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ABSTRACT

Society benefits significantly from the work of small groups of volunteers who come
together for a common cause. Generally known as grassroots associations, it is estimated
that there are almost half a million of these groups operating in Australia today. Grassroots
associations are small, often community-based, and are run solely by volunteers without
the benefit of paid staff. Examples include environmental groups, sporting clubs, health
support groups, service clubs and even community bands. Despite the importance of

these associations in civil society, there is very little research on them in Australia.

This dissertation helps to fill this significant research gap by presenting a case study of the
current state of grassroots associations in South Australia. Through a mixed-methods
research approach, with 12 focus groups and a survey of 1,500 association members in
South Australia, the study argues that membership numbers of these associations are
indeed declining with fewer members willing to step up and become leaders. The thesis
also identifies why, or why not, members choose to nominate as leaders. Barriers to
leadership are presented at both the environmental and organisational level, and include
the rise of individualism, unwelcomed professionalism due to regulation and red tape,
demands of new technology and poor management including the misuse of power within

volunteer committees.

At the conclusion, integrated solutions are recommended based on the evidence
uncovered in the data. These solutions include a reduction of red tape imposed by
governments and insurers, more accessibility to the volunteering infrastructure and more
capacity building programs to enable positive and supportive cultures within grassroots

associations.

This thesis provides a substantial and original contribution to knowledge by generating and
uncovering critical new data on the state of grassroots associations in South Australia and
their governance. It finds that these groups make up the vast majority of the percentage of
the third-sector, yet are virtually ignored by governments and the volunteering
infrastructure. Most alarmingly, this study finds that these vital associations are not only
struggling to find replacement leaders, but many of them are struggling to survive. The
study also unveils new trends in small association volunteering and recommends

innovative policy solutions to build their capacity for the long term.
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GLOSSARY & ACRONYMS

Term Definition

$ Australian Dollars

Committee A group of people who have legal responsibility for decisions made and
actions taken by a voluntary organisation. This group might [also] be called a
council, board or similar. In membership organisations, the management
committee is usually elected by the members at the annual general meeting.
(Hedley & Rochester 1992).

DCsI South Australian Department of Communities and Social Inclusion (changed to
the Department of Human Services in 2018)

GA Grassroots association

Grassroots Locally based, significantly autonomous, volunteer-run, formal non-profit (i.e.,

Association voluntary) groups that manifest substantial voluntary altruism as groups and
use the associational form of organisation and, thus, have official
memberships of volunteers who perform most, and often all, of the
work/activity done in and by these non-profits (Smith 2000, p. 7).

Individualism A philosophical, moral, social and political stance that affirms that the interests
of the individual should take precedence over those of the community and the
state (Ricard 2015).

Non-profit A formal or informal group of people joined together to pursue a common not-

organisation or group

Oligarchy

Paid staff
associations

Peak body

Purple circle

Regular members

Volunteer leaders

Volunteering
infrastructure

VSA & NT

for-profit goal, with no distribution of excess revenue (“profits” of non-profit
organisations) to members or leaders or their households. Nor is a non-profit
group a government agency. Non-profit groups may act in the interests of
public benefits (non-member benefits), member benefits, or both. (Smith,
Stebbins & Grotz 2017).

A political theory claiming the power within any organisation, large or small, will
eventually be transferred to a small number individuals within that group
(Michels 1915).

Associations with paid staff, ranging from a single person to hundreds of
people (Nesbit et al. 2016, p. 916).

An umbrella organisation that has other affiliated organisations as members.

Unclear in origin, but probably refers to close advisors of the British monarchy
who wore the colour purple (Paull & Redmond 2011).

Individuals who join an association to participate in, or volunteer for, the
activities and purpose of the association and do not partake in any leadership
responsibilities.

Committee or board members of grassroots associations who do not earn a
salary or any remuneration.

National, state/territory peak bodies, regional networks and alliances,
metropolitan, rural and regional volunteer resource centres and volunteer
referral services as well as other promotional and referral agencies whose
core business is volunteering (Maher 2015, p. 13)

Volunteering South Australia and Northern Territory
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

| love the club which | belong to, and volunteering has given me so many great
opportunities that | would never have dreamt of. However, if you don’t have a
good spine (committee), none of this can happen!! (survey respondent from a

grassroots association)

1.1 Rationale and aims

Australian society benefits from the work of small groups of people who band together for
a common cause and form ‘habits of the heart’ (Bellah 1985). Some become so popular
that they professionalise over time, engaging both paid staff and volunteers (Knoke &
Wood 1981, p. 22; Valeau 2014). Free public libraries, museums and social services such
as Meals on Wheels all had their beginnings in small grassroots associations by playing a
role as ‘community builders’ (Kenny et al. 2015, p. 88). These groups are also the
incubators of major social movements, generating social change and building skills that
support civic involvement and democracy (Andrews et al. 2010; Wollebaek & Selle 2002, p.
35; Tocqueville 1969 [1835-1840]). GAs bring people together around mutual interests,
recreational pursuits and causes which creates social bonds and builds trust. In their
qualitative study of volunteer groups in Australia, Leonard and Onyx found that community
organisations were a ‘valuable source of both strong and loose ties’ and provided
members with opportunities to expand their networks (2003, p. 195). A preeminent scholar
of grassroots associations, David Horton Smith, defines them as:

... locally based, significantly autonomous, volunteer-run, formal nonprofit (i.e., voluntary)

groups that manifest substantial voluntary altruism as groups and use the associational form

of organization and, thus, have official memberships of volunteers who perform most, and
often all, of the work/activity done in and by these nonprofits (2000, p. 7).

For the purpose of this thesis, the Smith definition of grassroots associations (GASs) is
adopted, but also clearly restricts the definition to associations who have no paid staff, or
non-employing associations. The thesis will investigate and explain why membership
numbers of GAs have been experiencing a long-term decline since 1985, as well as a
decline in the participation rate of people who serve as volunteer leaders on committees,
which has fallen from 17 percent in 2006 to 14 percent in 2016 (Harrison Research
2016b). Hedley and Rochester defined these committees as groups of people who have

responsibility for making decisions in a voluntary association, and are usually elected at an

1



annual general meeting to provide collective leadership (1992). For the purposes of this
study, a volunteer leader is defined as any member of a committee or board of a
grassroots association who does not earn a salary or receive any remuneration. This is
aligned with the Australian definition of volunteering, where it is defined as ‘time willingly
given for the common good and without financial gain’ (Volunteering Australia 2016).
Regular members of GAs, by contrast, are defined as individuals who join an association
to participate in, or volunteer for, the activities of the association but do not partake in any
leadership responsibilities. The thesis is part of an Australian Research Council funded
project that aims to identify ways to encourage non-volunteers to become volunteers, and
how organisations can improve their ability to recruit volunteers (Creating and Sustaining a
Strong Future for Volunteering in Australia, LP140100528). The thesis contributes to the
project by investigating how regular members of grassroots organisations can be

converted to volunteer leaders.

The research and findings in this thesis support the anecdotal observations of the author
in her role as the first General Manager of the South Australian Office for Volunteers
(2001-2004), Executive Officer of the South Australian Volunteering Strategy (2013-2015)
and as a current elected official for her local council. Through this real-life experience, the
author witnessed numerous annual general meetings where few members put their hand
up for GA volunteer committee positions, with people often criticising the way these

meetings were run (Woods & James 1994).

The data collected in this study confirms that GAs in Australia are struggling for long-term
survival, with declining membership numbers and committee nominations. The thesis
examines specifically the volunteer leaders of grassroots associations and, by extension,
their regular members, to determine why leadership nominations are declining, identify the
motivations and barriers to leadership, and what interventions can assist GAs to become
more sustainable for the future. There is little academic research on small associations,
and even less on their leaders (Schneider, SK & George 2011). As Posner (2015)
observed in his study of sporting associations in the USA, this research gap is a significant
issue due to the vast numbers of volunteers who are influenced by volunteer leaders. Most
grassroots associations start as semiformal groups with a fluid membership, often evolving
into incorporated associations which allows the association the ability to operate as a legal
entity (Smith 1992). Many grassroots associations remain small and focus on the local

communities from where they originated. Since the introduction of social media, ‘virtual’
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groups of people with common interests have also formed GAs that cross jurisdictions
(Wells 2015).

In addition to furthering their causes and interests at a local level, GAs also bring
communities together and create ‘bridging social capital’. This is where individuals form
ties with people in other groups, which is important for maintaining civil society
(Kavanaugh, Reese, et al. 2005). In his influential book, Bowling Alone, Robert Putnam
highlighted the importance of social capital, and argued that “social networks have value”,
making our lives more fulfilling and meaningful (2000, p. 19). Social capital, as described
by Putnam, “refers to the ways in which our lives are made more productive by social ties”
(2000, p. 19). Further emphasising the importance of small groups, he stated that “a well-
connected individual in a poorly connected society, is not as productive as a well-
connected individual in well-connected society” (2000, p 20). Australian researchers
Leonard and Onyx differ slightly from Putnam (2000) who separated the generation of
social capital and volunteering because not all volunteering was reciprocal in nature.
Leonard and Onyx argue that volunteers, like those who lead GAs, ‘should be seen as
central to the creation and maintenance of local networks of trust, reciprocity and the
potential to identify and solve problems’ (2003, p. 73).

Also writing from an Australian context, Eckersley asserted that Western society is in
danger of becoming too materialistic and self-absorbed, “distract[ing] people from what is
most important to well-being: the quality of their relationships with each other and the
world” (2012, p. 19). Social researcher, Hugh Mackay, concurred, contending that
individuals thrive by participating in groups, and that “we are at our best when we belong”
(2014a). Grassroots associations bond communities together and foster civil society.
Kunreuther and Edwards suggested that GAs “do not simply meet social needs, they also
provide skills that help individuals to engage in the political and economic system, and
build increased capacity at the local level for citizen interaction in democratic societies”
(2011, p. 2). The importance of grassroots associations, therefore, lies in how they provide
opportunities for people to build networks as a ‘point of entry' for individuals to work

together for the betterment of their communities (Schneider, J. A. 2004, p. 4).

Many grassroots organisations, however, are struggling to be sustainable, especially in
regards to the replenishment of their management committees. According to the General
Social Survey published by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), volunteering rates

have declined from a high of 36 percent in 2010, to 31 percent in 2014 (Australian Bureau
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of Statistics 2014). That means just under 70 percent of Australians did not volunteer for
any organisation as of 2014. The survey also found that volunteer work in recreation and
civic groups had fallen, with participation falling in sport and recreation by four percent and
involvement in civic and political groups falling by five percent (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2014). Hugh Mackay suggested that Australians do not volunteer or join groups
as much now as in the past due to the time restrictions of two-income households,
frequent relocations and fewer children who often present opportunities for social cohesion
in neighbourhoods (Mackay 2014b). In addition, lack of time is frequently cited as a
significant barrier to volunteering (Bowlby & Lloyd Evans 2011; Cleave & Doherty 2005;
2014; Haski-Leventhal, Debbie & Meijs 2011; Merrill 2006; Pope 2005; Sundeen, Raskoff
& Garcia 2007). In a recent survey of over 2,000 volunteers conducted by Volunteering
Australia (2016), work and family commitments were cited as significant barriers to
volunteering. However, some researchers have argued that the focus on time neglects
other aspects of the decision to volunteer, such as social norms and other external
influences (Shi et al. 2017; Warburton & Crosier 2001).

Brudney and Meijs introduced a new concept in volunteer management, proposing that
volunteers are a common-pool resource, akin to a natural resource that can be understood
as a “human-made, renewable resource” (2009, p. 570). They also proposed that
volunteers need to be well managed and nurtured as a whole to ensure the sustainability
of volunteerism for the benefit of the broader community into the future (2013, p. 4).
Brudney and Meijs suggested that the ‘volunteer commons’ could benefit from the design
principles of Nobel Prize winner, Elinor Ostrom, who, in 1990, developed a theory around
sustainable land management practices for communities managing a common resource
(2009, p. 572). In simple terms, the theory proposed that people who have a common
interest in a natural resource need to work together deliberately to sustain it rather than
compete for it. In translating Ostrom’s theory to volunteering, Brudney and Meijs
maintained that poor volunteering experiences could affect future volunteer recruitment
across communities and have a negative impact on the reputations of all volunteer-

involving organisations.

