiness
To demonstrate rigour, I reviewed and analyzed data by determining codes and finding
patterns within data to develop themes that generated findings that accurately and correctly
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demonstrate participant meaning. Data remained open to evaluation and replication with the
ability to revise or refute incorrect results (Flick, 2009). Additionally, I followed Cuba’s
(1981) model of trustworthiness which “Is based on the identification of four aspects of
trustworthiness that are relevant to both quantitative and qualitative studies: (a) truth value,
the point in time when the researcher is confident that findings are true based on participant
input, how research is conducted and the study design, (2) applicability, which refers to
whether findings can be applied beyond the scope of research and in other areas; (3)
consistency, which refers to completed research being duplicated and findings remaining
consistent; and, finally, (4) neutrality, which involves research and findings demonstrating
they are free from researcher bias (Krefting, 1991). I demonstrated truth value, applicability,
consistency and neutrality by: (1) collecting data that represented participant voice/story and
verified as such by the participant; (2) collecting data from multiple sources such as semi
structured open ended interviews and organization background documents; (3) generating
findings that were applicable, understandable and representative of all organizations involved
in the case study; (4) documented information in detail to enable a future researcher to repeat
the work; and, (5) considering my beliefs and assumptions as the researcher and recognize
any shortcomings in my study’s methods and their potential effects.
Summary of Methodology
Research presented in this dissertation is based on an exploratory case study of seven
social service non-profit organizations, members in a charity consortium in the Greater
Vancouver area in British Columbia. I chose a thematic and inductive approach to analyzing
data so that themes could be generated from data collected. Transcripts of semi-structured
interviews from participants involved in the study were used as the primary data source while,
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organizational documents providing an overview of services conducted, volunteer policies,
procedures and reporting formats and my reflective journal provided a secondary data source.
In the following chapters I discuss the case selected and present contextual background
regarding the case, my thematic analysis, overall discussion of research completed, my
conclusion and finally my recommendations.
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Chapter 4 – The Case: The British Columbia Synergy Collective Society Charity
Consortium
In this Chapter I first provide some discussion on the wider context of non-profit
organizations in Canada; and then provide details and explain the circumstances on how
Synergy Collective Society and the Charity Consortium was established. Then I provide a
brief overview of each social service non-profit organizations involved in the study and
information regarding volunteer programming conducted within each of these organizations.
The purpose of this chapter is to present background information on social service non-profit
organizations in Canada and British Columbia. In addition, I provide a description of the
organizations comprising my case study and information regarding volunteer practices within
each of these organizations.
Non-Profit Organizations in Canada and British Columbia
To be designated with a social service status, an organization must conduct services
specific to addressing identified social needs or issues, which Bottiglieri et al. (2011) suggest
defines a social service non-profit organization. Additionally, organizations in Canada must
apply and be approved by their provincial body providing oversight of non-profit status. In
British Columbia the British Columbia Society Act Registry (BCSAR) is responsible for this
oversight. If an organization wants to provide tax receipts for financial donations received,
they must be registered with the Canadian Revenue Agency (CRA). An organization can
conduct services and programming through their registration with the BCSAR, however
without CRA designation they are not permitted to provide tax receipts for any monies
donated. In 2003 the total number of registered non-profit organizations in Canada was
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161,227. Of this number, 2,0270 (approximately 13%) were located in British Columbia
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and Development and Housing represented 9% each of all organizations. None of the
remaining categories made up more than 8 % of the total. The overall distribution of
nonprofit and voluntary organizations in British Columbia was very close to the
VIRTUAL
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national distribution (Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Percentage of organizations by primary activity area
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Murray (2006) stated the number of registered non-profit organizations and
organizations designated as social service within British Columbia was comparable to that of
other provinces with similar population bases. Although the national average of organizations
recognized as social service was marked at 12%, British Columbia maintained a 9% rate
indicating a 3-point difference. Murray (2006) suggested this difference was not
representative of a discrepancy or issue, but rather, related to population size and
composition. Overall British Columbia maintains equivalent numbers of organizations
designated as social service to that of all other provinces.
Within the landscape of social service organizations serving British Columbia, the
Federation of Community Social Services of BC is the only organization of its kind within
British Columbia serving social service organizations. The Federation is considered to be the
voice of BC social service organizations at the provincial and federal government level and
provides a spectrum of resources (e.g., skill-building sessions, etc.), connection to networks
and service information to social services organizations when needed. Created in 1982, the
Federation currently maintains a membership of approximately 140 organizations. Of the
nine social service organizations involved in the charity consortium, four are members (The
Federation of Community Social Services BC, 2015). Of the organizations within the charity
consortium that participated in the study, two are members of the Federation and five are not.
As noted above, the Federation acts a resource for all social service non-profit organizations
in British Columbia regardless of membership status. In this capacity, organizations that are
not members of the Federation are able to access Federation resources, however on a more
limited base then those who are members.
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Synergy Collective Society. Synergy Collective Society was established in 1997 and
received its federal non-profit status in 2003. Synergy Collective Society is a volunteer run
community-based organization that blends art with social responsibility. The overall purpose
of the organization is to; build integrated partnerships with local Vancouver charities, artisans
and businesses to support the development of community cooperative programming. Synergy
works with local charities to support practical skill development in the areas of cooperation,
communication, team building, troubleshooting, operational, and fundraise planning. Practical
skills developed are based on identified objectives and outcomes specific to the identified
need and the culture and climate of the organization (Synergy Collective Society, 2014).
Since its inception in 1997, Synergy has worked with 57 Vancouver and Greater Vancouver
based social service non-profit organizations and helped raised over 1.7 million dollars for
community programming or direct client base needs. In addition, Synergy has showcased
over 450 singer/songwriters, conducted 22 partnership retreats, facilitated over 120 volunteer
experiences and coordinated 75 youth mentorship opportunities (Synergy Collective Society,
2014).
The Charity Consortium. The case selected was a charity consortium involving nine social
service non-profit organizations located in the Greater Vancouver area in British Columbia.
Although all nine organizations are similar in that they provide social service programming,
the type of service delivered by each organization differs based on the target population the
organization is supporting. Of the nine organizations comprising the charity consortium, eight
are registered with both the CRA and the BCSAR; and only one solely with the BCSAR.
Although nine organizations comprise the charity consortium only seven had the time and

75

VIRTUAL VOLUNTEERING IN SOCIAL SERVICE NON-PROFIT
resources to participate in the study. Of these seven organizations, six are registered with
both the CRA and the BCSAR and one with only the BCSAR.
The charity consortium was founded in response to a request by charities partnering
with Synergy to facilitate a group that would enable management members of the charities to
connect on a regular base outside of their involvement with Synergy. Charities wanted to
enhance their working relationships with each other and participate in regular meetings that
promoted ongoing discussions regarding similar issues, concerns, ideas, industry trends, etc.
Consortium membership is specific to social service non-profit organizations which are, or
have been, involved with Synergy Collective Society. It consists of seven to 14 participants,
one or two representatives from each of the nine organizations drawing from leadership staff
responsible for operation, program and service delivery needs. Organizations within the
consortium conduct social service programming in a variety of social service disciplines such
as child, youth and family counseling, mental health, developmentally challenged, hospice
care, physically disabled, restorative justice services, and child, youth and elder anti bullying
training.
The nine social service non-profit organizations involved in the 2015
consortium include:
•

The Cascadia Society for Social Working,

•

North Shore Disability Resource Center Association,

•

Watari Counselling and Support Service Society,

•

West Coast Assistance Teams,

•

North Shore Hospice Society,
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•

Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports,

•

North Shore Restorative Justice Society,

•

Fit4Defence and,

•

The Pacific Bipolar Foundation.

What is unique to the case selected is that the charity consortium represents a diverse
group of social service non-profit organizations. Although, all nine organizations involved in
the consortium provide client and/or community inclusion services, programming is directed
towards a specific target group. For example, Cascadia Society provides services to
developmentally delayed adults 18 to elderly who require either day or residential
programming, whereas North Shore Restorative Justice Society supports children, youth and
adults who have been victims of a crime and employ restorative justice strategies to address
and deal with the action and outcomes of the crime. The diversity of charities within the
consortium characterizes a broad scope of social service non-profit organizations serving
varying community groups providing an opportunity to capture rich and differing perspectives
on the topic under study.
Members of the charity consortium selected for my case were: Cascadia Society, North Shore
Disability Resource Center Association, Watari Counselling and Support Service Society,
Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports, North Shore Restorative Justice Society, the Pacific
Bipolar Foundation and Fit4Defence. An overview of each organization involved in the case
study and the service they conduct is provided below.
The Cascadia Society for Social Working. The Cascadia Society for Social Working
is a federally registered charity created in 1990 to provide day programming and residential
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home care services for adults with developmental disabilities in North Vancouver, British
Columbia. The Cascadia Society is a member of the international Camphill Community, a
life-sharing community dedicated to ensuring that people with developmental disabilities are
recognized for who they are and supported to be active members within their community.
Through meaningful activities, a healing environment, and truly human companionship, the
Cascadia Society encourages each person to master his/her own life. This mastery occurs in
the context of family, community and society. By emphasizing both independence and
interdependence, Cascadia promotes individuals to become dignified and effective citizens in
the community (The Cascadia Society for Social Working, 2015).
The North Shore Disability Resource Centre. The North Shore Disability Resource
Centre is a federally registered charity formed in 1975 by a group of parents, professionals
and advocates who wanted to create services and programs for people (infant to adult) with
disabilities to live comfortably in North Vancouver, British Columbia. NSDRC offers a
diverse range of services and programming including: advocacy, information and referral
services, infant development program, special services to children, summer programming for
children and youth, teen and pre-teen programming, supportive transition adult group
education, adult life skills program, and residential services. The North Shore Disability
Resource Centre directly serves over 450 individuals through our residential and community
based programs and is dedicated to ensuring people with disabilities are supported to
participate in their community as fully and independently as possible (North Shore Disability
Resource Center Association, 2015).
Watari Counselling & Support Services Society. The Watari Counselling and
Support Services Society is a federally registered, charitable social-profit organization
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established in 1986 developed to support street involved youth and families in the downtown
eastside of Vancouver British Columbia. Invested in creating space for change Watari is
guided by a belief in the individual's innate strengths, capabilities and desire for wellness.
Working within a community-development model to address locally identified needs, Watari
services focus primarily on populations affected by substance misuse or mental health
issues. Other related service areas include family strengthening, cultural enrichment, and
community/public education projects. Programs and services provided by Watari include:
youth day treatment program, eastside integrated youth outreach, transitioning to
independence program, aboriginal youth worker, community addictions counseling, intensive
supervision, system negotiator at downtown community courts, individualized community
outreach program, S.T.A.R program for kids, and the Latin American outreach program
(Watari Counseling and Support Services Society, 2015).
Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports. Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports is a federally
registered charity created in 1974 to provided people with physical disabilities in the Greater
Vancouver, British Columbia area the opportunity to participate in winter activities such as
downhill skiing. VASS welcomes people of all ages and disabilities and utilizes adaptive
equipment and/or specialized teaching techniques to maximize a person’s independence on
the snow. VASS offers programs from beginner to advanced, which includes snowboarding,
sit-ski, stand-up skiing and advanced adaptive ski racing. VASS is affiliated with BC
Adaptive Snowsports (BCAS) and The Canadian Association for Disabled Skiing (CADS)
(Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports, 2015).
North Shore Restorative Justice Society. North Shore Restorative Justice Society is
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a federally registered charity founded in 1997 in response to the community of North
Vancouver, British Columbia recognizing the need to approach justice (particularly youth
justice) in a different way than it had in the past. NSRJS develops, promotes and provides
advocacy and restorative approaches to prevent and heal harm caused by conflict and crime.
Restorative Justice acknowledges that when a crime occurs it impacts the victim, community,
and offender, and therefore in order to resolve or to start to heal the harm, all people affected
need to be part of the conversation. NSRJS resolves conflict and addresses harm through a
restorative process of collaboration and dialogue. NSRJS connects with affected individuals,
families and organizations to address and provide an alternate approach to dealing with crime
related issues. NSRJS is a well developed, grassroots restorative justice group with four
programs including the restorative response program, the restorative awareness dialogue
program, restorative responses to adult abuse and the neglect program and restorative
approaches in schools. NSRJS enjoys strong partnerships with other community agencies i.e.
the RCMP, and the West Vancouver Police Department (North Shore Restorative Justice
Society, 2015).
The Pacific Bipolar Foundation. The Pacific Bipolar Foundation is a federally
registered charity and was formed in 2010 to provide programming, support services and
resource networking for youth, adults and families dealing with bipolar issues in the Greater
Vancouver, British Columbia area. The Foundation promotes access to the resources people
require for recovery after bipolar events, to rebuild their health and resilience, and to facilitate
their integration back into community and work life. PBF focuses on: eliminating stigma and
discrimination, educating mental health professionals and the public in early detection and
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treatment, expanding support for patients throughout BC, both during and after
hospitalization, encouraging research to further the knowledge/treatment of bipolar
conditions, enabling the development of social enterprises and pilot programs (Pacific Bipolar
Foundation, 2015).
Fit4Defence. Fit4Defence is a social charitable organization founded in 2003 to
provide leadership, communication and social skills development for youth, women, seniors,
families and specialized groups such as sport and social service referrals from across Canada.
The program provides participants with information and techniques to gain life and
leadership skills, improve communication and manage anger for the purpose of violence
prevention, increased safety and risk reduction. The objective of imparting selfawareness/self-defense seeks to permanently change attitudes, behaviors and awareness,
preventing the likelihood of victimization and crime. The program goal of Fit4Defense is for
participant to gain insight into their strengths, unique qualities and their ability to positively
impact others, which will lead to a greater acceptance of self (Fit4Defence, 2015).
The Role of Volunteer Programming
All of the social service non-profit organizations involved in the study conduct
volunteer programming and although programming differs based on the target group being
served, the nature of how volunteers are recruited, orientated, trained, supervised and retained
are similar. For example, Cascadia Society recruits volunteers locally and through the world
wide Camphill networks and once screened and approved volunteers are orientated and
trained specific to the volunteer task assigned. Additionally, all volunteers are “expected to
comply with all Society polices/procedures and any associated municipal, provincial, federal
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legislative requirements” (Cascadia Society, 2015, p.165). Volunteer Policy. The North
Shore Disability Resource Center maintains a similar process but utilizes an internal recruiter
to locate and secure volunteers. Once approved volunteers are orientated, trained and
supervised in accordance with North Shore Disability Resource Center policies/procedures.
Additionally, volunteers are expected to adhere to all municipal, provincial and federal
regulations specific to working with people and maintaining confidentiality and privacy
(North Shore Disability Resource Center, 2015). Volunteers and Student Policy.
What is important to note is that a social service non-profit organization registered
with either the British Columbia Society Act or Canadian Revenue Agency must follow its
internal policies/procedures, constitution, purposes, bylaws as well as demonstrate
conformance to all provincial and federal human resource regulations, which includes the use
of volunteers in order to maintain their designation as a social service organization (Murray,
2006). This means that when organizations develop and implement structures to recruit,
screen, orientate, train and supervisor volunteers they must do so in a manner that not only
best meets their needs and reflects their mission, values and philosophy, but also demonstrates
adherence to all applicable municipal, provincial and federal expectations. For example,
volunteers must complete and clear a criminal records search, read and sign a confidentiality
statement, complete and sign an orientation process, etc. For many of the organizations
involved in the study volunteers are also expected to forward a resume, complete a volunteer
application, read and sign a job description or guideline of expectations, sign that they have
read and understood all of the organizations policies and procedures, etc. Volunteers are
treated similarly to that of a candidate being hired for employment in that an organization
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must ensure it is demonstrating due diligence by collecting as much information as possible
i.e. completing a screening process, criminal records check etc., to determine if the volunteer
should be granted approval to work within the organization. If approved volunteers must then
be properly orientated to the organization. For example, activities include: informing the
volunteer of the expectations associated with assigned activities, identifying the location of
where volunteer activities will be conducted, creating a schedule identifying agreed upon
dates and times of when activities will occur, educating volunteers on all organizational
policies and procedures, municipal, provincial and federal regulations such as confidentiality
and privacy laws, allegation and complaint regulations etc., identifying who will supervise
them and the supervision process, outlining what training they will be expected to participate
in i.e. bullying and harassment, First Aid/CPR, non-violent crisis intervention etc., describing
the performance review process and what is involved and how feedback will be collected.
The process is comprehensive and designed to be such in order to ensure an organization
demonstrates acts in a manner that demonstrates due diligence in its acquisition, training,
supervision and retention of volunteers.
Volunteer programming within all of the organizations is primarily conducted through
face to face programming i.e. administrative tasks, one to one support, board roles, group
facilitation etc. For example, Watari Counseling and Support Services utilize volunteers to
provide direct one to one client support, group facilitation and youth mentorship etc. The
Pacific Bipolar Foundation uses volunteers to facilitate support groups etc., and The North
Shore Disability Resource Center for board positions, one to one activities and resource
networking. Very few of the organizations indicated they conducted virtual volunteering and
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those that did identified tasks such as website development/management and managing social
media networks such as Facebook, Twitter etc., as activities that could be supported virtually.
Of these organizations participants indicated that because the above mentioned tasks did not
depend upon face to face interaction they could be managed off site and online. Participants
were unclear if any other types of volunteer activities within their organizations could be
conducted virtually as at the time this study was conducted non of the participants were aware
of any internal reviews to determine such.
All of the organizations indicated they incorporate strategies to assist volunteers to
feel engaged and connected to the organization, the people being served and staff who are
providing oversight of volunteer activities. For example, all of the organizations complete an
orientation process to ensure volunteers are introduced to the organization, the staff they will
be working with, and when applicable, the clients they will be assisting. Additionally,
engagement strategies such as communication protocols, code of conduct expectations i.e.
what is acceptable behavior, what kind of information should be shared with a client,
confidentiality protocols, supervision structure, what is involved in a performance review and
the collection of feedback etc., are all processes designed to support authentic, credible and
real exchanges between the volunteer, client being served and staff providing oversight of
volunteer activities. All of the organizations indicated that by providing supervision and
guidance to volunteers, volunteers identified they were better able to make a connection with
clients and perceived this connection as trusting, respectful and of value. As a result,
organizations indicated that volunteer feedback demonstrated that they perceived their
experience to be positive and meaningful. For a number of organizations, volunteers are
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expected to identify what they want to learn and what goals they want to achieve.
Encouraging volunteers to be involved in setting goals and identifying what they want to learn
strengthens a volunteers resolve to perform at capacity (Wilson, 2011). Although not every
organization involved in the study set specific volunteer goals, the organizations that did
reported that they observed volunteers perceived their interaction with the organization and
their experience as positive and beneficial. This suggests that by setting goals and discussing
what a volunteer wants to learn and then reviewing goals and learning on a regular base
volunteers are more likely to experience success with their experience and meet learning
outcomes they have identified are important to them (Wilson, 2011). What is of value here is
that when a volunteer perceives their experience to be meaningful, were listened too, provided
guidance, able to connect with both staff and clients, felt the relationships were real, credible
and authentic, then the likelihood of a volunteer indicating their experience was positive and
they would continue to volunteer increases (Wilson, 2011).
Summary of the Case
In 2003 there were a reported 2,0270 non-profit organizations operating in British
Columbia, with 225 designated as social service. Organizations recognized as social service
provide programming that is person based and designed to meet a targeted need (Murray,
2006). The case selected for this study was a charity consortium involving seven social
service non-profit organizations providing direct client based service to children, youth, adults
and families in the Greater Vancouver area in British Columbia Canada. All of the
organizations comprising the case are registered with either the British Columbia Society Act
Registry and/or the Canadian Revenue Agency and conduct volunteer programming. The role
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of volunteer activities differed between each organization. For example, the North Shore
Disability Resource Center predominantly utilizes volunteers in board positions, whereas the
North Shore Restorative Justice Society engages volunteers in facilitating services. All of the
organizations indicated volunteers were crucial to delivering programming and identified
processes for recruitment, screening, orientation, training and supervision of volunteers to
demonstrate conformance with their own policies/procedures and all municipal, provincial
and federal regulations.
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Chapter 5 – Thematic Analysis
Chapter 5 presents the data collected in response to my research question. These data
help to identify how staff members responsible for volunteer programming in social service
non-profit organizations were responding to the emergence of virtual volunteering. Key
findings presented are derived from both primary and secondary data gathered from semistructured interviews, organization documents and my reflective journal. Findings presented
are described, and emergent themes are determined from the research conducted. Themes
were identified and named based on participant language. The choice to do such was
intentional in that I felt using participant language would provide an increased connection and
understanding of information shared and be representative of participant voice.
The chapter commences with a summary of organizational documents, identifying the
most important aspects of this review. Immediately following is an exploration of the semistructured interviews with the identification of trends in participant responses that are
influential in understanding participant impressions. Candid summaries of my reflective
journal allow for a broad range of evidence to be described. This discussion creates evidence
for each of the seven themes analyzed in this chapter. Themes presented include: the
importance of volunteers; volunteer suitability; familiarity with virtual volunteering;
authenticity and realness in relationships; barriers to virtual volunteering; capturing volunteer
meaning; and volunteer acknowledgement. The purpose of this chapter is to present relevant
findings with respect to answering the research question and to characterize the responses of
participants involved in the study.
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Summary of Organizational Documents
All seven organizations maintained an overview that described who they were and the
services they conducted. Although all overviews provided a description of services and
historical background, overviews ranged in size (i.e. one to six pages) and in the degree of
depth (i.e. list of programs, description of programs). Organizations that were accredited or
required certification to conduct programming crafted comprehensive overviews, while
organizations not requiring such were less descriptive. McDavid and Huse (2015) stated
accreditation is the certification of competence in a specified subject or areas of expertise, and
of the integrity of an agency, awarded by a recognized and respected accrediting organization.
To become accredited, organizations must demonstrate conformance to the accreditation
process by developing and maintaining set policies, procedures, forms and reporting
structures that clearly identify how the organization conducts its practices in accordance with
recognized standards specific to their field of expertise and service delivery. To become
licensed or certified, organizations must adhere to established provincial and or federal
service delivery regulations and participate in annual audit reviews that involve on site
inspections by provincial or federal auditors i.e. Vancouver Coastal Health Services. Most
social service organizations are not required to become accredited, certified or licensed unless
specified by their funding agent and listed in their contract.
For organizations serving the Ministry for Children and Family Development and
Community Living of British Columbia, contracts that are supporting vulnerable, at risk or
high risk individuals, i.e. children, youth, mentally or physically challenged people, and/or
which exceed $500,000 in annual revenue are required to be accredited and in some cases
licensed as well. Two organizations met these criteria, Cascadia Society and North Shore