In Bowling Alone, Putnam challenged American citizens to find ways to encourage more
people to participate in the public life of communities. He suggested that the problem of
public participation “has two faces—one institutional and one individual” (2000, p. 403).

Putnam likened the issue to the market metaphor of supply and demand (supply of
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volunteering opportunities vs the demand for volunteers). Like Brudney and Meijs, he
suggested that associations need to make sure that their members and volunteers have
positive experiences so that people stay engaged in their communities. He stated that civic
associations in the United States “are somewhat antiquated a century after most of them
were created, and they need to be reformed in ways that invite more active participation”
(2000, p. 413). Cnaan and Park supported this view, maintaining that volunteering is an
important lead indicator of social capital, and that association membership is an essential

form of civic engagement (2016).

Small grassroots associations, which create social capital, depend on regular members to
step up and serve on committees to provide collective leadership. The evidence from both
the literature and data uncovered in this thesis suggests that fewer people are nominating
to join volunteer committees in Australia as the author’s published paper on this study’s
focus groups suggests (Mex 2018). This is also happening overseas (Nesbit, Rimes, et al.
2017; Posner 2015). If the leadership ranks of Australia’s grassroots organisations are in
free-fall as the literature suggests, can these organisations survive? Was Putnam right to
imply that this type of volunteering will die out with the ‘long civic generation’, those born
between 1910 and 1930 (2000), and those who Goss described as the ‘civic torchbearers’
for civil society? (1999, p. 379). Or as others believe, it could be simply a case of the
natural ‘wax and wane’ of group evolution (Fischer 2005; Wuthnow 1998), with people
volunteering in different ways (Rotolo & Wilson 2004). With the right tools, can the leaders
of grassroots organisations pass the baton to future generations to ensure their
sustainability? These critical questions will be addressed in this thesis through the

following research objectives (ROs):

RO1: Establish if the membership numbers of grassroots associations are declining in
South Australia.

RO2: Investigate leadership nomination trends within grassroots associations, and any

degree of concern.

RO3: Investigate the reasons why members of grassroots associations choose to
nominate as leaders, and the barriers faced by people considering leadership

positions.

RO4: Identify intervention and recruitment strategies that could encourage more
members to nominate for volunteer leadership positions in grassroots associations.
5



1.2 Research strategy

The thesis is a case study of the current state of grassroots associations in South
Australia, as it investigates the research objectives in a real-life context using multiple
cases and several sources of data (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012). It adopted a
mixed-methods research approach consisting of a series of twelve focus groups and a
survey completed by representatives from South Australian associations. The focus
groups were conducted in three diverse local government areas of South Australia in 2016
and were held with volunteer leaders and regular members of grassroots associations as
participants. The focus groups identified motivations and barriers to membership and
leadership, challenges facing leaders, and potential retention and recruitment strategies
for both members and leaders.

The findings from the focus groups were used to shape the subsequent survey questions
which collected significant quantitative data, further addressing the research objectives of
this thesis. The survey was conducted between December 2017 and March 2018, and had
1,509 respondents across South Australia. The respondents shared over 4,000 comments
in addition to answering 29 quantitative questions. The questions were centred around
membership trends, barriers to leadership, attributes of successful committees,
motivations and suggested recruitment strategies. The sample size allowed for statistically
robust comparisons between leaders and regular members, and also between

respondents from GAs and associations with paid staff.

The discussion chapters of the thesis connect the focus group and survey findings with
relevant literature, and present the issues around the constructs of macro, meso and micro
barriers for cogent analysis. Macro-level barriers are environmental consequences
following societal, government and economic changes that create difficulties for leaders of
GAs. Meso-level barriers are policies or actions generated at the organisational level that
inhibit or dissuade regular members of GAs from stepping up as leaders. Obstacles that
are faced internally by individuals when considering leadership positions are considered at
the micro-level. In the concluding chapters, policy and program interventions are
suggested as a way forward to help grassroots associations remain sustainable for the

long term.



1.3 Significance of the study

Society benefits greatly from volunteers who form small groups, work together to build
communities and promote social change. In 2010, it was estimated that were
approximately 440,000 of these groups operating in Australia (Australian Productivity
Commission 2010). Due to the significant number of volunteers affected by the leaders of
GAs, they are an important but largely neglected, topic for researchers of the third sector
(Bowers 2014; Nesbit, Rimes, et al. 2017; Posner 2015).

Grassroots associations are run solely by volunteers and do not have the benefit of paid
volunteer coordinators. Do these small groups, therefore, have the resources to change
with the times and address the many barriers identified in this study? Or are they no longer
relevant to Australian society and will be replaced by new forms of ‘virtual’ civic
engagement such as Facebook and MeetUp groups (McCorvey 2018; Scott, JK &
Johnson 2005; Vie 2014). It has been argued that these are fuelling the growth of
‘slacktivist’ supporters who benefit from association membership without doing any
coordination work (Boulton 2015; Holmes & Slater 2012; Kristofferson, White & Peloza
2014).

This thesis uncovers new data on Australian grassroots associations that confirm they are
not only struggling to find replacement leaders, but some are also battling for their very
survival. It reveals new trends in group volunteering and offers fresh policy solutions that
potentially will help GAs grow and prosper by building their capacity for the long term. In
her book Volunteering, why we can’t survive without it, Oppenheimer argues that
Australians have always been innovative in their volunteering by “working together, forging
relationships with communities to make things happen” (2008, p. 26). This thesis argues
that if the leaders of grassroots associations are willing to change and innovate,
augmented with assistance from governments and the volunteering infrastructure with
policy and capacity building interventions, the future could be vastly improved for

grassroots associations in Australia.

1.4 Thesis structure

The following chapter investigates existing research on GAs from a variety of western
countries focusing on issues concerning volunteer leaders, and includes relevant

government reports and statistical data regarding GAs. A detailed description of the



research methodology, including the research philosophy, design, data collection

techniques and limitations, is included in Chapter Three.

Chapter Four assesses the findings of 12 focus groups held with committee members and
regular members of grassroots associations from three diverse geographical areas in
South Australia. The survey findings from 1,509 South Australian respondents are
analysed in Chapter Five, with the sample including representatives from GAs and
associations with paid staff, as well as volunteer leaders and regular members to provide

comparisons.

A discussion of the macro barriers, or external factors facing GAs and their members, is
presented in Chapter Six. This is followed by an analysis of barriers created by grassroots
associations themselves at the meso-level in Chapter Seven, particularly around the
obstacles that prevent regular members from nominating for leadership positions. An
examination of the micro barriers that individuals face when considering leadership
positions in GAs is discussed in Chapter Eight. Possible interventions by governments, the
volunteering infrastructure and GAs themselves, which could improve the future
sustainability of GAs, are outlined in Chapter Nine. In the thesis conclusion, a summary of
findings, key points, contributions to knowledge, and opportunities for further research are

presented.



CHAPTER 2: THE LITERATURE

Researchers in the voluntary and community sector have traditionally tended
to ignore grassroots, volunteer-led organisations and focus instead on larger

organisations that are more immediately obvious’ (Ockenden and Hutin, 2008,
p.6)

There remains a systemic lack of large-scale, robust empirical knowledge on

social and community groups (Soteri-Proctor et al. 2017, p. 820).

2.1 Introduction

The introduction to this thesis outlined the purpose of the study and the importance of
grassroots associations and their leaders in Australia. The objective of this chapter is to
provide further background by reviewing the existing literature on grassroots associations
(GAs) and the issues they face, particularly around the research objectives of membership
trends, barriers to leadership, and recruitment and retention strategies for members of
GAs who may nominate to be volunteer leaders. The length of the literature review is
extensive so that the complexity and breadth of the topic, and its interwoven themes, can

be adequately covered.

The review begins by exploring the various definitions of grassroots associations and their
value to society both in cultural and economic terms. It then focuses on issues associated
with GAs in an Australian context, their governance protocols and the increased
professionalisation. This is followed by an exploration of pressures experienced by these
groups through the literature that relates to the leadership of GAs, including the structure,
motivations and behaviour of volunteer-run committees and boards, and the individuals
who lead them. The chapter concludes with a summary of what already is being done to

assist GAs, along with important gaps in the literature identified by leading researchers.

2.2 What are grassroots associations

For this thesis, and as outlined in Section 1.1, the author adopts the definition of
grassroots associations as afforded by David Horton Smith, a leading scholar of
grassroots organisations. He suggests that GAs “are locally based, significantly
autonomous, volunteer-run, formal nonprofit (i.e., voluntary) groups ... and use the

associational form of organization and thus, have official memberships of volunteers who

9



perform most, and often all, of the work/activity done in and by these nonprofits” (2000, p.
7). For the purposes of this thesis, the definition is limited to grassroots associations that
are run solely by volunteers and have no paid staff.

Some scholars have noted that there is a lack of clarity around defining the types of
associations that form the voluntary sector, of which GAs form a part. “The extent and
nature of the voluntary sector’s contributions often remain unremarked or are discussed
confusedly because of a lack of clarity on the terminology, definitions and classifications”
(Kendall & Knapp 1995, p. 66). Knoke and Wood defined voluntary associations as
“formally organized, named collectivities in which the majority of participants do not derive
their livelihood from their activities in the group” (1981, p. 8). This definition was quite
broad, encompassing trade unions, service clubs, churches and political parties. Knoke
also suggested that most associations “embrace principles of egalitarian and voluntary
participation [and] are crucial mechanisms for social integration” (1986, p. 7). In a later
definition, Knoke defined associations as “a formally organized named group, most of
whose members—whether person or organizations—are not financially recompensed for

their participation” (1986, p. 2).

Florin et al. coined the term ‘voluntary community organizations’, offering a rather complex
definition that included characteristics such as being geographically-based, volunteer-
driven, locally-initiated, with a human scale (meaning face-to-face and informal), problem-
solving and multipurpose (1992, p. 216). Mosaoka called them ‘all-volunteer
organizations’, being non-profits “where volunteers manage the organization and do most
or all of the work” (1999, p. 2). Other studies referred to them as ‘below-the-radar’
organisations, ‘small battalions of the third sector’ and ‘small-scale civil society
organisations’, describing them as small voluntary organisations, community groups and
semi-formal activities in the third sector (Aiken & Harris 2017; McCabe, Phillimore &
Mayblin 2010; Phillimore & McCabe 2015; Soteri-Proctor 2011, p. 2). Using case studies
of community associations in Wisconsin and Pennsylvania in the USA, Schneider called
them ‘community-based nonprofits’, which were “mediating institutions where people meet,
develop ties to each other, and perhaps engage in civic activities” (2008, p. 86). Others
claimed that civic groups had their origins in grassroots associations and described them
as community associations and local associations (Harris 2015), or informal organisations
with a stated purpose, and “not simply regular gatherings of friends” (Chnaan, Ram A &
Park 2016, p. 12).

10



When describing four models of volunteer involvement, Rochester described the
‘member/activist’ model of organisations where all operations of the association are
conducted solely by volunteers (1999, p. 15). In later years, Ockenden and Hutin defined
them as ‘volunteer-led groups’ while noting that there was confusion around the definition
of these types of small associations. They described them as “groups of people with
common interest or problems band together in self-help groups or grassroots associations
to produce a collective response to perceived needs” (2008, p. 10). Grassroots
associations are therefore unlikely to be professionalised, to have formal management
training or access to consultants and volunteer infrastructure services as compared to
larger non-profits (Harris 2015; Smith 2000). In their recent literature review of civic
participation, Cnaan and Park observed contrasting data of membership organisations,
suggesting that the provision of standardised association types in surveys would help with

the accuracy of association membership and activity (2016).

Smith argued that, over time, grassroots associations develop into more complex civic
organisations that lead to program volunteering which offers specific roles and job
descriptions for volunteers. He also suggested that “associational participation is a major
engine of democratic participation [and] cumulatively, grassroots associations have a very
substantial effect on American society and on the lives of its citizens” (1997, p. 269). Smith
later went on to say that the real strength of grassroots associations “lies in their people,
their cumulative numbers, their volunteer activities, and especially their commitment and

value as associational volunteers” (2000, p. 63).