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Disability Resource Center Association, and both are accredited and chose to be accredited
through CARF – Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities, an international
accreditation service dedicated to supporting organizations that provide direct programming
to an individual and/or family in the social service sector (CARF, 2015). One other
organization, Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports, although not accredited, is obliged to
maintain certification status in order to provide services as its funding is tied to provincial and
federal ski-sport instruction standards. Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports is a member in the
BCAS – British Columbia Adaptive Snowsports and CADS – Canadian Association for
Disabled Skiing. BC Adaptive Snowsports (formerly Disabled Skiers Association) is a
provincial organization formed in 1973 and responsible for the development and support of
adaptive snowsport programs throughout British Columbia. As a registered charity BC
Adaptive Snowsports works in partnership with local clubs and hundreds of volunteers to
provide opportunities for all persons with a disability to enjoy the freedom and therapeutic
benefits of skiing and snowboard (BCAS, 2015). The Canadian Association for Disabled
Skiing is a national organization with over 30 years of service committed to ensuring every
disabled person has the opportunity to enjoy snowsport activities such as skiing. CADS works
with provincial organizations across Canada to support disabled snowsport programming
(CADS, 2015). Through its affiliation with BCAS and CDAS, VASS - Vancouver Adaptive
Snow Sports adheres to a standardized method of instruction and maintains specific
operational requirements to conduct its programming (VASS, 2015).
All organizations reported they developed processes for conducting volunteer
recruitment, screening, matching to service, hiring, supervision and evaluation structures,
however not all organizations had written documentation, i.e., policies and procedures that
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described these processes. Again, the degree of comprehensiveness associated with each of
the above mentioned elements varied between each organization and was connected to
whether the organization was accredited, certified or licensed, the type of
services/programming it provided, i.e., direct client or resource networking, the target
population served, and resources assigned or available to develop written policies and
procedures. Organizations that are accredited, certified or licensed provided more thorough
and formal documentation (e.g., written policies and procedures, evaluation forms, feedback
surveys etc.) on volunteer programming and expectations, as this is a requirement associated
with being accredited, licensed or certified.
Cascadia Society and the North Shore Disability Resource Center provided the most
comprehensive package of written documentation specific to volunteer practices within their
organizations. Both organizations developed written policies and procedures describing their
protocols specific to recruiting, screening, hiring, orientating, supervising and evaluating
volunteers. Such policies included but were not limited to: confidentiality requirements,
criminal records/vulnerable sector check, and code of conduct expectations.
Along with set policies and procedures, Cascadia Society and North Shore Disability
Resource Center maintained a number of reporting formats including: an application and
referral form, list of requirement expectations, letter of acceptance, orientation checklist,
monitoring/evaluation form and exit questionnaire, which, except for the exit questionnaire,
required volunteers to read and sign off on to acknowledge they understood information
presented and that they would abide by any and all organization policies and procedures. The
exit questionnaire was classified as optional or voluntary and offered volunteers upon leaving
the organization an opportunity to provide feedback on their volunteer experience.
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Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports and Watari Counselling and Support Services
provided the next most complete set of written policies and procedures including the
Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports operational manual identifying volunteer guidelines, task
descriptions, expectations, monitoring/progress reports and evaluation form and from Watari,
their general policy on recruiting, screening, hiring, training, supervision and volunteer
evaluation process as well as their practicum student guideline and participation agreement.
Upon review of documentation provided by North Shore Disability Resource Center,
The Cascadia Society, Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports and Watari Counselling and Support
Services, none of the policies, procedures or reporting formats identified whether the
documentation was specific to face to face or virtual volunteers. In addition, none of the
material provided described how organizations defined a volunteer. Documentation was
general in that volunteers were simply considered people who wanted to donate their time,
skill and experience to support the organizations causes.
The Pacific Bipolar Foundation, North Shore Restorative Justice and Fit4Defence did
not have any written policies or procedures describing their volunteer practices but offered a
verbal description instead. Verbal descriptions ranged in depth but all identified how
volunteers are recruited, screened, approved, matched to service, orientated, monitored,
supervised and evaluated. For example, Fit4Defence select volunteers through word of mouth
acquiring new volunteers from recommendations provided by existing volunteers. The
Pacific Bipolar Foundation utilizes local social media networks such as Facebook and Twitter
focusing on networks that have an understanding or are already supporting people dealing
with Bipolar issues. The North Shore Restorative Justice Society also employs Facebook and
local social media networks, requesting interested volunteers to forward their resume into the
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main office and then complete either an in person or phone interview. All of the
organizations ensured volunteers received information detailing the scope of their volunteer
duties, completed and clear a criminal records check, signed a confidentiality agreement,
completed an orientation process, read and signed off on all organizational
policies/procedures where applicable and were informed of protocols associated with
supervision, performance review and collecting feedback. All of the organizations also
identified that they collected volunteer feedback, however the methods used differed between
each organization. For example, Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports requested volunteers to
complete a questionnaire form whereas Cascadia Society gathered input through an online
survey tool such as Survey Monkey.
All of the organizations also noted that how volunteers were recruited, screened,
approved, matched to service, orientated, monitored, supervised and evaluated did not differ
between face to face or virtual recruits. However, participants interviewed for this research
did state that they had limited experience with requests from people interested in volunteering
virtually and that if the number of virtual requests increased there may be the need to revisit
whether current structures adequately met the needs associated with recruitment, screening,
match to service, orientation, monitoring, supervision and evaluation processes to ensure
virtual activities met municipal, provincial and federal regulations and could be conducted in
accordance with internal organizational policies and procedures.
Summary of Interviews
Of the seven organizations comprising the case under study, nine participants were
involved in the interview process. All nine participants maintained management level
positions within their organizations and are involved in the administration of volunteer
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services within their organization. Interview questions focused on participant understanding
of volunteering, volunteer practices within their organization, virtual volunteering, social
presence theory and resources/training required to conduct volunteer activities (see Appendix
A). To support confidentiality while allowing the participant’s voice to be directly represented
in this study I coded each participant with a marker (P1 to P9). Interviews provided a strong
sense of who the participant was, the work they completed within their organization, what
they found fascinating about their work and what they knew and did not know about
volunteerism. Conversations often went beyond the scope of questions asked as I allowed
each participant to follow a train of thought, or idea, to completion in order to gain a greater
appreciation for who they were and what they felt was important to them.
Participants were not guarded with responses and demonstrated a comfort and genuine
curiosity about the topic under study and were keen to be involved in a research project.
Participants openly shared their thoughts, feelings, ideas and stories about their experiences
and understanding of volunteering. I found it difficult at times not to get carried away with
the many poignant and heartfelt stories of inspiration and warmth. Moreover, I was
pleasantly surprised at the candor in which participants acknowledged their perceived
limitations, with respect to volunteerism and virtual volunteering, and what they felt they
needed to do to become better informed, educated or to make improvements. This
transparency and honesty demonstrated to me that participants were authentically engaged in
the process and genuinely wanted to gain greater insight and understanding about
volunteering and emerging trends in volunteerism. Information gathered provided a unique
and rich insight into participant experiences and understanding of volunteer programming and
management. Interview responses served as my primary source of data to answering my
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research question and although not all information shared was directly related to questions
posed, additional material provided the opportunity for me to examine participant input using
a holistic approach.
What I learned the most from the interview process was how deeply committed and
passionate participants were about their work, the volunteers and people they serve, and their
desire to learn and become more knowledgeable about volunteerism and volunteer trends.
Participants stated that although they felt volunteers were important to their organization, at
times, implementing and following processes to recruit, screen, supervise and evaluate
volunteers was challenging. The challenge derived from not having enough time or staff
resources dedicated to providing effective or efficient oversight. Additionally, participants
felt that acknowledging volunteers was an area not properly addressed due to the same
reasons listed above. Most participants identified that although they had heard of virtual
volunteering, very few had an understanding of the concept, or how the activity could be
supported in their organization. Participants expressed an interest in gaining more
knowledge, but were not clear about how they would go about this. All participants agreed
that developing relationships of trust and comfort between volunteers and clients served was
dependent upon elements of authenticity, openness, transparency and being real in
interactions. Participants stated relationships were successful and had meaning when
volunteers felt connected and engaged with the client and staff overseeing volunteer activities.
When this did not occur, volunteers tended to lose interest and did not stay involved with the
organization.
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Summary of Reflective Journal
My reflective journal collected information related to my thoughts, impressions and
moments of curiosity, and also data associated with volunteer practices for organizations that
did not have written policies, procedures or reporting formats. The charity consortium
selected as my case study provided me a unique opportunity to investigate how managers
supporting volunteer programming within the consortium were addressing the emergence of
virtual volunteering. The charity consortium was selected as my case study as Synergy
Collective Society had worked in partnership with all of the organizations for over four years
to support collaboration training and fundraising efforts. As the Executive Director of
Synergy I had developed strong relationships with the leadership teams of the organizations
and as a result leadership staff felt safe, secure and trusting of being involved in the study. In
addition, the research question itself came from questions the organizations themselves were
asking about volunteer trends and were interested in investigating further. Given that the
consortium operated beyond the scope of partnership with Synergy, my involvement and
position within the consortium was that of an observer. I adopted a non-threatening position
of legitimacy underscored by the importance of gaining acceptance and maintaining strong
communication lines with participants; to ensure that I did not threaten the “social space” of
participants. Stringer (1999) suggests that the researcher “should artfully position themselves
so that they do not threaten the social space of the people with whom they will be working
with” (p. 55). I maintained no power or authority within any of the organizations and
therefore my work would not represent a conflict of interest or create a power differential.
The Pacific Bipolar Foundation, North Shore Restorative Justice Society and Fit4Defence
offered verbal descriptions of their volunteer recruitment, screening, hiring, orientation,
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supervision and evaluation processes. All three organizations stated volunteers were
primarily recruited through existing staff or volunteer members via word of mouth with a
small percentage of volunteers coming directly from people looking at the organization’s
website. Potential volunteers were contacted by a designated staff member via phone or email
and requested to forward their resume for review. Once received, a senior staff member or
designate examined the resume to determine suitability, skill, experience level and areas of
interest. If the resume indicated the volunteer had skills or experience, the candidate was
contacted to participate in an interview. If the resume suggested the skills or experience
would not be beneficial to the organization the candidate was contacted and informed of such.
The Pacific Bipolar Foundation, North Shore Restorative Justice Society and Fit4Defence
stated they conducted both face to face and over the phone interviews, but preferred face to
face interviews whenever possible. Scheduling interviews was managed by a designated staff
person and coordinated based on staff availability and the degree of urgency related to need.
The time used to interview candidates varied between each organization, i.e., half hour to
hour and a half, as did the type and number of interview questions posed. With nothing in
writing, i.e., set of standard interview questions, etc., to help guide or direct staff conducting
interviews, the interview structure was solely based on the interviewer’s skill, knowledge and
level of experience with conducting interviews as well as their understanding of what kind of
volunteer and skill base was required. I found this approach potentially problematic, in that
none of the organizations stated they developed a specific method or set of standardized
questions that they used to ensure data collected were reliable and provided the necessary
information needed to make an informed and educated recruiting decision. It was unclear
how the organizations ensured they were hiring the right candidate for the position needing to
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be filled. Once the interview process was complete, either senior management or staff
overseeing volunteer programming reviewed interview notes to determine if the candidate
was suitable to hire. If the volunteer was deemed fit to recruit, reference checks and a
criminal records search are completed and if approved the volunteer is notified and a time set
to conduct an orientation to the organization and duties associated with their volunteer
position. The Pacific Bipolar Foundation, North Shore Restorative Justice Society and
Fit4Defence stated volunteers were monitored/supervised and evaluated on a regular base to
support best practice principles and quality improvement efforts, however none of these
organizations utilized specific evaluation or feedback forms to collect such information. I
was surprised at this as all three organizations stated they documented staff performance
reviews and also collected staff feedback, which led me to question why the same could not
be performed with volunteers. The general response provided was that although volunteers
were considered important, often the resources required to conduct reviews or collect
feedback were just not available or provided. It was not for a lack of desire, but rather a lack
of resources. The same was found to be true for volunteer recruitment, training and retention
efforts.
This revealed a deep disconnect that I attribute to the ongoing plight many social
service non-profit organizations contend with, which is the lack of financial resources needed
to hire staffing specific to providing oversight for volunteer programming. To combat this
challenge, organizations have staff do “double duty,” which in essence means, do their job
plus added responsibilities. The problem with this approach is that staff taking on extra duties
have to try and find the time to manage additional responsibilities when time is often limited.
Additionally, staff are not often trained in managing volunteer programming, and as a result,
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are not always clear on what is needed to be completed. What I concluded was that the seven
organizations involved in the case study struggled to adequately capture information needed
to identify issues, trends, strengths or gaps in service. With limited resources required to
complete planning, the organizations where challenged to effectively evaluate what they were
or were not performing well, or determine what needs or issues required attention. It is
difficult to understand how any organization with limited resources can adequately complete
planning that provides clear and credible direction to identifying and meeting current and
future needs. Given that no two volunteers are created equal and some volunteers are more
suited for given positions than others, it seems important that organizations collect
information that informs them whether a volunteer is the right fit for job, to ensure program
and service delivery expectations are being met. To me, this highlights the need for
organizations to craft written protocols that clearly describe how recruitment, screening,
hiring, training and evaluation process are to be conducted and recorded.
Thematic Analysis
The study presents eight themes identified from an examination of interview data,
excerpts from participant interviews as verbatim statements, organizational documents and
my reflective journal. The first theme is the importance of volunteers, the second theme is
volunteer suitability, the third theme is familiarity with virtual volunteering, the forth theme is
authenticity and realness in relationships, the fifth theme is barriers to virtual volunteering, the
sixth theme is capturing volunteer meaning and the seventh theme is volunteer
acknowledgement.
Themes were developed through an inductive coding process involving both the use of
assistive computer software programming: NVivo for my primary data review; and a manual
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line by line analysis of all secondary data. The coding process allowed me to develop
categories based on patterns, characteristics and relationships found between codes. Patterns
identified in categories were further examined and studied to determine themes specific to
answering my research question. Themes identified were framed based on language from
participant’s quotations; and represent numerous aspects of volunteer programming, volunteer
management and the potential of virtual volunteering in the social service non-profit sector.
Participants who took part in this study were able to address core questions relating to social
presence theory and the application of connection, authenticity, realness, and credible
interactions within the volunteer workplace. Practices that surround social presence suggest
that greater application could yield increased positive experience for both volunteers and
program managers if social presence theory was used to guide volunteer program design.
Theme 1: Importance of Volunteers. Determining roles for a volunteer is dependent
upon what an organization requires (skill, type of activity, etc.), and then matching the role to
a volunteer based on program needs, volunteer skill and volunteer interest (Wilson, 2000).
For a number organizations involved in the study, set planning and review processes helped
leadership teams determine what was needed and could be filled by volunteer support, i.e.,