It is clear that grassroots associations come in many shapes and sizes. They can form for
recreational purposes, social welfare initiatives or political causes. In 2009, European
researchers developed three categories of associations based on aims: leisure
organisations (such as hobby and sporting groups), interest organisations (such as
professional and neighbourhood associations), and activist organisations (such as political
and animal rights groups) (van der Meer, te Grotenhuis & Scheepers 2009). The authors
suggested that “we need to treat civic society not as an undifferentiated monolith, but as a
complex sphere of associations with different aims and different needs. Citizens do not
simply join any association; they join an association to which they are attracted” (2009, p.
238). British researchers, Kendell and Knapp, categorised associations by their primary

function but noted that most consider themselves multi-functional (1995).
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In Australia, grassroots associations were also defined as ‘community organisations’,
within the ‘third sector’ and the ‘community sector’. As Mark Lyons, a leading Australian
researcher of this sector, wrote in 2001
The range of things that third sector organisations do is enormous. They stage plays and
concerts; they teach yoga and organise cricket competitions; they restore old machinery and
encourage new inventions; they perform ceremonies, treat the sick, house the homeless, seek
justice for the oppressed, represent the interest of workers and seek government support for

business and so on. There are few fields of human activity where there are not some activities
undertaken by third sector organisations (2001, p. 14).

Indigenous Australians are also active volunteers, although much of their organising is
done informally (Onyx and Leonard 2010). It has been found by some researchers that
volunteering in indigenous communities is intrinsically entrenched that it is considered a
natural part of life although it is not captured in the census or other official reporting
(Browne-Young et al. 2013). Due to their small size, grassroots associations have greater
flexibility than larger organisations, and indeed governments, and can get things done
quickly. As Smith (2000) observed, “[i]f people see a problem in their community or the
world, or if they simply have a common interest, then they can immediately start to work on
a problem or interest ... they require no money to begin, no office space, no paid staff, no
legal incorporation, no tax exemption and no other trappings of a paid-staff group” (2000,
pp. 144-5). Smith also emphasised that grassroots associations are not perfect and cannot
solve all the world’s problems, but they “can be very powerful in their cumulative impact ...
and are a power to be reckoned with individually, in local coalitions as well as in regional,

national or transnational federations” (2000, p. 248).

According to conventional social norms, not all grassroots associations are “uniformly
positive or socially desirable” (Reisch & Guyet 2008, p. 171). Defined as ‘deviant’ and
‘anarchist’ associations by some researchers, or the ‘dark side’ of the civil society/non-
profit sector, they are organised and sometimes incorporated, but depending on one’s
point of view, act in a self-interested way to the disadvantage or discrimination of others
(Becker 1995; Jensen 2017; Smith 2008). Obvious examples of deviant associations
include cults, gun lobbies, the Ku Klux Klan and underground militia (Smith 2000, p. 86;
2008, p. 1). Some GAs can provide both a public good and social decline. Cooper and
Macfarland described community bingo halls in the UK as “the hidden wealth of
communities, [generating] a wealth of social and public good that is often intangible and
unquantified” (2012, p. 5). Leading Australian social researcher, Eva Cox, however, was

concerned that the image of volunteering was too righteous: “Using simplistic definitions of
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social capital as an unquestioned good, and presuming that volunteering per se is nearly
always socially positive, does not allow the possible negative aspects of volunteering to be
examined” (cited in Warburton & Oppenheimer 2000, p. 140). Cox provided examples
such as the Melbourne Club (an all-male exclusive social club) who were there to reinforce
the status quo of the privileged in society (cited in Warburton, J & Oppenheimer 2000, p.
140).

Putnam recognised that participation in organised groups was a significant indicator of
social capital, valuing the “norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them”
(2000, p. 19). In an earlier interpretation, Bourdieu (1986) considered social capital in a
more neutral context, noting that it could produce both positive and negative outcomes,
depending on one’s point of view. Van Deth et al. (2017) argued that in regards to
associations, the trust, norms and networks of social capital is an outcome that provides a
significant public benefit. Recognising that ‘negative modes’ of social capital do exist, they
assert that association involvement is mostly positive and provides opportunities “to learn
new social skills, meet other people and gain access to networks, and to develop pro-
social norms and values, especially trust” (2017, p. 182). Furthermore, Chua and Erickson
argued that the more social capital there is in a community, the more individuals will
become connected to one another, forging friendships and joining associations which will,
in turn, expand a person’s social networks and the community’s social capital even more
(2017, p. 198). Hemming concurred and found through his opt-in survey of 179 GA leaders
in the UK that, “[ijn these small groups we forge meaningful and lasting connections to one
another: we communicate, make decisions as one, we work together towards shared
ends” (2011, p. 12).

Researchers have suggested that organisational structures are even more critical to social
capital than casual face-to-face gatherings, as it gives legitimacy and status to the cause
that the group is espousing which, in turn, ‘institutionalises’ social capital. Wollebsek &
Strgmsnes came to this conclusion by examining survey data collected by the European
Science Foundation sourced from countries across Western and Eastern Europe. They
ascertained that “The strength and prevalence of the voluntary sector—the degree to which
it permeates society and is perceived as real infrastructure of collection action—is in our
view a more important variable than is the amount of time people spend meeting face-to-
face” (2007, p. 250).
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2.3 Value of grassroots associations

Since the nineteenth century, it has been assumed that voluntary associations contribute
positively to society. In his study of associations in the United States, French philosopher,
de Tocqueville suggested that participation in community groups was central to American
democracy and that these small groups promoted trust in communities and encouraged
dialogue, compromise and participation in the political process. He argued that, “Not only
do they [voluntary organisations] empower individuals, enabling them to overcome their
individual weaknesses, they also function as a learning school for democracy, where
members learn to deliberate, reach compromises, and work for the common good” (de
Tocqueville 1835 cited in Hooghe 2003, p. 49). This view of community groups enhancing
the democratic process is still supported by contemporary researchers. Boeckmann &
Tyler argued that when citizens are engaged as volunteers in community groups it builds
trust in others and in society in general, which then leads to greater voting participation
(2002). In his study into the correlation of voluntary association membership and personal
values, Hooghe (2003) found through a face-to-face survey of 1,300 citizens in Belgium
that current and past association membership is a reliable indicator for adherence to
democratic attitudes. This supports longitudinal research conducted two decades earlier in
the USA, which found that members of associations were more politically active than non-
members (Baumgartner & Walker 1988). In their extensive literature review of recent civic
participation, which included data from the General Social Survey of 2014, Chaan and

Park found that 70 percent of people in the USA were active in civic groups (2016).

Grassroots associations, and the not-for-profit sector in general, are highly valued in
societies across the globe and have a long history of public approval (Glover 2004,
Kunreuther & Edwards 2011; Putnam 2000; Sharpe 2006; Smith 2000; van Puyvelde et al.
2015). They bring people together for a collective cause, create social bonds, promote
political action through education, encourage reciprocity (Schneider, J A 2008), and have
long been considered a critical component of social change and community development
(Reisch & Guyet 2008). As Newton suggested, “voluntary associations create the bonds of
social solidarity that are the basis for civil society and democracy” (2001, p. 206). Defining
voluntary altruism as a “motivational or goal-oriented tendency of an entity’ and ‘service to
another” (Smith 2000, p. 28), Smith emphasised the high esteem that these organisations
have in societies demonstrated by tax exemptions and other benefits given by

governments.
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In his investigation of time-series data over twenty years from the US General Social
Survey, Rotolo further elaborated on the importance of voluntary associations and their
relation to social capital asserting that, “Participation in voluntary groups provides an
important outlet for the development of social network ties that, in turn, foster the
development of social capital” (1999, p. 200). In a later survey of 4,000 Norwegians on the
topic of association membership, giving and volunteering, Wollebaek & Selle (2002) found
that members of associations were more civically engaged than those who were not
members. In an Australian example, it was discovered through a survey of 2,400 randomly
selected individuals, followed by 40 in-depth interviews in Adelaide, that civic action was
more likely to occur from people with active neighbourhood connections (Ziersch et al.
2005).

In a recent review of the General Social Survey in the USA, Paxton and Rap found that the
standard voluntary association question omitted entire categories and variants relating to
informal associations, thus significantly under-reporting their value (2016). In the UK, the
number of grassroots associations is estimated to outnumber those that are registered and
formalised, by nine times in some estimates (Mohan 2012; Soteri-Proctor 2011). This is
similar to Europe where, in a study conducted across six democratic countries, it was
found that 71 percent of all associations had no paid staff (Maloney & Rossteutscher
2007). As a grassroots volunteer in Reading, England explained, “We're not just here for
the sport, but helping this community ... it's somewhere to come in off the street, talk to
people, share their troubles” (Bowlby & Lloyd Evans 2011, p. 424).

In his book, Does Altruism Exist, based on new developments in evolutionary science,
Wilson took a slightly different approach by investigating the definition of altruism and how
it aligned with evolution theory and the development of groups, including small groups
such as GAs. He used Darwin’s theory to explain that when members of a group help each
other, they are creating a “better tribe” (2015, p. 32). Wilson further outlined evolutionary
game theory, explaining how pairs of humans who help each other are better off than pairs
who do not, arguing that “[we] have the ability to cooperate in groups of unrelated
individuals” (Wilson, DS 2015, p. 52).

Other authors too have attempted to put an economic value of volunteering and the not-
for-profit sector, which includes GAs, by placing a monetary value on volunteer hours and
other indicators (Ironmonger 2011; O'Dwyer 2014 cited in Oppenheimer & Warburton

2014; Putnam 2000). However, data on the economic value of grassroots associations is
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scarce because they are hard to quantify (Cnaan, Milofsky & Hunter 2008; Glover 2004,
Smith 1997). Smith argued that, although they have small budgets, “there are so many
millions of them that grassroots associations are economically quite significant
cumulatively ... however, the real “assets” of grassroots associations really are people,
specifically members, and more specifically active volunteer members and leaders” (2000,
p. 58). Soteri-Proctor, Phillimore and McCabe agreed, arguing that the loss of GAs would
have a negative impact on society due to “the loss of opportunities for collaboration and
community building that can enhance the well-being of individuals and wider communities”
(2013, p. 1031). Until their positive impact on societies can be measured appropriately,

however, GAs will struggle for proper recognition (Flatau et al. 2015).

2.4 Grassroots associations in Australia

Although associations are less researched in Australia and have a different history and
context, the literature suggests that the benefits of grassroots associations to Australian
society are similar to what scholars from North America and Great Britain have
documented. Formal volunteering in Australian associations has its roots in Britain, initially
as a colony of the Crown. In its early years, from British settlement in 1788, charitable acts
and volunteering were strongly influenced by the government including leadership and
funding. As Oppenheimer observed, “From its origins as a convict gaoler, the state either
partnered private philanthropy ... or assumed direct responsibility itself” (2008, p. 17).
Oppenheimer proposed that the real growth of associations in Australia began when
convict transportation ceased, with responsibility for community development gradually
transferring to community leaders through partnership arrangements with governments.
She explained that associations formed in response to the need to build civic institutions
and infrastructure for the common good before local governments formed and took over
these responsibilities (2008). These traditional voluntary associations were made up of
“diverse members of communities who met to foster social ties, raise concerns, and form
reciprocal obligations” (Keen 1999, p. 644). Examples of these early associations are the
Mechanics’ Institutes who built libraries and organised local recreational activities. Many of
these groups received government grants, and some of their work was later taken over by
local governments (Keen 1999). Oppenheimer (2005) found that Australian volunteerism
increased after the second world war, revealing that the Commonwealth Government
worked closely with the voluntary sector in reconstruction projects such as building

community centres and supporting social welfare initiatives.
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In Australia, the Australian Productivity Commission (APC), a federal statutory authority,
reported that there were approximately 600,000 non-profit organisations in the country,
which they defined as “organisations that impose the non-distribution of profits to the
members of the organisation” (2010, pp. XVIIl, 60). The APC reported that the great
majority of these non-profits are small ‘non-employing organisations’ that rely on
volunteers, with about 300,000 of these being unincorporated. The report also stated that
non-profits were significant contributors to the Australian economy with an economic value

of $443 billion to Australia’s GDP and eight percent of employment in 2006-07.

To formalise their operations and to obtain legal protection for individual members, GAs
can apply through state governments to become incorporated associations. These
associations then have an option to register with the Australian Charities and Not-for-
profits Commission (ACNC). The Australian Government created the ACNC in 2012 as a
response to recommendations from the Australian Productivity Commission and calls from
the non-profit sector for harmonising different state-based laws regarding fundraising.
Despite an election promise to repeal the ACNC, in 2016, the Liberal-National Coalition
Government confirmed the retention of the ACNC after consultation with the sector (2016).
As of 2016, there were 52,166 charities and not-for-profit organisations registered with the
commission (Powell et al. 2017). Organisations that are registered are eligible to apply to
register as a ‘charity’ and have tax concessions and ‘deductible gift recipient’ status from
the Australian Tax Office. There are extensive criteria to be registered as a non-profit
organisation and further criteria to be met in order to become a registered charity. “To be a
charity, all of [the] not-for-profit's purposes must be charitable, except for purposes that are
“‘incidental or ancillary” to (further or aid) the charitable purposes” (Knight & Gilchrist 2014,
p. 1). The Charities Act 2013 lists twelve charitable purposes, and there are several
‘subtypes’ of charity that organisations can nominate themselves as (Charities Act 2013).
There are also tests for public benefit and governance standards in order to be registered.
Registered organisations can identify themselves as small, medium or large based on their
annual income. The classification of ‘small’ is very generous, however, with annual
revenue of less than $250,000 for ‘small’, and less than $1 million for a ‘medium’
classification. Registered organisations can also nominate their ‘charitable purpose’ as

defined in the Act and sectors of the population they benefit.

Small organisations (with a turnover of less than $250,000) make up 67 percent of all
registered organisations. Furthermore, 44 percent of these small organisations do not
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have paid staff, which means they could be considered to be GAs (Knight & Gilchrist
2014). It is also worth observing, however, that only a very small minority of grassroots
associations across Australia are registered with the Commission. For example, in 2015
there was only one bowling club registered (the Clairmont Bowling Club in West Australia)
and only 45 organisations with the keyword ‘neighbourhood’ in their names (Cortis et al.
2016). Obvious barriers to registration included a requirement for an Australian Business
Number (ABN) and the significant amount of detailed information required in the
application process. As many GAs would not meet the ‘charity’ definition for tax
deductibility status, and due to the barriers stated above, there is little incentive for GAs to
register. In South Australia, there were 3,813 South Australian associations registered with
ACNC in 2016 (Powell et al. 2017). However, according to a database provided to the
author from the South Australian Office of Consumer and Business Services (OCBS), as
of 2016, there were 20,346 incorporated associations registered in South Australia (Office
of Consumer and Business Services 2016). That means that only 19 percent of
associations have bothered to register with ACNC, and the likely reason was to gain tax

deductibility status.

A large proportion of ACNC registered organisations have volunteers. Across Australia,
eighty-six percent of them involve over two million volunteers with larger organisations
having the largest number of volunteers (Knight & Gilchrist 2014). This represents a small
proportion of the 6.1 million volunteers in Australia (2010), which is in keeping with the
notion that only a small percentage of grassroots associations are recorded with the
ACNC.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics released its General Social Survey results in 2014,
which found that fewer people were getting involved in community groups, recreation
activities and civic and political groups (2014). The trend data from this survey shows that
the volunteering rate had declined to 31 percent from a peak of 36 percent in 2010. On an
individual level, Australian volunteers are contributing fewer hours per year, reducing to 56
hours in 2006 from a high of 74 hours in 1995 (Oppenheimer, M et al. 2015). Economic
marginalisation could also be affecting volunteer rates. Statistics in Australia and overseas
consistently show that individuals from low-income households volunteer less for
organisations than those on higher incomes (Dept of Families, Housing, Community
Services and Indigenous Affairs 2008, Musick & Wilson 2008). In addition, Schlozman et
al. found that economic inequality in civic life was entrenched across the United States
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and that ‘the voices heard through the medium of citizen participation might be loud and

clear, but they will be far from equal’ (1999).

The decline of volunteering in Australia has been an ongoing trend, with participation
dropping during periods of economic downturn, particularly in the 1990s, with service
clubs, sport and social clubs and youth organisations, such as scouts and guides, being
particularly affected (Lyons 2001). In 1999, Keen observed that participation in Australian
service clubs was declining due to time and economic pressures:
Rotary ... islosing steam in Australia. Members have less time to attend meetings and develop
the kinds of networks that facilitated community and market interactions in the early years. In
the post-World War |l era, service organisations such as Rotary, Lions, Apex and the Masons
seem to have started a decline, with no replacements in sight, reflecting a changing business
environment that permits less free time and changing (that is, less segregated) relationships
between men and women. Whatever the reason — be it long working hours, togetherness, or
the television set — the most interesting revelation of the Australian data is the surge in
association activity just after the world wars. Did the post-war enthusiasm for joining groups

reflect an attempt to continue the close-knit nature of social capital fostered by the wartime
experience? (Keen 1999, pp. 644-45).

Keen’s observation of service clubs in Australia was mirrored earlier in the United States.
In his comprehensive history of Rotary, Lions and Kiwanis published in 1993, Charles
documented sharp membership declines during periods of economic recession followed by
increases during economic upswings. Charles recorded a drop after the 1987 crash, but
also attributes other changes in society for the decline in participation such as metropolitan
sprawl, bureaucratic issues and competing interests:

Whatever the long-term impact of these trends ... when combined with economic uncertainty,

they encouraged middle-class retreat and privatization, disrupting the operations of the

organizational sector in many areas of American life. As Rotary, Kiwanis and Lions clubs

struggled to ensure their place in new middle-class communities, the middle class as a whole

also became less confident that its vision defined the nation and less certain how it might
serve the community (Charles 1993, p. 158).

Although periods of economic upswing occurred in the years following the publication of
Charles’ book in 1993 and Keen’s article in 1999, volunteer participation in associations,
and the number of associations, has continued to decline in Australia. The number of new
association registrations has declined in South Australia, from a high of 709 new
registrations in 1985, to just 315 new registrations in 2016 (Office of Consumer and
Business Services 2016). As the retiring president of the now-closed South Australian
Association of School Parent Clubs, Jenice Zerna, explained to a local newspaper that she
“and other long serving committee members were simply worn out,” with “most people

saying we don’t have the time to go to meetings and things like that” (Williams, T 2016).
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2.5 Rise of professionalism

Small groups often progress to form associations in order to gain structure and protect
individual committee members from personal liability. Sometimes this means creating a
legal identity through incorporation, business registration for the collection of the goods
and services tax, and formalised record keeping and email lists of interested parties. As
Cnaan, Milofsky and Hunter observed, “[iln every community, one can find subgroups that
emerge into voluntary associations” (2008, p. 2). Groups often incorporate once they start
obtaining assets and applying for government grants. Incorporated associations may also
enjoy tax advantages, such as being reimbursed for the goods and services tax and
allowing donations to be tax deductible for the donor (Australian Charities and Not-for-
profits Commission 2016; Office of Consumer and Business Services 2011b).

In South Australia, grassroots associations obtain incorporated status through the
Associations Incorporation Act 1985 (the Act). To be eligible to receive incorporation,
organisations must have an approved purpose under Section 18 of the Act, such as
having a “religious, education, charitable or benevolent purpose, encouraging literature,
science or the arts, sport, amusement, or ... any purpose approved by the Minister of
Corporate Affairs” (Associations Incorporation Act 1985, p. 14). This gives the organisation
special rights as a whole and also protects individual members. Being incorporated,
however, brings additional legal obligations to the organisation such as reporting and

governance obligations.

Once incorporated, the journey to bureaucracy begins for small associations. The Act
outlines several rules to be followed, such as having a legal name, constitution,
management committee, public officer, annual general meetings and audited financial
statements. Being a ‘prescribed association’ (reaching gross receipts of AUD $500,000)
brings more onerous reporting requirements (Associations Incorporation Act 1985). How
the rules of the Act are interpreted by small associations vary, but many have constitutions
that require four office bearers in a management committee comprising a president, vice
president, treasurer and secretary who is often the public officer. Even though the Act only
requires a committee and public officer, many small associations are under the impression
that four office bearers are expected. This may be due to various publications provided by
the Office of Consumer and Business Services (2011a) that include four office bearers in

example rules and constitutions.
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Governance surrounding associations does not stop with the Act. Common law and public
liability issues have forced small associations to purchase insurance, which became
increasingly expensive in the early 2000s in Australia due to the worldwide insurance crisis
and collapse of HIH Insurance (Myles 2014 cited in Oppenheimer & Warburton 2014).
Additionally, Australian society has become increasingly litigious and cautious, and this
brings with it a range of risk management policies, food safety rules and WHS obligations
that associations have to consider (Oppenheimer, M, Warburton & Carey 2015; Pick,
Holmes & Brueckner 2011; Winterton, Warburton & Oppenheimer 2013). In fact, under the
South Australian Work Health and Safety Act 2012, associations who employ at least one
person must adhere to the rules of the Act, which means they are legally bound to provide
a safe working environment not only for staff but also for all the volunteers that are
involved with the association (2012). This also extends to 2010 child safety legislation,
which requires criminal history checks and mandatory reporting training for volunteers who
work with or near children and people who are vulnerable (Child Safety (Prohibited
Persons) Act 2016). To help volunteer-involving organisations manage these new legal
obligations, a volunteer support infrastructure has been created in Australia through a
network of government-funded volunteer support centres and peak bodies that provide
training, recruitment and advocacy support (Maher 2014 cited in Oppenheimer &
Warburton 2014). These centres support non-profit organisations who pay a membership
fee and, for the most part, have paid volunteer coordinators to manage volunteers in their

organisation.

Hill and Stevens described this increased formalisation in the non-profit sector as
‘professionalism’, meaning “the introduction of more structured policies and procedures for
managing volunteers” (2011, p. 107). While these governance obligations and regulations
may appear to be a good thing and protect individuals, it does introduce professionalism
and an increasingly complex workload for leaders and committee members of small
associations (Hutchison & Ockenden 2008; King 2017; Oppenheimer, M 2001; Pearce
1993). It has been cited as a reason why some people leave volunteering and leadership
positions (Brueckner, Holmes & Pick 2017; Hedley 1995; Kreutzer & Jager 2011). In their
report on the impact of public policy on volunteering, Hutchison and Ockenden found that
the formalisation of management structures in small associations “may also threaten the
inclusiveness of volunteering and sideline volunteers from decision-making processes”
(2008, p. 7). Howlett (2010) concurred, arguing that although coordination of their ‘work’ is
welcomed by volunteers, an increased focus on professionalism should not come at the
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expense of diversity, informality and flexibility. Before professionalisation, for example,
introducing new members to the norms and rules of most GAs was an informal process
and quite ad-hoc (Soteri-Proctor et al. 2017, p. 814).

As mentioned earlier, leaders of GAs initially create these organisations or take up
leadership roles out of a sense of community need and personal passion. Many do not
expect the extent of accountability and governance required upon incorporation. As
Rochester pointed out, “Management concepts such as control and supervision are alien
to these kinds of organizations, which operate on the basis of teamwork and personal
leadership” (1999, p. 18). Nesbit et al. (2017) concurred, finding that the word
‘businesslike’ was a negative word in the context of leading volunteers. For the most part,
people joined associations for a leisure purpose, and, “[tlhe experts on managing paid
workers not volunteers, mistakenly persuade/seduce too many association leaders that
their paid worker management techniques are best for managing associations, when this
is simply false, according to both empirical research and theory” (Nesbit et al. 2017, p.
933). In her in-depth case study of a Canadian softball league, Sharpe concluded that
professionalism was a significant factor in the decline of its membership:

While a move toward formalisation would help such associations thrive within a social

environment that favours formalization, it is precisely the informal, accessible, and leisurely

style of grassroots associations that contribute to their most important social benefits (2003,
p. 448).

This dissatisfaction of increased professionalism in GAs may have been a factor many of
them turning into professional associations after the new social movements of the 1960s
and 1970s. In this period, western governments took on more responsibility for social
programs and funded the voluntary sector to deliver new programs, such as the Australian
Assistance Plan in the 1970s (Eklund, Oppenheimer & Scott 2018). This was also an
unstable time of social change in western countries and coincided with a mass withdrawal
from traditional membership-based associations. In her landmark study of the history of
hundreds of associations in the USA, Skocpol (2003) found that branch-based
associations were being replaced with centralised organisations and that this was having a
negative impact on civic life in the USA. Where local chapters across the country were
once the beehives of civic engagement, Skocpol found they were being replaced by
‘professional groups’.