program resource assessment, etc. This information coupled with a volunteer recruitment
process assisted organizations in securing volunteer support to meet identified need. During
the interview process, participants stated volunteer roles within their organizations were
diverse (board members, administrative tasks, etc.) and often considered vital to ensuring
operational stability. For example, P5 stated, “Well right now volunteers in my organization
are primarily found at the governance level, at board level. We do have a series of volunteers
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who come and assist with administrative tasks, either paperwork kind of tasks or in some
cases they are volunteering in order to gain experience to pursue work. So they’re primarily
answering the phones, greeting people as they come into the office and doing some minor
administrative tasks.” P5 further stated, “Volunteers do fundraising, public awareness, a
number of different things that isn’t necessarily specific to a program. A lot of our work is
done primarily by volunteers.”
To meet identified needs, participants said, they engaged in screening practices to
assist in verifying what skills and areas of expertise volunteers possessed and how these skills
could be best utilized to support organization efforts. Role identification was then addressed
and coordinated to match area of need and area of interest identified by the volunteer.
LeRoy and Clemens (2003) suggest volunteers are important to organizations that
utilize volunteers in that gaps identified in meeting service needs can be filled or
supplemented by volunteer support. All seven organizations involved in the study reported
volunteers were important in that they met a number of needs (board members, committee
work, fundraising events, etc.) and without volunteer involvement it would not be possible for
the organization to stay closely connected to the community. Some organizations included
the importance of volunteers in their organization descriptions while others expressed the
value when talking about what services they provided and the resources they used to deliver
programming.
Participant responses during the interview phase mark the level of importance in their
organization.
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P1 stated “I find volunteers are particularly helpful when it comes to events because
it’s easy for everyone to kind of like get on board and form a weekly committee.”
P3 noted “We rely heavily on volunteers every year. We have a group of a minimum of
four coming from Europe every year living in our homes and working in our day program.
And we have other volunteers locally that come and help us with whatever their skill set is.”
P6 commented, “They’re our life blood. We have three paid staff and 380 volunteers.”
P7 stated, “They’re very important because we only have three staff members and we
rely heavily on volunteers.”
All the participants stated their organizations conducted volunteer programming. The type,
role and purpose associated with volunteering was diverse in that some organizations utilized
volunteers to ensure program needs could be met, while others looked to create volunteer
opportunities that allowed previous clients who had benefited from receiving service an
opportunity to give back.
One organization structured part of their volunteer activities towards helping
volunteers develop employment skills. P8 stated, “having them come and do some work with
us and sort of supporting them to build their skills. Especially many young people that we
work with often want to go into the helping profession, so supporting that to be able to
happen.”
This approach was implemented based on volunteer feedback and designed to guide and
nurture the volunteer’s learning experience towards building or enhancing social and
employability skills which could help the volunteer source and secure employment. Scholars
such as Zimmeck (2001), Wilson (2000) and Einolf and Chambré (2011) suggested
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developing or building useable skills is an important aspect associated with volunteering, and
further note volunteering is significant to both the volunteer and organization served, as the
activity allows the volunteer and organization to benefit from shared learning experiences and
supporting a cause of common interest. Although all participants identified how volunteers
were important to their organization, they also acknowledged it was difficult to provide
comprehensive and ongoing oversight of volunteer programming. Concerns identified
included: struggling to ensure staffing resources where available to effectively manage
volunteers and their needs, dedicated time and attention allotted, so that staff providing
oversight could efficiently monitor and supervise volunteers, and ensuring feedback was
consistently collected to support quality improvement efforts. Strategies to address the
challenges listed above ranged from securing appropriate funding to ensure staffing oversight
could be comprehensive, establishing set supervision goals, capturing volunteer feedback on a
consistent base etc.
Theme 2: Volunteer Suitability. Anthony and Young (2003), Hodgkinson (2003),
and LeRoy and Clemens (2003) suggested determining volunteer suitability involves an
organization screening potential volunteers to: 1) examine whether the candidate’s beliefs,
ideals and values match that of the organization; 2) identify what skills and experience the
candidate can share; and 3) what the candidate is interested in doing. Typically, organizations
develop a recruitment, screening, approval, matching to service, monitoring, supervision and
volunteer performance evaluation process that are specific to their needs. Information
collected is determined based on the type of programming or service being provided and to
what target population. As an example, organizations serving children or individuals
identified as “high risk” by government authorities are required to conduct comprehensive
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screening processes to ensure individuals working with clients are skilled, have the
appropriate experience, etc.
All but three of the organizations involved in the study maintained written policies,
procedures and reporting formats describing how recruitment, screening, approval, match to
service, monitoring, supervision and evaluating volunteer experience was to be conducted.
However, there were large divides among the organizations regarding how data were gathered
and what type of information was considered important to capture. Additionally, of the three
organizations who provided written policies, procedures and reporting formats identifying
recruitment, screening, approval, matching to service, monitoring, supervision and volunteer
performance evaluation processes, only two participants stated they had experience dealing
with individuals wanting to volunteer virtually. These two participants stated that although
they used existing policies, procedures and reporting formats to assess the volunteer’s fit and
skill, they could not confidently state that the policies, procedures or reporting formats did or
did not meet their assessment needs. With increased experiences, the two participants stated
they would be able to provide more credible feedback on whether existing volunteer polices,
procedures and reporting formats were suitable for assessing a virtual volunteer’s fit and skill
level.
As mentioned earlier, every organization involved in this study conducted a recruiting
and screening process. Not all organizations maintain specific written protocols for such and
interviews with participants highlighted the variance between organizations regarding the
processes utilized. Three of the organizations simply spoke to people either over the phone or
through email collecting information or asking for a resume.
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P1 commented, “just sort of know what people’s skills are and then inviting them to
participate in things as they come up.”
P2 stated, “So I’d probably want to see a resume and, you know, get a sense of what
their history is.”
Four of the organizations had interested volunteers complete a questionnaire or application.
P3 noted, “There is a big questionnaire that they are to fill out it asks a lot about who
they are, what their interests are, why do they want to do this. And then we get also references
from two individuals in their life. So they have to give us a little biography of who they are
and in – and then we do actually have telephone conversations with them almost always
before we say yes to them. Again it’s kind of the final check and balances.”
P4 commented, “I have an application to volunteer that asks some questions. I also
take, you know, referrals, recommendations from instructors and teachers and people that
have already done some pre-screening as well. And then there’s just my own experience when
I meet them as to whether I and how I want them involved, whether I want them involved or
how I want them involved.”
What was interesting to note was that all of the participants felt the process of
determining volunteer match, role and associated skill base would not be different whether
recruiting for a face to face or virtual volunteer. Where participants expressed some
uncertainty was being able to gain a clear understanding of who the volunteer was, their
history and what the volunteer wanted to bring to their volunteer experience when information
was only collected virtually. They attributed this to their limited experience with virtual
volunteering requests. The uncertainty focused on how staff overseeing volunteer recruitment
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could gain a sound sense of who the volunteer was beyond what was provided in written form
(i.e., resume and application) if no or limited face to face meetings occurred. Three
participants noted that in lieu of a face to face meeting they conducted a SKYPE conference
call to speak directly to interested virtual volunteers.
Theme 3: Familiar With Virtual Volunteering. Gaining insight about virtual
volunteering specific to the social service non-profit sector was the main objective of my
study. A review of organizational documents and data collected from my reflective journal
highlighted how organizations involved in the study conducted volunteer practices; however,
none of the documents referenced virtual volunteering. During the interviews, six of the nine
participants identified they were familiar with the term and activity of virtual volunteering
while three of the participants stated they were not. Although several participants noted they
were familiar with the term virtual volunteering, very few had direct experience utilizing
virtual volunteers within their volunteer program.
P1 stated, “Right. So just like helping out over the Internet somehow?”
P2 commented, “Internet connections.”
P5 stated, “I have read articles and you and I have talked. I’ve talked about it, I had a
meeting with the Vice-President of Corporate Services for KPMG and talk to him about
virtual volunteering as a sort of day of caring opportunity.”
P6 stated, “I have heard of it and I am familiar with it a little bit through one of my
children was looking into it when they were in school, like what they could do online, and I’ve
been contacted this season by five or six people who say you know, ‘I’m a graphic designer, I
do websites and I’d like to volunteer our time to help you as long as I can do it remotely.’”
P7 noted, “I guess I may have heard of the practice of it but maybe not the name of it.
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P9 stated, “Actually there’s a number of different organizations in the States that runs
all of their service in relation to their volunteers, through online.”
With respect to the six participants who stated they were familiar with the term virtual
volunteering, their actual understanding of the activity was limited and varied between each
participant. Two participants thought it was simply about being connected to the Internet
while four participants thought it was an activity similar to that of online learning. With no
clear sense of what the activity actually involved it would be difficult to determine if virtual
volunteering could be assessed as a volunteer option that the seven organizations involved in
the case study could adopt. What was interesting to note was when provided some examples
of virtual volunteering, such as using SKYPE to teach a cooking class, online training
programs etc., all participants were able to see the potential use and benefits associated with
the activity. However, without specific examples, they struggled to think of tasks that could
be completed virtually or recognize any potential benefits. Given four participants stated they
were not technologically savvy and were just starting to gain some insight into social media
and the tools associated with social media (e.g., Facebook and Twitter) it was understandable
few participants could demonstrate a strong understanding of virtual volunteering. All nine
participants stated they wanted to better understand what virtual volunteering involved to be
able to assess and determine if virtual volunteering was an activity they could incorporate into
their existing volunteer models.
Theme 4: Authenticity And Realness In Relationships. Einolf and Chambré
(2011), Senge (1990) and Wenger et al., (2002) suggested when people share time, a shared
space, beliefs and values a connection is created. When the connection is perceived to be
authentic and real people are more likely to develop relationships based on feelings of trust
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and comfort (Cui, et al., 2003; Lowenthal, 2010; Tu & McIsaac, 2010). As some of the
central tenets of social presence theory, authenticity and realness are critical elements
associated with how people come to perceive if their interactions with others are credible,
have value and can be considered meaningful (Biocca, et al., 2003; Cui, et al. 2003;
Lowenthal, 2010; Tu, 1999). What was interesting to note was that none of the organizational
documents or verbal statements collected about policies and procedures identified how social
presence was considered within existing volunteer programming design. However, all
participants during the interview phase spoke directly about its importance indicating that
building relationships, whether face to face or virtually, involved the organization creating an
environment where connections occurred in a shared space and volunteers perceived
interactions to be authentic, real and meaningful.
P1 commented, “That’s absolutely essential to our organization. That’s basically what
it’s built upon is having that authenticity.”
P2 stated, “Well I think you can establish a sense of authenticity even over Skype. Yes,
you need to establish it.”
P3 noted, “Well I think it’s important in whatever you do and for everyone. When I
take it to the virtual aspect I think it’s important – for everybody. I wouldn’t want to work
with any volunteers that weren’t authentic. I just – I wouldn’t want it.”
P4 stated, “I think they’re really important. I think that, again, comes back to what
people are getting out of it, you know.”
P5 stated “So for the current volunteers the authenticity, that’s a really good word,
because the people that we have on the board feel like they’re part of the organization. They
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may not see stuff, they may not see the people we support, but they are hard working to make
sure that they represent the organization.”
P6 commented, “I think a lot of our clients, our students do feel isolated from the
general population and so the one on one contact and the friendship is really important. Now
that isn’t to say they couldn’t develop that online with their tutor, but it would take longer and
it would present itself probably differently.”
P7 noted, “I think that online it’s even more important to figure out how you convey
yourself so that it’s a sincere interaction because there’s that barrier of not being able to see
each other face to face.”
P8 stated, “I think in terms of the youth it’s like probably the most important aspect of
that relationship piece, right. A young person will know whether you’re authentic or not
pretty well right off the bat. And for volunteers and for practicum students that needs to be
there for them to be able to build good relationships or solid relationships, or continue
therapeutic work with young people.”
P9 stated, “that’s where one of the expectations would be, that there needs to be
authenticity in our virtual volunteer world.”
All participants acknowledged that to create an environment where volunteers felt they
were comfortable and supported the development of relationships built on trust and respect
was important and should be considered in design planning efforts. In face to face exchanges,
participants suggested, determining authenticity and realness was more readily identifiable
through confirming body language, tone of voice and actions taken. Participants were not as
clear how authenticity or realness in virtual exchanges could be identified or confirmed.
However they did suggest existing practices used to monitor, supervise and collect feedback
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from volunteers and clients being served through volunteer activities could provide the
structure and planning necessary to ensure authenticity and realness between the volunteer,
client and staff overseeing virtual volunteer activities.
Theme 5: Capturing Volunteer Meaning. Lowenthal (2010), Swan and Shih (2005)
and Wilson (2012) suggested capturing volunteer meaning of a volunteer’s experience allows
organizations to collect valuable information on what volunteers perceive to be meaningful in
relation to their connection with the organization, their actual experience, and what they feel
is working, or could be improved upon to enhance their experience. Four of the seven
organizations involved in the study maintained feedback and evaluation processes that
allowed written data to be collected to be used for understanding volunteer meaning and to be
used to support quality improvement efforts. All participants acknowledged during the
interview process that capturing volunteer meaning was important to understanding what
motivated volunteers to get involved and what would be required to retain them.
P2 stated, “Yeah, like that’s the thing like our volunteers feel supported by us. You
know, the fact that they come to us ask questions and everything. The feedback that I’ve
gotten from – especially like our office volunteers like just coming back to me and, you know,
I am giving you a product it feels good to actually see my work done. You guys are there to,
you know, to give me feedback and give me support surrounding how good of a job I’m doing
or not – I think that’s pretty important.”
P3 noted, “It’s giving them a place to share whether it’s good, bad or indifferent.
Sharing is important and it’s not for them to feel like they are left out in the cold with no
knowing who to talk to – where, or even feeling – I think you get a sense of feeling a more a
part of it when you can share and be heard and listened to. Giving the opportunity that if
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something is not working well that we can then strengthen our organization to be a better
organization.”
P4 stated, “Oh, absolutely, I think it’s essential, that’s what I was saying in terms of, I
think it’s essential and you have to meet whatever needs they are. You have to understand
what their motivation is. It’s a give and take, people volunteer for a reason and I think you
really have to be absolutely clear what that is to be successful in recruiting volunteer and
keeping them.”
P5 stated, “Absolutely, that’s really crucial.”
P6 noted, “I think it’s huge. We do have a form, they fill out a student form every day
at the end of the lesson and there’s a place on there for them to put in comments and
suggestions like, ‘This isn’t working for me.’”
P7 commented, “I think it’s so important. I think it has to be a culture and I think
that’s really important for people to feel like they’re part of the practice.”
P9 noted, “I don’t volunteer unless there’s meaning”.
Participants stated methods used to capture volunteer meaning were diverse (e.g.,
feedback forms, participation surveys, supervision, performance reviews, one on one
meetings, etc.) and collecting information specific to volunteer meaning was necessary to
reinforce volunteer retention and ensure staff providing oversight of volunteer programming
had feedback to support quality improvement efforts. Having an understanding of what was
important and meaningful to volunteers, whether virtual or face-to-face, would assist staff in
creating opportunities that volunteers could connect with. However, not every organization
captured written documentation so it was unclear how organizations that do not capture
written feedback would make improvements or use volunteer feedback in planning efforts.
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Theme 6: Barriers to Virtual Volunteering. Bargh (2002), Nie (2001), and Nie and
Erbring (2000) suggested virtual interactions can be challenging in that information shared
can be easily misunderstood or misinterpreted, people can feel more isolated than connected,
and with limited to no face to face contact, it is difficult to extract meaning of cues that would
derive from body language or voice inflection. P2 stated, “I think it’s easier to tell when
you’re doing virtual stuff like when it comes to you like Skype or you’re doing some sort of
conferencing or phone call or whatever because you actually see the person, you get to hear
them. But when you’re texting or you’re speaking through email or chat, you just don’t get
that same sense. And of course you can never grasp somebody’s sarcasm or like anything.
Like you can’t read people’s emotions from just doing it through that.”
Tu (2000) suggested it is important to understand what barriers exist in computer
mediated interactions to ensure planning efforts can address such and environments developed
can support virtual exchanges that allow people to connect with each other in a manner that
encourages exchanges to be perceived as real, authentic and credible. Two of the participants
commented that they were not sure if they would have the time or resources needed to
construct a virtual volunteer program. For example, P3 noted, “For me one of the biggest
things is time. And setting up a plan, finding the people that could then go and find our
volunteers to set that up to be able to maintain it and to support the volunteers.” Three of
the participants stated they would have to have a person who was technology savvy in their
organization and also interested in helping to develop a virtual program. For example, P4
stated, “someone to manage it, someone to work with me. I think there might be timing issues
in terms of being able to plug people in to roles.” P5 stated, “To find a volunteer to do it. So
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I think one of the challenges for us is how do you maintain that interest and product at the
end of it.” Four of the organizations suggested that building a connection and sense of
collaboration would be difficult. For example, P8 stated, “I think that one of the barriers
would be that lack of connection, right, which in the social services sector relationship is the
driver for success, right? Like when we are supporting young staff in their practice we are
constantly reminding them through a relationship you get results.” P1 stated, “I guess one of
the difficulties I could just see is like collaborating how to bring them into the conversation if
there is suddenly a conversation about the project, you know, that they are working on, or
part of what they are working on.” All of the participants suggested that having the needed
technology and understanding how to use the technology would be challenging. For example,
P9 stated, “some of the limitations would be the technology that it would take to do that.”
Given the complexity associated with virtual volunteering it is clear that the act
requires both the volunteer and organization to be clear on how relationships forged can
effectively ensure effective communication. This is difficult when exchanges occur online
and are unable to be confirmed, or refuted through typical social cues and nuances such as
body language or voice inflection. Additionally, how would volunteers, staff providing
oversight of volunteer programming and clients being served through virtual exchanges know
relationships developed were authentic, real and collaborative? What markers (activities,
actions, etc.) would indicate such, and more importantly, how would volunteers, staff
providing oversight and clients being served demonstrate their understanding of said markers?
Without a common definition, or understanding of virtual volunteering, it would be difficult
to expect volunteers, staff providing oversight and clients being served through a virtual
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exchange to demonstrate a clear, or consistent, understanding of what was involved and
expected decorum in virtual relationships. Although participants stated barriers existed with
virtual volunteering, they also said such barriers could be addressed by gaining a better
understanding of virtual volunteering and employing similar strategies used for face-to-face
exchanges. These strategies included: developing a platform that properly supported virtual
interactions that encouraged the development of trusting and respectful relationships,
completing an assessment of resources required, establishing practices and protocols,
establishing monitoring and supervision procedures, training structures, etc.
Theme 7 – Volunteer Acknowledgment. Acknowledging volunteers is an important
aspect to conducting volunteer programming as it recognizes volunteers for their hard work
and helps to build relationships of meaning and value (Bottiglieri, et al., 2011; Wilson, 2011).
Two of the organizations conducted specific volunteer recognition events, however none of
the organizations maintained any written policies or procedures specific to volunteer
acknowledgement. For example, P9 noted, “there are things like a volunteer appreciation
and recognition dinner that happens.”
All of the participants stated recognizing volunteer contribution was important to
meeting volunteer need, and demonstrating to volunteers their contribution were valued. For
example, P3 stated, “I mean I think acknowledgment is huge because everyone wants –
they’re not doing it for anything but I think everyone needs to be acknowledged so that they
know what they are doing is worth doing.” P4 stated, “I think people volunteer, people who
volunteer really expect that, I think that’s something that they’re looking for.” However, a
number of participants noted they often struggled to recognize, or acknowledge, volunteer
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work in a coordinated manner, or with consistency. For example, P5 stated, “I also think we
would really need to work on how we recognize that work, because right now we don’t do a
very good job of recognizing volunteer work.”
All participants stated that they felt there was not enough time or resources allocated
to adequately provide effective and efficient oversight of volunteer programming and as a
result volunteer acknowledgment was often overlooked, or not made a priority, in planning
efforts. All participants identified that developing a strategic approach towards volunteer
acknowledgment would help identify key factors involved in honoring volunteer contribution
and methods best suited to demonstrate volunteer appreciation. Based on comments provided
there would be value for the seven organizations involved in this case study to evaluate how
volunteer acknowledgement is currently conducted.
Summary
In order to understand how staff managing volunteer activities in social service nonprofit organizations in the Greater Vancouver, British Columbia area were responding to the
emergence of virtual volunteering, it was necessary to have an understanding of current
volunteer practices and what virtual volunteering entailed. One of my goals was to
understand how the constructs of social presence theory (perceived authenticity, realness and
credibility in interactions, etc.) would be created and/or applicable in virtual relationships. I
began by examining participant understanding of authenticity, realness and credibility in
developing relationships. Discussions with participants showed that interactions, whether
face-to-face or virtual, required volunteers to perceive exchanges as authentic, real, credible
and had meaning to develop relationships of trust and longevity. Participants also suggested it
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was important to have an environment where volunteers felt welcomed, connected and
included to create an atmosphere where feelings of authenticity, realness, credibility and
meaning could be nurtured and forged. Participants noted that creating such an environment
was not always easy due to limited time, dedicated attention and staff oversight in
coordinating and managing volunteer activities. However, despite this, participants
recognized a barrier existed and said efforts were made to address the limitation and remain
present to seeking solutions. Participants also noted that within volunteer program planning
efforts, there was limited consistency in capturing volunteer meaning. Although participants
stated they felt it was important to gather input from volunteers on what they perceived to be
meaningful through their volunteer experience, structures (feedback forms, one-on-one
meetings, etc.) to capture this information did not occur with reliability and for some
organizations, not at all. To better understand what motivated volunteers and support quality
improvement efforts, collecting feedback from volunteers about their experience and meaning
of this experience is essential. Two participants suggested strategic planning efforts that
included the collection of feedback from volunteers could be aligned with expected volunteer
program outcomes. This approach would ensure feedback was reviewed with consistency, as
organizations were required by funders to report on how they met program outcomes
annually. Participants equated this approach similar to that of performance reviews and
further suggested information could be collected as part of the review, ensuring data regarding
volunteer meaning of their experience was gathered and examined on a regular basis. With
respect to virtual volunteering, participants did not share a clear and central understanding of
what the activity entailed. Although six participants expressed some familiarity with the term,
three participants did not. Participants who stated they were familiar with the term could did
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not have direct experience working with virtual volunteers within their organization and
therefore were unclear about what would be required and the mechanisms necessary to adopt
and support virtual interactions. Based on participant comments, further research of virtual
volunteering and the resources (technology needs, program design, staffing requirements,
training, etc.) required to conduct a virtual volunteer program is needed to assess whether the
any of the seven organizations involved in this case study could develop and support a virtual
program.
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Chapter 6 – Discussion
In this chapter I discuss findings identified in Chapter 5 and present suggested
recommendations. I also identify future research opportunities and personal insights from
lessons learned and present the dissemination of results and concluding remarks.
Recommendations are aligned with themes identified in Chapter 5 and the working research
question. The discussion analyzes aspects of the volunteering process, social presence theory,
and virtual volunteering. Recommendations are identified in response to findings are
presented in order to guide future policy or research initiatives. The three suggested courses of
action are assessment, social presence construction and the capture of volunteer meaning.
Several limitations to the study and its findings are identified as well.
The seven social service organizations involved in this case study are distinct in many
respects and have critical needs that must be assessed. What this means is that it is vital to
have ongoing research that will allow for enhanced understanding of the challenges faced by
these organizations, as well as their individual needs. There is a benefit for all the
organizations to complete an internal assessment focusing on identifying their needs and
capabilities in order to better understand areas of strength, limitation and where improvements
or growth can be achieved. Examining current volunteer programming design and whether
they are getting the most out of their volunteer protocols would assist in determining if a
virtual volunteer element could be added to existing volunteer activities. From there, it will
be possible for organizations to assess the costs of putting together a virtual volunteer
protocol. Only through reflective self-assessment will organizations be able to understand and
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evaluate their strengths, weaknesses, abilities and needs and what planning is required to
determine how to conduct programming and support volunteer involvement.
Because it is important for volunteers to feel realness and authenticity in their
interactions, it will be important for social service non-profit managers to implement
environments that allow volunteers to experience such. For some, this might mean describing
online arrangements where people can understand that their contributions are being heard and
responded to by not only other volunteers, but also by the staff providing oversight of
volunteer programming. For others, it may mean determining if they have the resources to
implement a virtual program and how they utilize social presence theory to help guide design
applications. By increasing their understanding of social presence theory, social service nonprofit organizations would be better able to satisfy the needs of volunteers, and in so doing,
would be able to enhance the long-term engagement of current volunteers as well as attracting
new volunteers and potential contributions.
In addition, there is a need among the organizations involved in this study to capture
the volunteers’ meaning of their experience. Organizations need to find out why people are
interested in volunteering with them, and what people are taking away from their experience.
By doing this, organizations would be better informed and able to craft an experience that was
more meaningful for their volunteers moving forward. It would also allow organizations to
more effectively meet the needs of their current and future volunteers.
Importance of Volunteers
All participants noted that volunteers were important to their organization and the
delivery of services to the community members they served. Participants 6 and 7, for
example, specifically stated that volunteers conducted all of their programming and without
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such they would not be able to provide service. Additionally all participants indicated
volunteers maintained different roles within their organizations. These include, for example,
board members, one on one workers, and facilitators. Determining the role of a volunteer was
based on what the organization required and the skills/interests of the volunteer. For a
number of participants, the planning and coordination of a volunteer’s role needed to include
the volunteer’s participation in this process. For example participant 3 stated, “We match
volunteers to roles based on input collected from the volunteer that describes what they want
to do, what skills they have, what they want to get out of the experience and the amount of
time they want to commit too.” Participants 1, 6 and 9 suggested including volunteers in the
process of determining how to best utilize their skill and match them to activities they were
interested in led to a greater degree of task completion than without such input. For example,
P6 stated, “When we involve volunteers in the planning stages of what we are hoping to
achieve with their involvement, we have a higher success rate of meeting our goals and
volunteers providing assistance that is of interest to them.” Ultimately, given that all the
participants stated that volunteers were important to conducting service, it would make sense
that volunteers be included in the process of determining what their roles would involve and
how their contributions would support the organization (Wilson, 2012). Considering the
significance of volunteers for the organizations involved in the study, establishing goals and
outcomes associated with a volunteer’s role would further connect the volunteer to objectives
that were jointly developed by both the volunteer and organization, thereby increasing the
potential for a positive and successful volunteer experience (McDermott & Snyder, 2002).
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Volunteer Suitability
Determining volunteer suitability is a practice which involves an organization
conducting a number of processes to determine if the volunteer’s beliefs and values are
similar to those of the organization’s philosophy and mission and if the identified skill, level
of experience, desire and time required to meet the assigned task matched the activity
requiring volunteer support (Hodgkinson, 2003; Wilson, 2000). For all of the organizations
involved in the study, completing procedures such as recruitment, screening and matching
assisted in determining a volunteer’s suitability. Additionally, once a volunteer is approved,
further suitability practices such as supervision and volunteer performance evaluations were
conducted to provide up to date and current information on such.
While most organizations kept detailed records of written policies and procedures
involved with the above mentioned practices, three did not. Amongst those organizations that
provided materials, all indicated that their current structures to collect information provided
them with a comprehensive overview of a volunteer’s suitability. Additionally, volunteer
contract expectations highlighted expectations such as following the code of conduct,
adhering to all organization policies/procedures, signing confidentiality agreements etc., and
following provincial and federal regulations such as completing and clearing a criminal
records check etc., ensured organizations captured as much information as possible to
determine if a person was suitable to work within their organization. For those organizations
that did not have written policies or procedures regarding volunteer suitability, all
organizations described their efforts to capture information about the potential volunteer
through conversations, checking references and following provincial and federal regulations.
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All of the participants noted that supervision and performance reviews also provided ongoing
and current information regarding volunteer suitability and assisted determining if the
volunteer should remain or if the organization had to terminate services. If a volunteer was
found not to be suitable through supervision and evaluation process, organizations followed
internal policies and contract expectations as well as provincial and federal regulations to
terminate services and worked to do so in a sensitive and respectful manner.
Virtual Volunteering
All the participants involved in this study noted that they were unclear as to what
virtual volunteerism entailed, and as a result were not sure how they could utilize the activity.
All participants stated that there would be value in gaining a clearer and deeper understanding
of virtual volunteering and suggested conducting more research would accomplish such.
Although a limited understanding of virtual volunteering existed among participants, all
participants were open to the possibility of incorporating virtual volunteering if they could
clearly determine what was involved and the resources needed to support virtual interactions.
Participants noted that part of their responsibility as managers within their organizations was
to stay abreast of new and emerging trends related to the work they conducted. As technology
becomes more prevalent and provides innovative alternatives to face to face engagement
(such as Skype video conferencing), participants acknowledged their need to be wellinformed of advancements and the need to undertake training to demonstrate such. In order to
attract potential volunteers and keep up with emerging communication trends, all participants
agreed they needed to recognize that technology would continuously provide new and
innovative approaches for people to connect with each other. A concerted effort to
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technologically innovate would allow participants the opportunity to not only gain an
understanding of advancements, but also to assess how, or if, they could capitalize on such.
Social Presence Theory
All participants clearly expressed that whether interactions were face to face or virtual,
the perception of authenticity, realness and credibility within a shared interaction was vital in
the development and retention of relationships. Participants suggested they considered social
presence to be important as it would seem pointless to have volunteers and staff providing
oversight of volunteer programming, and clients being served, through virtual interactions
engaging in the activity, if they did not perceive the interactions to be authentic, real, credible
and meaningful. The recognition of such is applicable to research conducted by Kehrwald
(2008) and Tu and McIsaac (2010), in that their findings suggested a similar significance for
online learners and teachers facilitating online courses. Participants were not clear on what
strategies would need to be considered or implemented to ensure that volunteers, staff
providing over sight of volunteer programming and clients being served through virtual
exchanges could perceive authenticity, realness, credibility and meaningfulness in
interactions. However, participants did question whether approaches used to support such in
face to face exchanges could be adapted for virtual interactions.
Participants noted that they felt social presence could be enhanced among volunteers
by creating an environment where the volunteer felt they were part of something with a
grander, more important meaning. For example, P9 noted “when our volunteers feel they are
involved in something that is for a bigger cause, they work more closely together to help
support the cause”.