Where once cross-class voluntary federations held sway, national public life is now dominated

by professionally managed advocacy groups without chapters or members. And at the state
and local levels “voluntary groups” are, more often than not, nonprofit institutions through
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which paid employees deliver services and coordinate occasional volunteer projects (2003, p.
7).

Earlier in 1989, Young identified the trend of nationally networked voluntary associations in
the USA which gradually evolved into franchised systems where national offices started to
control and close local affiliates (Young, DR 1989). A survey of the American Association
of Retired Persons members confirmed this trend, which found that over half of their
members did not volunteer (Sauer 2002). In their extensive literature review on board
governance of associations, van Puyvelde et al. (2017) found a similar trend worldwide,
finding that some associations were ‘commoditizing membership, seeing it primarily as a
source of funding and support rather than a mechanism for control and accountability’
(2017, p. 897). Researchers have penned numerous terms to describe ‘checkbook’
members of association, such as ‘free-riders’, ‘slacktivists’, ‘pay ‘n’ players’, ‘hobbyists’
and even ‘utility-maximizing consumers’ (Holmes & Slater 2012; Howard & Gilbert 2008;
Kristofferson, White & Peloza 2014; Wollebaek 2009). The literature has yet to analyse the
long-term impact this trend of arm’s length membership is having on grassroots

associations.

2.6 Leadership of grassroots associations

People volunteer on GA committees for a wide variety of reasons; it may be for
recreational purposes, personal benefit, or to express themselves and use creativity in
ways that they cannot through paid employment while benefiting the community (Agard
2011; Nesbit, Rimes, et al. 2017; Rochester, C. 1999). Nesbit et al. described leaders of
associations as “providing shared vision, direction and strategy; focus on motivating and
developing people without the use of formal reward and punishment systems” and “may
include board members and chairs, elected volunteer officers, committee chairs [and]
informal leaders” (2017, pp. 915-6). Hedley and Rochester defined a volunteer
management committee member as, “anyone who serves on the management committee
of a voluntary organisation, is unpaid, and, is not there as a part of their paid employment”
(1992, p. 9). Masaoka (1999) outlined the role of all-volunteer boards and committees in a
‘Board Responsibility Matrix’ which identified their main responsibilities using simple terms
(Figure 1):
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THE BOARD RESPONSIBILITY MATRIX

The board as the governors or The board as managers and leaders of
trustees of the organization. the organization.

Responsibilities

In its governance role, the board fulfills In its management and leadership roles,
its responsibilities by acting as a board members fulfill these responsibilities
collective body. through their actions as individuals.

Objectives

Objective: To ensure that the organization | Objective: To ensure that the organization’s
fulfills its legal and financial responsi- work is accomplished and to represent
bilities and fulfills its responsibilities to the i to the community

the community.

1. Handle the money and file the forms. 7. Get the work done.
Saleguard assets from misuse, waste,
and embezzlement. 8. Support other volunteers so they

can  successfully contribute to

2. Keep it legal and safe. Ensure the organization’s work
compliance with federal, state, and
local regulations, and fulfillment of 9. Be ambassadors to the community
contractual obligations. Lend names and personal credibility

and reputation to the organization

3. Make big decisions for the future.

10. Pass along the covenant. Provide

4. Make sure the organization is leadership in spirit.
accountable to its constituencies, and
protect the organization’s reputation.

5. Get help when you need it

6. Plan for arrival and departure of
individual members.

Figure 2.1: Board/Committee Responsibility Matrix for All-Volunteer Organisations
Source: Masaoka 1999, p. 7

2.6.1 Motivations of volunteer leaders

While the above matrix is a useful tool for GAs who wish to proceed to formalisation,
volunteer leaders, who lead association members who are also volunteers, operate with
restricted authority, especially since volunteers are not paid employees and do not
function under a command and control system (Bowers 2012). Many GAs create roles and
positions as the size of the association increases, and they often start with just one person
or ‘macher’, a Yiddish word describing a person who makes things happen: “a doer, social
operator, somebody who inspires action” (Hemming 2011, p. 115). In the eighteenth-
century, English satirist Ned Ward (1709) lampooned the formality of clubs calling their
leaders “victuallers” (p10), old bearded hypocrites” (p.14), who “rattle and fall foul of one
another” (p.10), and “exercise their cunning tricks till the very next merry meeting” (p.11).
Hemming observed that many GAs do not bother with official rules or formalities in their
early years, and that “[y]Jou don’t find many clubs or societies with positions such as
‘meeting organiser’, ‘head person’ or ‘she who invites speakers™ (2011, p. 104). In his
‘how-to’ guide for volunteer leaders, Scheier (2003) brazenly, and somewhat cynically,
reminded readers that “non-staffed groups often resemble roller-coasters. They go up with
inspiring leaders, dramatic crises or other mobilizing events; they’re down or dead most of
the rest of the time” (2003, p. 3).

Morris and Staggenborg believed that leaders are more than just functionary and are
crucial to social movements which often start as GAs, as they “inspire commitment,

mobilize resources, create and recognize opportunities, devise strategies, frame demands
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and influence outcomes” (2004, p. 171). Phillimore and McCabe concurred, stressing that
the ‘secret’ of small group success “was attracting individuals with the enthusiasm and
personality to take people along with them” (2015, p. 146). In his book about leadership in
the non-profit sector, Mason (1996) introduced the theory of the ‘expressive dimension’,
explaining that volunteers will join groups to express themselves. This provided non-profit
organisations with a unique ‘major source of energy’ (p. 286), unlike companies that may
consider expressive activity bad for business. He explained that,

Expression is the process of directly manifesting, or pressing out, what people feel because

they want to do something for themselves, for other individuals, or for the society as much as

because they want something done. Expression is all those activities that are ends in
themselves; it is doing something for the direct gratification of doing (Mason, D 1996, p. 287).

Those who feel strongly about an issue, and wish to express themselves in a meaningful
way, often volunteer to create and lead grassroots associations (Chetkovich & Kunreuther
2006). As the core founders of these associations, they are essential to many
membership-based groups that solely rely on volunteer leaders for their operations
(Holmes & Slater 2012). A volunteer in the grassroots organisation, Sheltering Our Own, in
the USA, described it as follows:

| think first of all, [you need someone with] a vision ... a dream initially of what they want, what

they see the organization as. Then you need someone who’s willing to take actions, who'’s

willing to take the initiative, who'’s willing to do what it takes to get it there. But also [to] consider

everyone’s opinions .... So, you don’t want someone who’s just obsessed with their own

thoughts and ideas. You want someone who’s accepting of other beliefs as well ... | guess

you just need a dreamer, a thinker, and a doer (Kamla Chowdhury, in Chetkovich &
Kunreuther 2006, p. 52).

Labelling these leaders as ‘community mobilisers’, Netting (2008) described their journey
with this observation:
Community movements and local organisations often begin with talented and committed
people who believe enough in some cause or change that they push for action ... and in order

to pursue their cause, they often have to mobilize other volunteers in order to move forward
(in Cnaan, R. A. 2008, p. 410).

2.6.2 Leadership traits and behaviours

The quality of leadership that these ‘community mobilisers’ implement, however, greatly
affects the attitude of regular members, their commitment and the recruitment and
retention of future leaders. In their qualitative study of 23 leaders of successful GAs in the
USA, Boehm and Staples found that they shared common traits such as the ability to
develop “a joint vision, reciprocal relations with followers, and an emphasis on task group
processes” (2006, p. 77). In the sport volunteer sector, Nichols (2005) called these leaders

‘stalwarts’, with their main motivations being a combination of altruism, recreation and self-
25



development, while detecting that their numbers were in decline due to over-work. As van
Puyvelde et al. observed, “maintaining active participation of members in running their
association is another important challenge facing associations” (2017, p. 900). In his study
of 600 volunteer leaders of a national youth sport association in the USA, Posner found
that,
The overall attitudes of volunteer members were impacted by leaders’ focus on ethical
behaviour and concern for the well-being of their followers. Empowerment was also found to

be a strong mediator in the relationship between leadership and volunteer satisfaction,
volunteer commitment, and volunteer intention to stay active in their clubs (2015, p. 886).

Grassroots associations may or may not be incorporated, but all of them operate under
norms of behaviour to achieve goals effectively. Putnam described this as “cultivating a
norm of generalized reciprocity” (2000, p. 21). Knoke and Wood described GAs as using
‘normative power’, which enables organisations to maintain control through accepted
norms of group behaviour, leading to ‘collective goals’ to ensure that the interests of the
group come before individual interests (1981, pp. 9, 21). These organisational control
systems have a direct effect on member commitment, with association norms the most
important to member commitment. Knoke and Wood observed that “Associations acquire
essential resources from member energy, skills, time, money and support and the

component that has the greatest impact to an association is member commitment” (1981,
pp. 3-4).

In her 2006 literature review of non-profit membership associations, Tschirhart found that
participation in associations was correlated to commitment, and that “characteristics of the
organisation, the member, and interpersonal interactions of members all influence
commitment” (p. 531). In a Canadian study of sport organisations, Doherty, Patterson and
van Bussel (2004) established that there were high expectations for positive behaviour of
volunteer committee members, especially in regards to social interactions. With recent
heightened awareness of workplace wellbeing and the introduction of new laws to prevent
bullying in Australia, Paull and Omari (2015) found that many poor behaviours displayed in
the paid workplace are also experienced by volunteers. Mex (2018), in a paper based on
this study’s focus groups in South Australia, found that poor behaviours and bullying within
grassroots association committees were barriers to new committee member recruitment.
Behaviour norms and the socialisation process in group behaviour was explored in detail
by Haski-Leventhal and Bargal (2008), who argued that volunteers often experience great

ambiguity when commencing their roles and go through a process of organisational
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socialisation when joining associations. Through their ‘Volunteer Stages and Transitions
Model’, they explained that individuals take an active part in the socialisation progress to
make sense of their new environment (Haski-Leventhal & Bargal 2008).

In a study of around 300 grassroots associations affiliated with the environmental
organisation Sierra Club in the United States, Andrews et al. (2010) developed a
multidimensional framework to measure success factors specifically for civic associations.
Similar to Knoke and Wood, they noted that civic associations,
.. rely on volunteers to do their work, conduct decentralized decision making, and govern
themselves through elected leaders ... the capacity of civic association for collective action
depends on their members’ contributions of money, time, effort and skill to common purpose.

The efficacy of their leadership thus, lay in their ability to mobilize and direct the commitment,
accountability and cooperation of voluntary participants’ (2010, pp. 2-3).

Andrews et al. also found that the development of leaders in grassroots associations was
the key success factor for ongoing survival, arguing that ‘[a]ssociations must both develop
capacity of current leadership and develop new leadership on an ongoing basis’ (2010, p.
11).

2.6.3 Development of oligarchies

Cnaan (1991) found that most leaders of small associations are uncontested at elections
due to the lack of rewards of such positions, and it was similarly difficult to find members to
volunteer and serve on management committees. Nesbit et al. concurred, finding that
committee or board members are often recruited through personal social networks with
selection criteria which is “often ambiguous and quite open-ended, usually favoring
individuals who are seemingly competent, willing to serve, and have time for the position”
(2017, p. 919). As Blanke observed, “more often than not, someone takes the helm
reluctantly, through guilt, persuasion, or process elimination” (2006, p. 1). This may be
indicative of a long-term trend in GAs. Hedley and Rochester found in their 1991 national
survey of volunteer leaders of non-profit organisations in the UK that people “drifted” into
becoming committee members and that over half become involved after being asked,

furthering the belief of some volunteer leaders that “committees choose you” (1992, p. 23).

These dynamics can lead to oligarchical tendencies, with committee members facing little
change year after year and associations being driven by a small elite which become
‘purple circles’ (Paull & Redmond 2011; Perkins & Poole 1996). Rothschild and Leach
(2008) proposed that associations should be aware of Robert Michel's famous ‘iron law of

oligarchy’, suggesting that all organisations will eventually come to be ruled by a small
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group that become entrenched in power. Other researchers agreed that if fewer people put
their hand up to lead GAs, oligarchical leadership can result leading to associations
becoming less democratic over time (English & Peters 2011; Enjolras & Waldahl 2010;
Knoke 1981; Nichols 2005; Rothschild & Leach 2008; van Puyvelde et al. 2017).