VIRTUAL VOLUNTEERING IN SOCIAL SERVICE NON-PROFIT

123

Participants also felt that volunteers not only valued feeling connected to the people around
them, but also that the people around them shared the same values that they find important.
For example, P1 commented “ Our volunteers tend to share similar beliefs, interests and
values which helps them connect with each other and develop relationships they perceive to
be real and authentic.” This suggests that a critical element of social presence theory in the
context of volunteer organizations has as much to do with creating the overall environment as
it has to do with managing the individual relationships that naturally occur among individuals.
While participants demonstrated an acknowledgement of the importance of social
connectedness in volunteer interactions, the research makes clear that creating these kinds of
environments is a steady challenge for those who work in computer-mediated communication.
A factor to creating a connection between individuals comes from the social cues such as
body language, tone of voice that goes along with communication. This means that much
content communicated from person to person is constituted not only by what is said, but also
by how it is said and the non-verbal communication that embeds the verbal communication.
The ability of individuals to fill in the gaps in communication with these kinds of social cues
is something that can have a major impact on understanding the intent and meaning of what is
being communicated. In the volunteer setting, it can be difficult for people to gain fulfillment
for their experience because their communication lacks the kind of enhanced context that
makes it truly impactful. Participants identified this as one of the gaps that currently exists
and suggested that social presence can be enhanced when these kinds of contextual
communication tools are available. As research suggests, it is possible to provide at least
simulated examples of these important elements, adding to the overall experience that one
might have while a part of volunteering. The research puts special emphasis, for instance, on
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tools such as emoticons, which allow for a more enriched experience to occur between
individual than when there are no emoticons shared.
Tu and McIsaac (2010) suggested that one of the chief tools that might be used by
volunteer-seeking organizations is the implementation of protocols that allow for more
engagement of staff providing oversight of volunteer programming. It is not just the ability to
connect with fellow students that helped people who were involved in distance learning
settings, but the ability to connect with the facilitators who taught courses. According to the
research, when students believed that the facilitators were present during the course of their
communication, they would be much more likely to engage in a way that was meaningful than
without the facilitators. Likewise, they were likely to believe that their contributions were
being evaluated and valued. The creation of volunteer interfaces that allow people to at least
believe that they are in the presence of people in leadership positions was shown as something
that could have a long-term positive impact for those organizations that wanted to receive
better feedback from the people using their systems, and those organizations that wanted to
enhance their long-term engagement with people who showed interest in being a part of
volunteer-based programs.
Capturing Volunteer Meaning
Haythronwaite (2005) and Hodgkinson (2003) suggested capturing volunteer meaning
is an important facet of managing volunteer engagement, providing needed feedback on how
volunteers feel about their experience and what measures can be taken to support what is
being done well and to improve on what is not. Participants stated collecting volunteer
meaning was significant, but they struggled to do so in a coordinated or consistent manner.
Reasons for such included not having dedicated staff time to collect information, an inability
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to create a structure to capture feedback, and lack of making volunteer feedback a priority
within the program. Regardless of limitations identified by participants, the need to collect
information specific to how volunteers determined meaning within their volunteer experience
was clear. Participants noted that they could use this information to support program
outcomes, and more importantly, demonstrate to volunteers that staff providing oversight
were listening and cared about work the volunteer was completing. Gathering information on
volunteer meaning would also assist staff in coordinating recognition efforts by supporting
acknowledgement efforts to focus on work completed and feedback provided by the
volunteer. This approach could be more meaningful for the volunteer as recognition would be
reflective of the volunteer’s personal contribution and experience.
Barriers to Virtual Volunteering
Amongst participants in this study, a consistent theme evolved highlighting a lack of
understanding regarding virtual volunteering and the resources such as hardware i.e.
computer, ipad etc., trained staffing, dedicated monies to monitoring and management, etc.,
required to conduct virtual activities. Participants expressed an interest in increasing their
understanding of the activity, the resources required and the role technology played to support
virtual activities. I found that certain barriers are inherent to computer-based interactions
such as, the cost associated with acquiring hardware such as computers, broadband
availability, and creating a user-friendly online platform. With limited use and understanding
of computer-based interactions, organizations would need to complete additional research to
determine what planning would be required and if adaptation of tasks typically conducted
through face to face exchanges could occur virtually. Additionally, how would a virtual
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environment be similar to that of a face to face environment with respect to establishing
relationships that were built on trust, comfort, safety, respect and a common goal? Moreover,
what existing volunteer practices such as policies, procedures and approaches would be
adaptable from face to face strategies and/or what would need to be revised or created to
ensure volunteer tasks were completed and support was available to volunteers? Participants
agreed that the ability to communicate effectively and clearly across a virtual environment
would be essential to managing volunteer engagement and volunteer satisfaction rates.
Participants indicated that with more information regarding virtual volunteering they and
leadership teams within their organization would be better informed and equipped to
determine if virtual activities could be supported and incorporated into existing volunteer
programming.
The need of organizations to determine if and/or how virtual volunteering activities
could be adopted into current volunteer practices also included the question of what resources
would be required to do such and the financial cost associated with acquiring resources. In
addition to resources, what training needs would need to be identified and programming
developed to conduct training. Finally, the implementation of virtual volunteer activities in a
manner that was not labour intensive, complex or limited organizations from being able to
conduct services in a manner that best met the needs of volunteers, clients served, and
expected volunteer program outcomes.
Participants described that although they felt current recruitment, screening,
orientation, training, supervision and evaluation structures could be utilized to support virtual
requests, they were unclear if this perception was true, given that many of the organizations
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had not yet engaged in supporting virtual activities or did so on a very limited base. To
determine if existing recruitment, screening, orientation, training, supervision and evaluation
structures would suffice, further use and review would need to take place in order to make an
informed decision.
Another barrier participants identified was the ability of their organization to create
exchanges that volunteers perceived to be valuable despite the distance and lack of personal
contact. Research conducted by Albirini, (2008) and DiMaggio et al., (2001), suggested
virtual communities could be similar to that of face to face interactions despite the distance
and lack of personal contact. Creating exchanges based on trust, credibility and value is not
limited to face to face engagement and when parameters such as communication protocols
and resolution guidelines were identified and followed, people felt their interactions were
safe, real, authentic and meaningful (Albirini, 2008; DiMaggio et al., 2001). Therefore, it is
not a question of whether an organization could create a virtual framework where volunteers
perceive their interactions to be valuable in a virtual exchange, but rather the acquisition of
information and the resources required to implement a virtual platform. A greater
understanding of virtual volunteering would provide this information and assist organizations
in determining if and how they could adopt a virtual approach and if so, the necessary
structures such as communication guidelines, to support virtual activities. Additionally,
organizations would be able develop clear and consistent interaction processes that would
limit potential challenges associated with a virtual exchange (Di Maggio et al., 2001).
Participants agreed that organizations had a responsibility to create environments where
volunteers perceived their interactions to be authentic, real and collaborative. Creating such
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experiences in virtual exchanges would require a dedicated approach to incorporating
methods and then monitoring such methods to ensure volunteers felt engaged, connected, and
relationships forged perceived to be real, meaningful and of value (Di Maggio et al., 2001).
Volunteer Acknowledgement
Volunteer programming in part involves the development of relationships and the
recognition that these relationships have meaning and value to volunteers (Bottiglieri, et al.,
2011; Wilson, 2012). Further to this, Wilson (2012) suggested that specific recognition
events and the development of written policies to support such are useful to ensure
organizations plan and develop protocols that recognize volunteer contributions. Research
sheds light on the underlying aspects of volunteer recognition and the importance of volunteer
acknowledgment. Wilson (2012) indicated that volunteer acknowledgement was influential in
that it provides an opportunity for volunteers to be recognized for work completed and to
increase the percentage of volunteers identifying their experience as meaningful. This
sentiment was noted amongst participants with many participants expressing that they felt
honoring volunteer contributions was necessary to create better recognition and feelings of
appreciation.
All seven of the surveyed organizations could benefit from improved volunteer
acknowledgement activities. Although most of the organizations conducted some kind of
volunteer appreciation (Watari Counselling and Support Services holds an appreciation event,
and Cascadia Society gives personal letters of appreciation and holds an acknowledgement
service for their volunteers), not all of the organizations conducted appreciation efforts on a
consistent or in a regular manner. Based on these results, management and organizational
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policy should pay greater attention to volunteer recognition. This is an area that would require
further attention and research by organizations to acquire a clear understanding of what
acknowledgement efforts would best meet the needs of their volunteers and what structures
would need to be reviewed or developed to support such outcomes.
Summary
In the pursuit of my initial research question (How are managers within social service
non-profit organizations responding to the emergence of virtual volunteering?) I found that all
of the organizations involved in the study had limited experience with virtual volunteering.
While some participants were aware and integrated virtual volunteering activities, others did
not, and of those participants who did not employ virtual activities, none were completely
familiar with what the activity entailed. This was a result of only using virtual volunteers for
limited activities i.e. administration tasks, web design or social media management. Given
the lack of understanding regarding virtual volunteering there would be value and benefit for
further research to increase awareness and gain a greater information regarding the
mechanisms required to conduct such activities (Biocca et al., 2011).
Participants identified that processes associated with recruitment, training and
integration were significant in securing appropriate volunteers, matching volunteers to
services, orientating volunteers, providing supervision and conducting evaluation and
feedback practices. Strategies to complete the above ranged from the management of
personal communication, placing volunteers in roles that were appropriate to their interests
and gaining feedback on an ongoing basis. Approaches were established to support volunteer
assimilation and to create methods of volunteer engagement that promoted feelings of trust,
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respect and credibility to build authentic relationships (Bruhn, 2011). Alternatively, where
many of the organizations identified a challenge or felt they were not addressing to the best of
their ability was capturing volunteer meaning and leading volunteer appreciation on a
consistent base.
Despite a lack of understanding regarding virtual volunteering, limited experience
with online environments and communication platforms, virtual volunteering was addressed
as an aspect of volunteerism that leadership teams and staff providing volunteer oversight
needed to be better informed about if organizations who depended on volunteers wanted to
reach out to potential volunteers who were technology savvy and interested in donating their
time virtually. Participants noted that they recognized technology was changing how people
engaged and connected with each other and their community and to ensure their organization
remained abreast of such change efforts needed to be taken to understand how technology was
impacting the manner in which people wanted to volunteer and how their organization could
respond to such.
It was also found throughout the participant’s descriptions that performance related
feedback could be helpful in supporting volunteer retention efforts. Participants noted that by
evaluating volunteer performance and collecting information regarding volunteer perception
and meaning of their experience, staff providing oversight of volunteer programming and
leadership teams within each organization could better access and address volunteer needs
and make changes or improvements as necessary. Additionally, regardless of a volunteer
experience being face to face or virtual, participants identified that they felt there would be
greater trust, openness and opportunity for a more fruitful experience for the volunteer if
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continuous interactions were maintained. Further, the availability of authentic and credible
experiences promoted by real exchanges was an aspect of volunteering that participants
described would create valuable and positive volunteer experiences.
Increased research and data collection would contribute to greater volunteer
engagement; feedback and understanding regarding how social service non-profit
organizations could improve volunteer experiences (Wilson, 2011). Since the medium of
virtual volunteering is still in the early stages of development within the organizations
involved in this study, there are useful aspects to gaining volunteer feedback and responses to
non-profit initiatives that could be conducted virtually. The ability for strategic planning to
take these preferences into account would allow for greater role assigning and implementation
altogether (Wilson, 2011).
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and Recommendations
The seven social service non-profit organizations involved in this case study utilize
volunteer support to deliver services which requires a coordinated approach to identify trends,
gaps, strengths, and needs in order to reinforce volunteer, program and organizational
stability.
The goal of this project was to answer my research question: How do managers in
social service non-profit organizations respond to the emergence of virtual volunteering? I
employed an exploratory case study methodology and grounded my research practice in a
theoretical framework based on social presence theory. I sought to answer my applied
research question and to contribute to the development of social presence theory by expanding
the theory’s application area to include virtual volunteering. I adopted a qualitative approach,
collecting data through open-ended semi-structured interview from nine participants
representing seven social service non-profit organizations that comprised the charity
consortium I selected as my case study.
I found that although all the volunteer-based organizations involved in my case study
provide services designed to meet the needs of the community they serve, the approaches and
methods used to do such are uniquely different from organization to organization. Literature
reviewed suggested that no two organizations should be considered the same and as such
planning to support programming should reflect this. In order to have a clear understanding
about how to conduct service and what is actually needed, each organization should complete
a needs assessment on an annual basis or when programming/service change significantly to
ensure what they are doing is meeting the mandate of the organization, the needs of the people
they serve and the volunteers utilized to deliver programming. A common element among all
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of the organizations involved in this study is that they are looking for different kinds of people
who are all interested in different kinds of volunteer experiences. Younger volunteers may
have very different needs than older volunteers. This study captured what is critical not only
for understanding what the organizations should do, i.e., planning efforts, but also to
understand the dynamics of volunteer engagement and satisfaction. The organizations
involved in this case study must research and determine if virtual volunteering is an activity
they can implement and support and if so what kind (i.e. high level or low level) of an online
environment will work according to the skill level of their volunteers (technology skill),
program goals and aims. In addition organizations must examine the nature of change i.e.
incorporating virtual volunteer activities and how expanding or adapting current practices will
influence or affect their current organizational culture and climate. Although all of the
organizations indicated they were open and responsive to the possibility of including virtual
volunteer activities, change of any nature requires time, attention and a clear understanding of
what the change will bring and how to best address the change to support a positive outcome
(Senge, 1990).
One of the unique challenges faced by the organizations involved in this study is the
lack of resources to create the databases that might be successful for implementing computermediated environments. Interviews revealed specific differences in the abilities of the
organizations represented and showed that practical or logistical concerns must be taken into
account when trying to apply theoretical understanding to real-world situations. At the end of
the day, no amount of theory will be helpful for an organization unless that organization has
the tools on hand to create and implement an online environment. For this reason, the study
was helpful in shaping the issues faced by these organizations, and for opening eyes as to
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what concerns real volunteer-based organizations are keeping in mind as they make their
decisions. While each of these organizations would undoubtedly like to create the best kind of
online environment to allow them to connect with the most online volunteers, they have to
make important decisions about when, where, and how to spend their resources.
This study identifies that while there are some similarities between online learning and
online volunteering, there are also some critical differences. The majority of research on
social presence theory is about the experiences of students who are seeking to get something
meaningful out of their experiences in digital classrooms. There is limited research that
examines online volunteer experiences specific to social service non-profit organizations,
which suggests that further research is required to determine if online volunteer experiences
are similar to that of online students. All of the organizations involved in this case study
utilize online training platforms as well as in person instructional sessions to meet training
needs. In this way, schools and organizations involved in this case study have similar interests
in putting forward an environment that enhances engagement. The goal for each organization
is to determine how they will provide people with a basis for engaging in an online
environment that encourages long-term involvement with the organization. This project
helped to crystalize the differences between the goals of the organizations involved in the case
study. It demonstrated that the similarities between distance learning organizations and
volunteer-based organizations are important for framing the development of computermediated programs. However, identifying key differences will be fundamental to designing
programs and protocols optimized for each organization. The organizational leaders who
participated in this study were very helpful in providing insights into how their organizations
operated, and their interview contributions provided a basis for understanding the critical
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differences between themselves and other organizations that might utilize computer-mediated
environments.
This research did help to answer the most critical question, which was whether or not
the seven volunteer-based organizations in this study could implement and benefit from an
online volunteer environment. The answer is that it depends upon the needs, goals and