In some cases, committee members of grassroots associations gradually become
entrenched and develop into what Aldous Huxley dubbed ‘village Napoleons’, managing
their organisations in an undemocratic and dictatorial fashion (Huxley 1962, p. 152). With
the same people putting their hand up to lead year after year, often because nobody else
does, members can become complacent and defer to the experience and passion of
existing (and in many cases) founding leaders. It can lead to a vicious cycle, where
members who do not have the time or inclination to lead allow those who do to continue in
leadership positions over many years, which can lead to apathy and passivity amongst
members (Knoke & Wood 1981). An Australian example of this has been found in Meals
on Wheels, where ordinary volunteers claimed that volunteer leaders were resistant to
change, and that “committees have become their little kingdoms and they don’t want to let
go of them” (Anonymous volunteer TT, in Oppenheimer, M, Warburton & Carey 2015, p.
1564). English and Peters (2011) describe this phenomenon as ‘founders’ syndrome’,
where original creators of associations will not let go of the past, becoming inflexible in

their management style which makes it difficult for later committee members to contribute.

Oligarchy styles of leadership can also develop accidentally when GAs use social media.
The tools provided by platform software, such as Facebook, affect the governance of
grassroots associations by the nature of the software rules, governing the site ‘owners’ or
‘administrators’. It has been suggested that these social media groups are more
democratic than traditional organisations because all discussion is transparent and it
records each interaction by members (Scott and Johnson 2005). However, others maintain
that online groups reinforce oligarchy tendencies because the “top-down community
construction does not allow members to negotiate the meaning or values of the
community” (Eaton 2010, p. 176), and those that set up the site become de-facto leaders
(Hercheui 2011).

2.6.4 Organisational culture in GAs and leadership implications

Although there has been very little research on the motivations of volunteer leaders
(Nesbit, Rimes, et al. 2017, p. 920), Rochester explored the motivations of activists

regarding personal development, education and self-esteem which he found encourages
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further leadership involvement. He explains that this leads to an “upward spiral in which
successful activity encourages increasing levels of involvement with greater and greater
rewards ... [whereby] many activists are driven by a deeper set of values about the
importance of active citizenship and the idea of community” (Rochester 1999, p. 15). In
their theory describing the volunteer commons, Brudney and Meijs argue that poor
organisational cultures not only turn away volunteers from individual associations, they can
also have an adverse effect on how entire communities view volunteering through
negative word of mouth (2013). Haski-Leventhal, Debbie, Meijs & Hustinx (2009)
developed this idea further with the framework of recruitability, which proposes that
associations need to have specific components in place in order to attract and sustain
volunteers. These include how accessible an organisation is to volunteers, if they have
adequate resources to retain volunteers, and sufficient networks and cooperation with

external parties that would increase their profile and capacity to support volunteers.

Many leaders of grassroots organisations stay involved because the activity is their
primary focus of leisure or a significant source of identity and self-expression (Charles
1993; Ockenden & Hutin 2008). Volunteer leaders are more committed to an organisation
when they possess applicable skills and are aligned with the organisation’s cause
(Baggetta, Han & Andrews 2013). In fact, it was found that lack of commitment was the
major predictor of committee turnover in a major survey of sporting associations in
Queensland (Cuskelly & Boag 2001). When comparing Lions Club volunteer leaders in
Canada to their trade union counterparts, Catano et. al. found that volunteer leaders
“presented higher levels of transformation leadership to their followers ... and were more
psychologically involved and committed to their organisation”, where union leaders relied
on a more transactional style of leadership (2001, p. 260). When developing a framework
to identify motivations for board members in non-profit organisations with paid staff in
Canada, Inglis and Cleave found that, in general, volunteer board members served for
altruistic reasons, and “were more motivated by a concern for others than a concern for
self” (2006, p. 98). Similarly, when comparing volunteer association leaders with the
population as a whole in France, researchers Prouteau and Tabariés (2010) found that
association leaders were more dedicated to their communities, more driven to activist

causes, and spent more time volunteering for multiple associations.

Organisation behaviour theorists Rothschild and Leach (2008) proposed three types of
cultures that are prevalent amongst membership associations — those that avoid conflict,
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those that are internally combative and those that have a culture of openness. In his study
of 32 membership-based organisations in Indianapolis, Knoke (1981) found that there is a
high correlation between the success of an organisation and a highly committed
membership base, which can be nurtured with good communication and participatory
decision making. Using data from over 1,600 volunteer leaders in the Sierra Club in the
United States, Baggetta, Han and Andrews discovered that associations that embrace
good teamwork, share work equally and spend less time in meetings have more
committed volunteer leaders (2013, p. 544). Thomas Rotolo, in his multilevel study of ten
communities in Nebraska and the US Census, built on social science research that
suggested that ‘homophilous social associations’, or voluntary groups that share the same
characteristics, are more likely attract and retain other similar members (2000b, p. 272). In
their extensive literature review regarding the leadership of associations, Nesbit et al.
observed that the quality of leaders varied greatly, and the possible problems of
mismanagement included “poor quality work, not accomplishing work on time, corruption,
fraud and misbehavior toward or mistreatment of members” (2017, p. 926). They also
found that there was practically no empirical data that detailed the qualities of effective

volunteer leaders (2017). This is undoubtedly the case in the Australian context.

Because of extra demands and time commitments placed on volunteer committee
members of GAs, it is often difficult to recruit leaders and replenish the ranks of retiring
committee members. This may be because these roles are more demanding than task-
based or episodic volunteering with little extra reward (Bowlby & Lloyd Evans 2011;
Wanwimolruk 2014). Leadership roles can become unpopular as the volunteer leaders
themselves do not appreciate the complexity of the task and the responsibility required
when taking on leadership roles (Hedley 1995). Due to their high-level skills in
communication, organisation and networking, volunteer leaders tend to do more than their
fair share of work compared to other volunteers and tend to experience burnout,
particularly when they do not receive adequate recognition or achieve their goals for the
association (Baggetta, Han & Andrews 2013; Nesbit, Rimes, et al. 2017; Ockenden &
Hutin 2008; Pearce 1993; Rochester 1999). In their study of volunteer leaders of Lions
Clubs in Canada, Catano et al. (2001) found that volunteer leaders often experience

increased workloads that possibly interfere with paid employment.

Grassroots associations do not have the formal procedures or ‘command and control’

culture that exists within organisations with paid staff. Rochester observed that
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“[a]ssociations are also characterized by high levels of organizational ambiguity. There is
no clear-cut division between those who ‘own’ the organization, those who undertake its
work and those who benefit from its activities” (1999, p. 16). Role ambiguity has been
found to be a significant contributing factor to burnout, forcing volunteers to reconsider
their involvement in an association (Allen & Mueller 2013). In their literature review on
leadership and management in associations, which included all-volunteer associations and
those that had the support of paid staff, Nesbit et al. (2017) concluded that successful
leadership in associations significantly different from leadership in business, government
agencies and even non-profit agencies. They found that “[a]ssociations must focus mainly
on leading volunteers, not on managing paid staff, who have very different motivations and
incentives”, and associations have a “special reliance on voluntary contributions—through
membership, financial donations, meeting attendance and volunteer work on committees
as leaders/officers” (Nesbit, Rimes, et al. 2017, p. 915).

In many respects, leaders of grassroots organisations require more advanced skills than
leaders of larger non-profit organisations. As in any organisation, some want to lead,
others want to be in the periphery, and others are happy to be a ‘cog in the wheel'. It is
more complex in small associations where they have to “find a balance between meeting
the individual needs of their members and maintaining a vision of their longer-term goals”,
and, “the fact that members participate in associations as volunteers limits the extent to
which these members can be directed or managed” (Harris, M 1998, p. 147). It can be
very complicated leading volunteers in a GA as compared to associations who have the
benefit of a paid volunteer coordinator, as volunteers cannot be coerced and the behaviour
of volunteers is sometimes difficult to control (Farmer & Fedor 1999). The direction of the
association must be formed collaboratively with members, volunteer to volunteer
(Chetkovich & Kunreuther 2006). As in many workplaces, not all volunteers are happy in
their roles, nor enthusiastic or passionate because of antiquated management practices,
power dynamics, inflexibility and poor leadership (Hankinson & Rochester 2005; Johnson,
T 2016; Paull & Omari in Oppenheimer, M & Warburton 2014). The goals of GAs are often
more complex than private enterprise organisations, and their leaders need to mobilise
volunteers and members through shared values and goals instead of command and
control methods:

Authority (in grassroots associations) is uncertain, and leadership is precarious. Because the

association is voluntary, its chief officer has neither the effective power nor the acknowledged

right to coerce the members — they are, after all, members and not employees (Wilson, JQ
2010 cited in Andrews et al. 2010, p. 7).
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Literature could not be found that compared the personality types of leaders in grassroots
associations to leaders in other types of organisations. In general, volunteers are often
classified as ‘prosocial’ types with high levels of personal empathy, and those who suffer
from social anxiety will avoid volunteering altogether (Hustinx, Chaan & Handy 2010). It
has been found that leaders of grassroots associations can be charismatic, especially
leaders who have founded organisations. They attract volunteers due to tenacity, high
amounts of energy, and sheer belief in the cause (Pearce 1993). Milofsky suggested that
“a community only comes into group awareness through the agency of organizational
activists” and that key individuals in communities act as ‘moral entrepreneurs’ to get things
done (Milofsky 2008, p. 2). In some cases, these volunteer entrepreneurs are very focused
on their cause, and it becomes their main passion in life:

A man’s preoccupation may become his occupation. What started as an amateur interestin a

moral issue may become an almost full-time job; indeed, for many reformers it becomes just

this. The success of the crusade, therefore, leaves the crusader without a vocation ... He

becomes a professional discoverer of wrongs to be righted, of situations requiring new rules
(Becker 1995, p. 172).

In their study of service clubs in a southern city in the USA, Schneider and George found
that ‘servant’ leadership (taking an interest in developing subordinates), as opposed to
‘transformational’ leadership (motivation through vision), was a better predictor of
volunteer commitment (2011). They pointed out that, “[s]ervant leadership may be uniquely
suited to the management challenges of volunteer organizations ... it appears that
volunteers who worked with servant leaders did feel more empowered within the service
club setting” (Schneider, SK & George 2011, p. 74). This supports the view that by looking
after fellow volunteers and giving them meaningful roles, volunteer leaders are more likely

to create sustainable organisations (Brudney & Meijs 2009; Locke, Ellis & Smith 2003).

2.6.5 Recruitment and retention of volunteer leaders

Because of the extra demands and time commitments placed on volunteer committee
members of GAs, it is often difficult to replenish the ranks of retiring committee members
especially when the association is internally focused and “stuck with the existing pool of
volunteers” (Meijs, Lucas & Hoogstad 2001, p. 51). As one Australian Meals on Wheels
volunteer said when key committee members consistently resigned, “they are just walking
out the door” (Oppenheimer, M, Warburton & Carey 2015, p. 1562). This may be
happening because committee roles are much more demanding than task-based or
episodic volunteering with little extra reward. In a survey of non-government organisations
in Reading, England, that included a significant proportion of grassroots associations, it
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was found that it was difficult to replace committee members: “people are too busy now ...
too stressed, disillusioned with life and their help fades out” (Bowlby & Lloyd Evans 2011,
p. 424).

In one of the first comparative studies of grassroots associations and private sector
organisations, Pearce found that leaders of GAs avoided leadership opportunities as
opposed to paid employees who clamoured for promotions in private industry:
In voluntary organisations authority could be obtained merely by seeking it, that is, by pursuing
an office. However, leadership roles were not commonly sought by members of these
organizations; in fact, many actively avoided them. ... Volunteers desired significantly less
organizational influence than they currently held. No employees, neither leaders nor non-

leaders, expressed that desire. Non-office holding volunteers rarely showed an interest in the
assumption of positions of leadership (Pearce 1980, pp. 86,9).