resources each organization has available to them and the manner in which serving their
community is best provided. For example, some of the organizations involved in this study
are heavily dependent upon human to human interaction and have limited use for computermediated environments. This is especially true for the smaller organizations that do not have
either the resources or the need for a virtual volunteer program. However, for the larger
organizations, which have identified a need and have the available resources to extend beyond
traditional face to face exchanges, the opportunity to implement programming that can
connect with community members who otherwise may not have access to services is
attractive. In conducting this case study, I was able to increase my understanding of how the
seven social service non-profit organizations involved in this research provided service to
their communities within the Greater Vancouver British Columbia area and what they
determined to be emerging trends.
I would like to thank the participants and organizations involved in my case study who
graciously gave of their time and shared their thoughts and concerns about the emergence of
virtual volunteering. They provided a unique perspective that helped to illustrate the
theoretical frameworks I engaged. Their contributions allowed for a better understanding of
how these theories could play out in the real world.
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At the end of this chapter, I provide some discussions on the limitations of this
research; some personal reflections on the research project; and some areas of potential future
research. The following four recommendations emerge from both my rigorous analysis of the
data presented in the previous chapters of this dissertation and my ability to connect these data
to my years of professional experience working in the social services sector.
Recommendation #1: Assessment and Resources
My first recommendation for the social service non-profit organizations involved in
this case study is the development of an assessment process to review and evaluate existing
volunteer practices and resources in order to have a clear understanding of what the
organization currently has and needs. Then an assessment should be conducted to become
more informed about the practice of virtual volunteering and to determine if the approach was
financially viable, would be suitable in meeting organizational needs and ultimately identify if
the activity could be included in existing volunteer programming. Further information
gathering and the completion of an internal assessment would allow staff providing oversight
of volunteer programming the opportunity to evaluate existing resources while determining
what would be required and the suitability of the activity in comparison to organizational
needs, program structure, service delivery practices and identified community needs. All of
the organizations conducted internal review assessments of some kind to examine how
programs were operating, resource allocation, budget reviews and outcome completion,
however participants noted no systems currently existed within their organizations to collect
information specific to virtual volunteering, and as a result were unclear and not confident
that they could employ a virtual approach. I believe organizations could either capitalize on
existing evaluation processes to determine if existing volunteer programming could be
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adapted to address virtual needs or could create an evaluation process specific to virtual
interactions. The assessment could be as simple or comprehensive as needed and based on
what the organization wanted to achieve and how staff providing oversight to volunteer
programming envisioned the implementation of virtual programming.
Recommendation #2: Social Presence Theory
My second recommendation focuses on social presence theory and how it could be
used to help gain an increased understanding of how relationships develop and evolve in a
virtual environment. Participants noted that although they recognized the significance of
volunteers perceiving their interactions as authentic, real and credible, they were unclear
about how to support such within a virtual environment. I recommend the seven social
service non-profit organizations involved in this case study look to connect with similar
organizations that have successfully implemented virtual volunteer programming and gather
information about program design and resources required (i.e. training needs, monitoring,
supervision, evaluation processes and lessons learned from creating and conducting a virtual
program). Information gathered would help to increase the understanding of virtual
volunteering and what considerations within program design would be needed to address
volunteer perception of authenticity, realness and credibility in virtual interactions. As an
example, staff providing oversight of volunteer programming could create strategies specific
to virtual interactions or refer to approaches used in face-to-face exchanges i.e. (creating a
safe environment, providing guidance and supervision, establishing engagement
practices/protocols etc.) and evaluate these approaches for applicability in a virtual setting.
Staff could then evaluate strategies implemented and determine their effectiveness, based
feedback received and make revisions as necessary. With ongoing monitoring and review,
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staff would be able to address concerns or areas of deficiency in a timely manner and ensure
every effort was being made to provide the opportunity for relationships to be developed that
were perceived to be authentic, real and credible.
Recommendation #3: Capturing Volunteer Meaning
My third recommendation focuses on organizations collecting information that
identifies a volunteer’s perception and meaning of his/her experience. Participants noted they
felt capturing volunteer meaning was significant, however, they identified that they fell short
in gathering information on a consistent bases. Participants cited a lack of time, resources and
reporting structures available to collect information. I believe to address this shortfall, staff
providing oversight of volunteer programming could either enhance or create a feedback
process that would gather information in a more consistent, fluid, and timely fashion. For
example, information could be collected and recorded when conducting supervision, or during
one on one meetings, or when completing performance evaluations. Additionally, an online
feedback platform such as online survey tools could be included as an option for volunteers to
provide feedback and the online platform could be structured to automatically send out
feedback requests on a set schedule. Regardless of the method used to collect feedback,
volunteers would know there was a process where they would be asked about their experience
and could then attach meaning, purpose, and value to contributions made and link the impact
of their interactions and participation to specific areas of focus or interest. Additionally,
regular collection of volunteer meaning would allow staff providing oversight of volunteer
programming the opportunity to discuss suggestions or issues identified and, when
appropriate, implement change based on the feedback. Volunteers would then directly see
how their input was being captured and used.
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Recommendation #4: Volunteer Recognition
My fourth recommendation concentrates on organizations developing policies,
procedures and practices that address and provide volunteer appreciation on a consistent basis.
Although all of the organizations acknowledge their volunteers in some fashion (i.e. during
performance reviews, at annual Holiday celebrations, or personal thank you letters) all of the
participants indicated conducting specific volunteer recognition events or activities on a
consistent basis would add value to the volunteer experience and support volunteers
perceiving their experience as positive and meaningful. All of the participants indicated that
efforts to do such through supervision and performance reviews provided time and attention
to acknowledge volunteer contributions, however additional time and resources dedicated to
demonstrating volunteer appreciation would ensure volunteers were recognized on a more
regular basis. Issues associated with providing such centered on participants identifying that
staffing and established practices dedicated to volunteer appreciation were inconsistent and
while considered important only occurred with regularity when resources were available to do
such. If organizations included volunteer acknowledgement in volunteer programming design
and planning efforts, protocols would then exist to ensure volunteer appreciation occurred on
a regular base.
Limitations of the Study
Employing qualitative research methods can be labour intensive, time consuming and
challenging in that information gathered based on participant feedback requires a detailed
analysis to ensure findings generated are representative and applicable to the entire case under
study (Creswell & Clark, 2011; Yin, 2003). Although the sample size of seven organizations
and nine participants does not reflect the larger social service non-profit sector, data analyzed
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and findings generated were reflective of participant perceptions (Creswell & Clark, 2011).
Future Research
There were several key areas that future research would benefit the organizations
involved in this study and the field of online interactive environments at large. Since there are
significant aspects of virtual engagement that have been demonstrated effectively (for
example in the area of online academic programming), it is reasonable to assume that research
conducted in online academic programming could be extrapolated and translated to virtual
volunteerism. Authors such as Amichai-Hamburger, (2008), Bruhn, (2011), Hustinx et al.,
(2010) and Wellman et al. (2001) conducted extensive research on computer-mediated
relationships within online education platforms and virtual social media communities and
found that virtual connections had the same capacity to create meaningful and sustainable
relationships and communities as face to face interactions. Moreover, people involved in
virtual exchanges identified they experienced no difference in their ability to connect with
others, feel engaged, perceive their interactions to be real, authentic, credible and had
meaning, from face to face interactions (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Bruhn, 2011; Hustinx et
al., 2010; Wellman et al. 2001). Further to this, many people indicated that they preferred
online interactions over face to face exchanges because virtual relations tended to be less
complicated, easier to establish, provided greater freedom (such as not having the leave their
home) and were more diverse (i.e. connecting with people from people around the world and
not just their immediate surrounding) (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Bruhn, 2011). Given that
many participants expressed they were unclear how virtual programming would replicate face
to face interaction examining work completed by the above mentioned authors would assist in
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determining such. With limited research specific to computer-mediated relationship within
the social service non-profit sector, it is unclear if virtual volunteers would provide similar
feedback or identify comparable results to research presented above.
Although several participants indicated they had heard of virtual volunteering and two
organizations had used virtual volunteers on a limited basis, participants agreed that more
information was required to make an informed decision about the constructs of the activity
and the practicality of incorporating such into current volunteer programming. Additionally,
since virtual volunteering is a new practice and in its early stages of development, further
research directed to policy development, program design, program implementation and
oversight requirements would provide increased insight and assist in determining its
applicability.
The use of virtual interactions within the social service non-profit sector is something
that may revolutionize the manner in which volunteer programming is delivered in the near
future (Bargh, 2002). By becoming more informed, educating the public and creating greater
awareness of the possibility for virtual volunteering, social services non-profit organizations
could benefit from a greater eligible pool of volunteers and thereby attract volunteers who
might not otherwise volunteer (Bargh, 2002). Future research aimed at maximizing the
ethical use of virtual activities could ensure organizations are conducting services in
accordance with internal, provincial and federal expectations while enabling a greater scope
of program function to be realized (Anthony & Young, 2003). Future research on how
technology could be effectively utilized and implemented throughout an organization would
be valuable for leadership teams, staff providing oversight and volunteers themselves.
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It was established through this study and the literature review that social presence
theory plays a role in the development of face to face and online interactions (AmichaiHamburger, 2008; Bruhn, 2011and Meng, 2003). Because of this underlying commonality,
social service non-profit organizations must continue to address the core need for valuable
and meaningful interaction for volunteers through their involvement (Creswell & Clark,
2011). Researching the specific processes that provide authenticity as well as the language
that would convey realistic emotions online would be particularly useful (Albrini, 2008). For
example, creating a guide specific to virtual volunteer communication and training protocols
would enable organizations to monitor and evaluate the quality of interactions. This type of
research in addition to the development of training programs could help overcome potential
barriers to a virtual volunteering process (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Bruhn, 2011and Meng,
2003).
Although all of the participants indicated capturing volunteer meaning was important
to supporting quality improvement efforts, program design and understanding how volunteers
perceived their experience, few organizations collected information regarding such and of
those organizations that did collect feedback, information gathered was not specific to what
the volunteer took away from the experience or what meaning they derived from their
participation. It would be of benefit for all of the organizations to complete further research,
addressing volunteers directly to determine what methods could be incorporated to capture
this information and adjust programming accordingly. The benefit involved with doing such
would be that organizations could then make improvements to programming from volunteer
input and demonstrate to volunteers that information collected was being utilized accordingly.
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The same held true for volunteer acknowledgement. Although all organizations
demonstrated methods of volunteer appreciation, the degree of frequency and consistency in
which volunteer acknowledgement was different between all of the organizations. This is not
to suggest that there should be a standardized approach to appreciation efforts, however, all of
the organizations would benefit from completing further research to determine what
approaches would best work and be meaningful to their volunteers. Additionally, including
volunteer input in the design of acknowledgement protocols would be another avenue for
volunteers to become involved with the process. Therefore, the nature of how appreciation
was demonstrated would be different for each organization, however, the act would be similar
in that efforts would reflect the culture and/or traditions of the organization and input
collected from volunteers directly.
Personal Reflections
One of the most essential aspects of community engagement is the ability to make a
difference and create sustainable change (Wilson, 2011). Virtual communities are real within
society in several ways that illustrate this fundamental requirement. Nevertheless there are
significant aspects of virtual integration that must be examined in order to determine its
viability in the social service non-profit sector, such as design and development aspects and
viability.
The Charity Consortium selected as my case provided a diversified example of social
service organizations, and as a result it was possible for research to cover services
implemented in a large geographic area. In reflecting on the methods used in this project, I
found utilizing qualitative research and case study methodology afforded me the opportunity
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to collect a diverse and rich base of data to answer my research question. My review of
organizational documents, reflective journal and interviews conducted with participants led to
identifiable themes.
The development of virtual opportunities within the social service non-profit sector is
an under-researched area. The use of this case in defining the constructs of virtual
opportunities within social services non-profit organizations presents an initial step in
addressing this gap in the literature. The case study confirmed that volunteers are necessary
within the social service sector to conduct programming. As described by DiMaggio,
Hargittai, Newman and Robinson (2001) the Internet is changing the way that connections are
made and relationships are formed. Technological advancements have cultivated an
environment where relations and services can be accessed and addressed at all hours of the
day, creating unique aspects for volunteer development (Hustinx, Handy & Cnaan, 2010).
The literature reflected computer-mediated interactions in a positive light and suggested that
virtual interactions could create similar relationships to those found through face to face
exchanges.
An advantage of virtual volunteering for social service non-profit organizations would
be the ability to provide service to people in areas where service would not otherwise be
possible. Since participation could take place for people were not physically located in the
same area as the population being served, the scope of involvement would not be limited to
certain geographic areas. Bargh (2002) and Hustinx, Handy & Cnaan, (2010) suggested many
people preferred this type of involvement as interaction could occur remotely and was not
dependent upon face to face interaction. However, with limited research directed towards
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social service non-profit organizations and the use of virtual volunteers in this environment, it
is unclear if people engaged in volunteer activities associated with delivering programming
specific to social service needs would identify similar perceptions.
What I am clear about is the need for social service non-profit organizations to
conduct further research into the applicability of virtual volunteerism and the costs associated
with such. Resources and infrastructure required to support virtual exchanges would depend
on the degree to which an organization wanted to utilize virtual interactions i.e. strictly
administrative tasks, group facilitation, or online training programs. Infrastructure and the
resources to implement virtual programming would not need to be exorbitantly expensive,
however this would depend on the extent of the activity. The ability to conduct services
virtually could prove to be very useful and highly cost effective. Through further research as
conducted in this case study, it would be possible for organizations to create an insightful
perspective of online infrastructure and the resources required to support such.
There are numerous attractive qualities to virtual volunteering, and therefore research
should continue in this area. Virtual communities are just as real as any other type of
individual or community based engagement (Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Bruhn, 2011and
Meng, 2003). The ability to connect online has diversified learning and communication
opportunities significantly. Additionally, the time and personal correspondence invested
through a virtual exchange is just as authentic and credible to that of face-to-face interactions
(Amichai-Hamburger, 2008; Bruhn, 2011and Meng, 2003). Online learning platforms are
able to foster an avenue of engagement that can virtually address basic communication and
information concerns. These platforms create very real experiences for the students and
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course participants because of the engagement and opportunity to interact with others.
Depending on the specific parameters of the learning environment, virtual engagement and
the ability to communicate online can make a significant difference in the student’s overall
experience. These are just some of the factors that contribute to online learning environments
and social media networks being perceived as real and credible as their face-to-face
counterparts. Since many aspects of the volunteer experience could operate through a virtual
means, it is possible for individuals to participate in an insightful and valuable manner
without actually being present.
With technological advancements, it is clear that computer-mediated interactions
provide a credible and accepted avenue for people to engage with each other beyond face to
face exchanges. The use of computers as intermediaries allows anyone to essentially
transform their Internet connection into a tool for serving their community and volunteering.
This is a revolutionary possibility that exists yet is not fully understood or capitalized on
within the social service non-profit sector. The clarity of virtual experiences must be
analyzed further to document key similarities between virtual and real life community
engagement. Since the ability to connect with human beings and impart information or
knowledge online is something that has been tested for a short period of time only, there is a
great deal of research needed to further the understanding of virtual volunteering.
Dissemination of Results
Yin (2008) suggested researchers completing case study projects should be aware and
considerate of the audience they are addressing and participants involved in the study when
disseminating results. In this manner, I plan to:
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Contact via email each social service non-profit organization in the consortium
which participated in the study and offer a copy of my final dissertation;