Some years later in her study of non-profit associations in the United Kingdom, Pearce
found that it was much more difficult to recruit volunteer leaders due to the “burdens of
holding office” such as excessive time commitment, fundraising, communications and
governance reporting (1993, p. 137). Chaan came to a similar conclusion in a study of
leaders of neighbourhood associations in the US, observing that, “The cost of participation
— that is, donations, time from work or family, and neighbors’ requests—far exceeds any
available material rewards” (1991, p. 626). In their qualitative study into the perception of
volunteering in the United Kingdom, Hankinson and Rochester found many negative
aspects associated with committee work, including “drowning in paperwork” and “meetings
going on forever ... dominated by a few opinionated individuals where no-one else got a
chance to speak” (2005, p. 100). Darlington pointed out that these leadership roles
became unpopular as most members of management committees did not realise the
extent of the complexity and responsibility involved in volunteer leadership roles (1995). It
has been said that 90 percent of the work in volunteer committees is done by only 10
percent of the members (Fischer 2005), causing fatigue and stress in many grassroots
associations. Nichols found, in his survey of over 8,000 sport volunteers in the UK, that the
sector was over-dependent on a small number of volunteers who contributed most of the
work, and that the most demanding roles involved leadership and coordination (Nichols
2005).

The democratic process can, in some cases, be the cause of an association’s unravelling.
As Johnson observed, decisions based on compromise can sometimes dilute the purpose
for which members initially join, and “unhappy members can withdraw” (1990, p. 5).
Mission drift can also have a negative impact on associations and can occur when the
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membership base of an organisation becomes larger and more diverse. In their simulation
study of grassroots associations, van Puyvelde et al. suggested that “potential members
have their own preferences about the mission and many undertake actions that divert the

mission to their own interests” (2015, p. 142).

Knoke and Wood suggested that strong associations have active memberships with
transparent democratic processes: “When members are highly efficacious and feel able to
affect organizational policy decisions, they are likely to exhibit very positive commitment to
the organization” (1981, p. 75). Andrews et al. described these active members as ‘core
activists’, who, in addition to elected leaders, play a crucial role in achieving the goals of
the association by motivating others to participate and provide administrative support
(2010, p. 14). These activists, members and volunteers, whatever they may be called,
need leaders to get things done. As Pearce found in her 1980 comparative study,
volunteers have much to lose when taking up leadership positions and perhaps more
thought should be given to the incentives of volunteer leadership and sharing the workload
among members:

When volunteers have little to gain and much to lose by assuming active leadership roles in

their organizations, it certainly is in many members’ self-interest to maintain a rank-and-file

role (p. 90) .... and, [i]f organizations are to remain viable, they must find ways to increase the

attractiveness of their leadership positions ... progress can be made in reducing the added

‘costs’ of leadership positions. Too often in these sample volunteer organisations, greater

participation was ‘rewarded’ with more work so that the better members were often forced to
quit in order to avoid being buried in assignments (p. 92).

Volunteer leaders are vital to the sustainability of grassroots associations. Being that there
are so many GAs in Australia delivering significant value to civil society, their leaders
deserve particular attention. Volunteer leaders of GAs develop strategy, organise
programs, communicate complex concepts, manage governance and engage fellow
volunteers. Little is known about these volunteer leaders as data is rarely collected on their
activities in surveys (Cnaan & Park 2016). Because quality and commitment of volunteer
leaders in grassroots associations have a significant impact on organisational success,
more investment may need to be made in training existing leaders and improve the
collective skills of committees (Baggetta, Han & Andrews 2013; Meijs & Brudney 2007;
Schneider & George 2011).

2.7 Challenges and opportunities in committee work

Much has been written about the need to change management practices to recruit and

maintain volunteers, however, most of this research has concentrated on organisations
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with paid volunteer managers (Dunn, Chambers & Hyde 2015; Dwyer et al. 2013; Hidalgo
& Moreno 2009; Hustinx 2010; Meijs & Brudney 2007; Wilson 2012). Examples of
antiguated management practices cited by the above researchers that would also be
relevant to GAs, include fixed duty roster times for volunteers, inflexible work duties and
rigid meeting schedules. In their study of small- to medium-sized associations in Detroit,
Trzcinski and Sobeck (2012) found that associations who were willing to change and
engage with their members in program development were more likely to be sustainable
and even grow. Similarly, in their survey of 393 volunteers in Spain, Hidalgo and Moreno
(2009) found a high correlation between social integration and retention, and that the main
predictors of volunteer retention in organisations were positive social networks,
organisational support and stimulating tasks. However, in Norway, Wollebaek found in his
study of voluntary associations using complete census data, that small associations were
less likely to undertake core or peripheral changes than larger non-profit organisations. He
theorised that “[i]n civic society, organizations can decline for decades and still cling on to
a minimalist existence’ and that younger associations were more likely to adapt to change,
and more willing to move on when the life of an association is threatened by external
developments” (Wollebaek 2009, p. 380). Noting these critical issues, Candena-Rao, Luna
and Puga (2012) suggested that there should be specific criteria developed for
associations to measure their performance in the areas of decision-making, cohesion and

responding to the external environment.

It has been demonstrated that volunteers show more loyalty to an organisation, including
GAs, when there is proper training, role flexibility, incentives and recognition (Wilson, J
2012). In recent years, new management practices resulting in increased bureaucracy
brought on by legal requirements, as already cited, has impacted negatively on volunteer
retention and recruitment. It has been suggested that these management practices are not
keeping pace with growing individualism in western society and the busy nature of
people’s lives. As Hustinx observed, “The increasing focus on personal preferences and
needs has induced many organizations to tune their managerial practices in more
volunteer-centred ways” (2010, p. 237). Hustinx and Lammertyn coined the phrase
‘reflexive volunteering’ to describe the change that is occurring from inflexible volunteer
involvement to a more individualised design of volunteering roles within organisations
(2003).
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In their 1996 study of 229 charities which closed down in Minnesota, Hager et al. found
that major reasons for their demise included their small size, loss and turnover of
personnel, financial difficulties, losing relevance to their communities and funders, with
some also citing internal conflict and power struggles as significant factors (1996). A more
recent Canadian study of 4,000 charities that were deregistered between 2002 and 2008,
found that charities forced to close were likely to be small and young, or had failed to
adapt to changing environmental conditions. The authors of the study, Elson, Spyker and
Rogers, called this a “liability of adolescence or a liability of obsolescence” (2010, p. 5).
Although focusing on associations with paid staff, a recent survey of 65 CEOs of
Australian non-profit organisations in the social services sector similarly concluded that a
key indicator of vulnerability was the presence of dysfunctional volunteer boards, with
issues such as “not having an experienced board chairperson, the board having only
limited oversight, ... board members not having a wide range of skills and high turnover’
(Zhai et al. 2017, p. 386).

Having leaders in GAs that have the skills to adapt to new technology and social media
could be an advantage. Facebook was the leading social media platform in 2015,
surpassing competitors such as Snapchat and Instagram, with 81 percent of the total
social media market (comScore, 2015). As of June 2017, more than one billion people
worldwide use the product Facebook Groups, which could be considered the next
generation of GAs. One hundred million of these users are part of “meaningful groups”,
which has “quickly become the most important part of someone’s experience on
Facebook” (Jin 2017, p. 3). The Facebook website describes Groups as a “private space
to share with small groups of people”, and members can share photos, files, organise
events, conduct online chats and post updates (Facebook products 2017). Facebook
Groups can be either open, closed or secret, and have various privacy levels from which to
choose. Facebook Groups are the most widely used social media platform in this product
category and are used by both long-standing GAs such as Rotary, to issue-based GAs
who are not incorporated and may last only for a few weeks. Other social networking
platforms that also offer group support include Mighty Networks and Google Groups, which

provide stand-alone websites for groups to provide information and coordinate activities.

On 22 June 2017, the CEO of Facebook, Mark Zuckerberg, hosted a summit for Facebook
Group administrators where he announced a new mission for Facebook, which was to

“give people the power to build community and bring the world closer together’ adding that
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an important aspect of the new mission was to ‘support group admins [administrators],
who are real community leaders on Facebook” (Jin 2017). A few days before the summit,
he released an open letter where he discussed how Facebook could contribute to
supportive, safe, informed, civically-engaged and inclusive communities (Zuckerberg
2017). He discussed how building a global community “starts with millions of smaller
communities and intimate social structures that we turn to for our personal, emotional and
spiritual needs” and noted that since the 1970s there has been a decline of membership
groups (2017). He stated that new online communities are a ‘bright spot’ in this space and
that “Meaningful groups transcend online ... nothing beats a face-to-face connection, but
online connections can fortify in-person ones” (Seetharaman 2017). It appears that
Zuckerberg believes that if Facebook groups are active and have very engaged members
(e.g., are ‘meaningful’), it improves and builds on traditional online communications

because these groups have a purpose and benefit individual members.

By holding the summit, Zuckerberg recognised the importance of the administrators of
Facebook groups and face-to-face networking, noting that “the most successful physical
communities have engaged leaders and we've seen the same with online groups as well”
(Zuckerberg 2017). However, others believe that the introduction of artificial intelligence in
social media makes it harder for group administrators to protect their patch. The founder
and CEO of a Facebook Groups competitor, Gina Bianchini of Mighty Networks, wrote
shortly after the Facebook summit that, “for a group admin, all of their hard work to build a
community and bring value to their members is diminished by Facebook relentlessly
marketing other competitive groups” (Bianchini 2017). Zuckerberg, however, believed that
this group-to-group linking tool would “help bring communities and sub-communities closer
together” even though some see this feature as an invasion of privacy (Seetharaman
2017). Kavanaugh et al. (2005) endorsed Zuckerberg'’s view, finding that social media
enables people with weak ties to communicate easily with each other, creating bridging
social capital. They also found that active internet users with ‘bridging ties’ have a high
level of offline social engagement (2005, p. 119). This correlates with the literature, which
has found a positive relationship between the use of Facebook and the increase of social
ties, offline interactions and social capital (Burke, Kraut & Marlow 2011; Lee, E, Kim & Ahn
2014; Valenzuela, Park & Kee 2009; Warren, Sulaiman & Jaafar 2015; Young, K 2011).

Although Facebook Groups are an emerging area of research, Park, Kee and Valenzuela
(2009) found in a study of college students using the product, that it encouraged
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participation in civic and political action and that it “shows the potential of social networking
sites as an emerging yet powerful tool for drawing young adults’ attention to societal
concerns and uniting the young generation as active participants in society” (2009, p. 733).
A similar study found that those involved in political Facebook groups share information
that can quickly mobilise offline collective action and can help build trusting relationships
amongst members (Valenzuela, Park & Kee 2009). In a case study of three Facebook
Groups, Ferree (2015) found that they are a useful communication tool. Participants in her
study said, “the ability to send photos is easy and the capability to communicate with many
people at the same time with time-sensitive material [is good]”, and, “[e]Jven though we try
to meet in person several times a year, not all members can. This keeps things up to date
on a daily basis, and the result is that the group is alive and active, even when we cannot
meet up” (Ferree 2015, pp. 2,3).

Bob Price (2002), in his qualitative study of voluntary association leaders in Texas, argued
that structural factors are under-emphasised when researching the barriers to
volunteering. He suggested that the way ‘work’ is organised, the way that families are
organised and the way that voluntary associations are organised, including GAs, all have
an effect on volunteer participation as well as cultural factors that may inhibit volunteering
more broadly (Price 2002). English and Peters (2011) found in their study of ten feminist
associations in Canada that greater inclusion of new ideas from members could be gained
from better chairing of meetings and introducing a type of code of conduct that outlines
how committee members in these GAs would work together more collaboratively. Some
larger not-for-profit organisations have introduced new ways to attract volunteers, including
Meals on Wheels in Canada who have introduced creative means to attract more drivers,
including young people to deliver meals on bicycles (Winterton, Warburton & Oppenheimer
2013). This is an example of how organisations, including GAs, can correctly identify their
target groups and understand how they are positioned to attract the right types of
volunteers (Haski-Leventhal & Meijs 2011).