•

Contact each participant by email and offer a copy of my final dissertation;

•

Provide a copy of my dissertation to Royal Roads University as agreed upon at
the beginning of my research;

•

Pursue publishing my findings in appropriate academic journals.
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Appendix A
Interview Questions for Staff Members Managing Volunteer Services
1. Tell me your role in your organization
2. In what ways are volunteers important to your organization?
3. What kinds of functions do volunteers execute for your organization?
4. How is your current volunteer program structured?
5. What resources do you use to manage your program?
6. Are you familiar with virtual volunteerism in other organizations?
7. What do you think is involved in providing virtual volunteer activities?
8. What would you like to know about virtual volunteering?
9. What would it take for you to design a virtual volunteer program?
10. What barriers might arise in developing a virtual volunteer program?
11. How would such a program differ from your current volunteer program?
12. In what ways do you think feelings of authenticity or realness in interactions between
volunteers and participants are important in a volunteer program? Do you think this
would be the same or different in a virtual volunteer program? Can you give me an
example?
13. How do you think you would establish a sense of connectivity between the volunteer
and participant in a virtual volunteer program?
14. To what extent do you think capturing volunteer meaning of their experience is
important in a volunteer program? Do you think this would be the same or different in
a virtual volunteer program? Can you give me an example?
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15. How does your current program assess a volunteer’s fit and skills relative to your
organization? How could you do this in a virtual environment?
16. Training volunteers requires staff resources, and retaining good volunteers is
important. What practices do you have in place for volunteers? How could those
practices be applied in a virtual environment?
17. What resources do you think would be required to operate a virtual volunteer
program? (Probe for financial, physical, staffing, equipment, etc.)
18. What training would be required to educate and inform staff and volunteers about
virtual volunteering?
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Appendix B
Consent Form
You may complete electronically through email, mail (address below), or give verbal
consent on the phone. Participation is voluntary.
Participation in a Research Project - Consent Form
By signing this consent form, I
____________________________________________________
(Please print or type-in your name) give my free and informed consent to participate in this
project in writing or verbally (Please circle one)
On this day ___________, Year______. I understand that I may withdraw all or part of my
participation at any time during the project without consequence.
Written Consent - Signature: ________________________________________
Verbal Consent – Signed by: __________________________ on behalf of the above
participant.
Identity Disclosure
(Please Check or comment :)
_____ I understand that my name and/or my charity’s name will not be disclosed.
_____ I understand that future use of my anonymous information may be used for example in:
professional presentations, future articles, and literature relating to virtual volunteerism.
Final Report Distribution
(Please check one or comment :)
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_____Yes, I want to receive an electronic version of the final project report once it has been
finalized. You may send it to this email address: ______________________ or mailing
address: _____________________________________________________
_____ No, I do not want to receive an electronic version of the final project report.
_____ Other comments: ________________________________________________
Signature: ________________________________________
Follow-up
______ Yes, I am open to being contacted again following this interview should the
researcher have any further questions or clarifications.
______ No, I do not want or am not available to be re-contacted for future questions or
clarifications.
Signature: _________________________________________
Additional comments:

By signing this letter or providing verbal consent, I understand the supplemental
guidelines for free and informed consent and give free and informed consent to
participate in this project.
Name: (Please Print):
Signed:
Date:
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Appendix C
Supplemental Guidelines for Free and Informed Consent
This is a Case Study project on virtual volunteering in social service non-profit
organizations. The objective of my research project is to explore how managers feel about
virtual volunteering and how they could integrate virtual volunteering into their volunteer
programming. As the Executive Director of Synergy and researcher I maintain no power in or
over any of the charities in the consortium and do not anticipate and power deferential or
conflict issues moving forward. This opportunity will allow you to share your views, thoughts
and experiences individually. This project is part of the requirement for a Doctor of Social
Sciences at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University can be
established by telephoning Dr. Matthew Heinz:

or e-mail

Participation will consist of one individual interview with me lasting approximately 60
to 90 minutes in length with an additional 15 minutes of follow-up time should it be
necessary. The interview questions will refer to volunteering practices, technology and
Internet use specific to virtual volunteering,
Information will be recorded in hand-written format and digitally taped format,
summarized anonymously, in the body of the final report. At no time will any specific
comments be attributed to any individual or their organization. The information that you
provide will be kept confidential and I will use pseudonyms (alias) for you and your
organization unless you identify otherwise.
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The interview data will be analyzed and brought back to you for clarification if
needed. Once the dissertation has been completed, you will be able to view the final
dissertation electronically. A copy of the final report will be housed at Royal Roads
University and will be publicly accessible.
You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose
not to participate in this research project, this information will also be maintained in
confidence.
Moreover, consent can be withdrawn at any time. Therefore, should you decide to
discontinue your involvement in the project, you may do so without fear of any discomfort, ill
will or negative repercussion.
By signing this letter, I understand and give free and informed consent to participate in
this project.
Name: (Please Print):

Signed:

Date:
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Appendix D
Transcription Confidentiality Agreement
My name is Yvonne McSkimming and this research project is part of the requirement
for a Doctor of Social Sciences at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads
University can be established by telephoning my supervisor: Dr. Matthew Heinz: at

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my research project, as the
transcriber for the proposed research. The objective of the research is to gain a greater
understanding of virtual / online volunteerism from staff members who manage and oversee
volunteer programming in social service non-profit organizations.
As the transcriber for this research, your role will be to transcribe the audio recordings
from the methods used to gather the data: Interviews.
Obligation of Confidentiality. The transcriber will keep the interviews confidential
during and after the research process and is not at liberty to discuss the interviews with
anyone other than me. Disclosure or use of the Confidential Information by the transcriber in
breach of this Agreement will be deemed to cause the researcher and participant irreparable
harm for which damages are not an adequate remedy.
As this research is conducted with staff members from social service non-profit
organizations, signing below constitutes your understanding that information shared is to
remain confidential. This is necessary to protect your rights and to ensure that any information
you impart during the research is not shared outside of the research, other than what is stated
by you to the researcher.
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All information will be treated as anonymous unless the participant wishes to use
her/his name. In all other cases, pseudonyms will be used to identify commentary presented
in the dissertation by the participant.
Transcriber Signature: ________________________________________
Print Name: __________________________________________________
Date: __________________________________ (Month/date/year)
Researcher as Witness: ________________________________________
Date: __________________________________ (Month/date/year)
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Appendix E
Cascadia Society Volunteer Forms and Policies
Volunteer Policy
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Employee and Contractor Orientation Checklist

170

VIRTUAL VOLUNTEERING IN SOCIAL SERVICE NON-PROFIT
Confidentiality
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Confidentiality Agreement
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Criminal Records Search
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Ethical Code of Conduct
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Volunteer and Practicum Student Application Form
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Volunteer Evaluation Form
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Volunteer Exit Questionnaire
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Volunteer Referral Form
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Volunteer Requirement

Copyright 2015 by Cascadia Society. Reprinted with permission.
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Appendix F
North Shore Disability Center Volunteer Forms and Policies
Volunteer Reference Form
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Exit Interview Questions
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Letter of Agreement – Student
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Volunteer Application Form
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Volunteer Interview Questionnaire
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Volunteer Orientation Checklist
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Volunteer Performance Evaluation
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Volunteer Reference Form
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Volunteers and Students Policy
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Letter of Agreement – Volunteer
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Appendix G
Vancouver Adaptive Snow Sports Operations Manual (Vol. Nov 2014)
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Appendix H
Watari Counselling & Support Services Volunteer Forms and Policies
Practicum Student Participation Agreement
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Practicum Student Guidelines
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Volunteer Practicum Policy
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