Episodic volunteering is a recent volunteer management practice, preferred by many
volunteers who desire a more individualised experience, offering once-off or casual
volunteer opportunities for those who do not want a regular commitment in a volunteer role
(Cnaan & Handy 2005; Dunn, Chambers & Hyde 2015; Hustinx 2010; Wilson 2012).
However, in addition to flexible volunteering opportunities, it has been found that episodic
roles can have direct benefits to volunteers including task significance and social
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interaction (Macduff 2005). In their study of volunteers at a one-day event in the
Netherlands, Maas et al. (2015) found that volunteers in this episodic offering were likely to
increase their volunteering commitment for an organisation if they experienced direct
personal benefits. This has been confirmed in a recent Australian study that included GAs,
where it was found that organisations who offer flexibility in volunteer roles are more

‘recruitable’ (Holmes et al. 2018).

The literature demonstrates that in order to recruit and retain volunteers, which by
extension would include volunteer committee members, leaders of grassroots associations
need to be ‘volunteer-centric’, offer diverse and exciting roles, treat volunteers with
respect, be mindful of risk management and legal requirements and make volunteering an
enjoyable experience (Haski-Leventhal et al. 2018; Lien 2010). Building the capacity of
volunteer leaders on these constructs would benefit those who receive services from
grassroots associations (Posner 2015). In an Australian study into sporting clubs, many of
which are GAs, the increased level of volunteer engagement was due to structural
changes (Ringuet et al. (2008) cited in Holmes & Slater 2012). Brudney and Gazley
confirmed this in their earlier examination of longitudinal data in the USA that there is a
documented relationship between good volunteer administration and a positive volunteer
experience (2006). However, they also found that organisations did not invest significantly
in volunteer administration (2006). As the organisations in the Brudney and Gazley study
were large associations with paid staff, the challenges are formidable for small grassroots
associations when recruiting volunteer leaders. Holmes et al. (2015) proposed that
organisations are better placed to convert people to volunteering when they recognise the
barriers to volunteering and identify interventions that could help potential volunteers

become more willing, capable and available to volunteer.

Haski-Leventhal, Meijs and Hustinx (2009) found that governments, business, educational
institutions and the media can help promote and enhance volunteering, including
volunteers in GAs. They offered suggestions such as increased funding for the
volunteering infrastructure, reduction of red tape, more corporate volunteering and
mandatory service learning in educational institutions. They also suggested that volunteer-
involving organisations themselves should expand their networks to embrace partnership
with these third parties (Haski-Leventhal Meijs & Hustinx 2009). In Australia, the
volunteering infrastructure is a network of peak bodies and volunteer centres, funded by

federal and state governments, that refer potential volunteers to volunteer-involving
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organisations who are members of this infrastructure (Maher 2015). DeGolier describes
their operations as “connecting people with opportunities to serve, building the capacity for
effective local volunteering, promoting volunteer, and participating in strategic initiatives
that mobilize volunteers to meet local needs” (2002, p. 1). The volunteering infrastructure
in Australia has a hierarchy, with Volunteering Australia advocating for the sector at a
national level, supported by member state peak bodies which also offer referral services
and advocacy (Maher 2015). Under the state agencies are locally-based volunteer
resource centres that provide referral services and support to local volunteers and
organisations. The state and local centres have three main functions which include
volunteer support and referral, management and training support, and community
awareness building that raises the profile of volunteering more generally. Under their
current rules of membership, however, these services are mostly unavailable to members
and leaders of GAs (Volunteering SA & NT 2017).

2.8 Gaps identified in the research

It has been well documented and suggested here that most volunteering literature is
written from the context of non-profit associations that employ staff and engage volunteers
through formal volunteer programs (Cnaan 2008; Kunreuther & Edwards 2011; Ockenden
& Hutin 2008; Oppenheimer & Warburton 2014; Posner 2015; Sharpe 2006). Although
large in number, small grassroots associations are often hidden from view because they
are inadvertently omitted from the volunteering infrastructure, national accounts, non-profit
sector research and surveys such as the census (Nesbit, Rimes, et al. 2017; Smith 2000,
2010) Toepler (2003) pointed out in his comparative study of key indicators from 360
small, medium and large organisations in the arts and culture sector in Maryland,
grassroots associations far outhnumber other non-profits and, if translated to all non-profit
sectors, this could be indicative that several billion dollars are unaccounted for in the US
national accounts (Toepler 2003). Similarly, in the United Kingdom, a street-level mapping
project in 2011 found that most GAs were not identified in any official directories (Mohan
2012). Sundblom et al. who investigated the life-cycles of associations, suggested that the
decline of associations deserves much more research, observing that success stories are
more popular and that decline is “somehow seen as unproblematic or even uninteresting”
(2017, p. 960).

Grassroots associations do not have the public profile of the larger nonprofits, and they

remain invisible in various government reporting and compliance regulations. Public
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surveys almost never differentiate the size of organisations that people volunteer for, nor
ask if there is a mixture of paid staff and volunteers within these organisations. Grassroots
associations are, therefore, ‘below the radar’ (McCabe & Phillimore 2013). As Milofsky
wrote, “One reason community movements, associations, and informal organizations are
theoretically challenging is that they do not adhere to the key assumptions that guide the
way managerial or bureaucratic theory defines organizational structures” (2008, p. 3).
Glover (2004) agreed, calling for more methodological research in grassroots
organisations and, as Tschirhart and Gazley pointed out in 2014, further research on
membership associations would be welcome due to their prominence in many countries.
Soteri-Proctor et al. recently argued that there is a systematic failure in ignoring GAs in
social science research and that there remains a “lack of large-scale, robust empirical
knowledge on social and community groups and activities beyond local GAs of high local
prestige-power and those appearing in official government/regulatory listings [resulting in]
a deeper systematic bias created by survey sampling” (2017, p. 820). McCabe, Phillimore
and Mayblin went further, pointing out that there were “substantial gaps in the research
literature” especially around the activities of GAs, and on the “role and impact these
volunteer-led activities [have] at a community level” (2010, p. 20). Ware (2014) pointed out
that more research on small-scale community groups would lift their profile and assist

them access more networks and build resilience.

In regards to literature focusing on volunteer leaders of grassroots organisations, even
less is available. Most of the research cited around leadership in the non-profit sector was
within the context of larger organisations with paid staff. One survey of volunteer leaders in
a US national sporting organisation found that these leaders were more likely to exhibit
ethical behaviours and focus on the wellbeing of volunteers, and use more ‘leadership
behaviours’ than managers in the private sector (Posner 2015). Posner (2015) also noted
that there was little research of volunteer leaders and that this subject was important
because of the sheer number of volunteers affected by volunteer leaders. Nesbit et al.
went further, arguing that associations were becoming ever more important worldwide and
there was a significant lack of research on the characteristics and criteria for selecting their
volunteer leaders (Nesbit, Rimes, et al. 2017). Schneider and George came to a similar
conclusion stating that “little empirical literature exists regarding the leadership of
traditional civic clubs devoted to community service” (2011, p. 60). Herman (2005)
observed that little research had been completed on how service on boards and
committees impacts volunteer leaders themselves, while Ostrower and Stone
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acknowledged that there is very little known about GA boards and that “they may be
radically different in some ways, forcing us to rethink and refine current assumptions”
(2006, p. 624).

Some literature could be found relating to GA volunteer leaders in Australia, but it was
generally found in specific areas in the sport, tourism and arts sectors. Cuskelly and Boag
(2001) found in their survey of 262 volunteer committee members in sport that the average
turnover rate of committee members was 29.6 percent. They observed that there was a
significant problem of leader retention in sport and that “[l]ittle is known about volunteer
turnover behaviour and why it occurs in sport organisations” (Cuskelly & Boag 2001, p.
80). In another Queensland study, Hoye (2006) found that small sporting associations
found it challenging to recruit committee members, which in turn made it more challenging
for them to build internal positive relationships than in larger associations, and that working
relationships within associations was worthy of more research. Yet another Queensland
study, a case study of committee members in a single arts society, found that its leaders
displayed strong identification with the group and reported many benefits including feelings

of accomplishment, socialising and self-enrichment (Bendle & Patterson 2009).

Researchers concurred that more research was needed into aspects of group cohesion,
assimilation of new members and the behaviours and norms in volunteer committees
(Doherty, Patterson & Van Bussel 2004; Kramer 2011). A Western Australian survey of
volunteers in GAs found that 54 percent of respondents felt that liking people in their group
was an important reason for volunteering (Department for Communities Western Australia
2012). At a more general level, Wilson (2012) found through his extensive literature review
of publications using social survey data, that the experience of volunteering, particularly
regarding volunteer commitment and satisfaction, has been a neglected area of research
particularly around the internal operation of organisations, “... the most likely determinants
of volunteer satisfaction, commitment and loyalty, are to be found in the organization of the

volunteer experience” (Wilson, J 2012, p. 201).

2.9 Summary

As has been outlined in this chapter, the importance of grassroots associations is well
documented. They provide avenues for personal expression, strengthen our democracies
and provide bridging social capital that builds healthy communities (Coffé & Geys 2008;

Smith 2010). The literature also reveals that GAs constitute the clear majority of non-profit
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organisations in many western countries and make significant economic contributions, as
well as social ones, to their communities. Despite their size, GAs have to deal with
increased professionalism in a similar way that their larger counterparts do, despite not
having a paid workforce to support them. This increased professionalism is having a
negative impact on the volunteer leaders that serve on GA committees and boards, which
are increasingly becoming marginalised with fewer and fewer people putting their hand up
to join their ranks.

The literature raised many suggestions for future research on GAs, which could provide
them with more support so that they can stay strong, healthy and resilient. Particularly
relevant to this thesis were research recommendations around quantifying in more
definitive terms the contributions that GAs make to society, the barriers faced by volunteer
leaders and what interventions can be made by policy makers, and the volunteering
infrastructure to support GAs in the future. The next chapter will describe the research
methodology employed to gather data for this thesis to help answer the specific research

objectives which were identified as gaps in the existing literature.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Sometimes a poem says it best; sometimes a data matrix does. Sometimes
words say it best; sometimes numbers do. The more well versed you are in
the field's eclectic methods of investigation, the better your ability to
understand the diverse patterns and complex meanings of social life (Saldarna
2015, p. 3).

3.1 Introduction

The preceding chapters introduced the purpose and rationale of this study, and analysed
the relevant literature concerning grassroots associations (GAs) and their leaders. This
chapter outlines the methodology used to gather data for the study relevant to the
research objectives. It will detail the research approach, data collection strategies and

analysis tools.

The research methodology received ethics approval from the Social and Behavioural
Research Ethics Committee of Flinders University in March 2016 in accordance with its
policy on research involving humans (Appendix 1). The approval process included an
examination of the research project, ethical principles, the adoption of data collection
procedures, the participant recruitment process and how the records were to be securely

stored.

The research paradigm was both positivist and interpretive in nature, by using a mixed-
methods research approach which enabled both empirical observations and detailed

understandings of people’s experiences and beliefs (Neuman 1997).

3.2 Research Approach

The research objectives of the thesis are exploratory, as the study seeks to find new
insights by investigating trends, asking questions, exploring issues and gaining a better
understanding of issues facing GAs and their leaders through the analysis of new data
(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill 2012). A case study research approach was selected due to
the nature of the exploratory research objectives, and the phenomena of complex and
multi-faceted issues facing contemporary GAs (Yin 2003). The case study, using multiple
cases, focused on GAs in South Australia which has a population of 1.7 million as of

December 2017 (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017) and is also the researcher’s state of
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residence. Within this approach, a mixed methods research design was executed, and the
collection of quantitative and qualitative data was used to explore the questions from
multiple angles of enquiry (Creswell & Clark 2007). Mackenzie and Knipe defined mixed
methods as research that gathers data both numerically and with text, and “often has

greater impact” than stand-alone methods (2006, p. 7).

One example of a mixed method approach concerning volunteerism research is Cleave
and Doherty’s (2005) Canadian study investigating the barriers to volunteering through a
guantitative telephone survey, followed by qualitative semi-structured interviews with
volunteers and non-volunteers. Other examples in this field include Holmes and Slater’s
(2012) study into the patterns of volunteering in membership associations using
guestionnaires and face-to-face interviews, and Han, Sparks and Towery’s (2017) recent
study into citizen group strategies which incorporated longitudinal data, interviews and

ethnographic observations.

Qualitative methods can address a multitude of research objectives, including providing
contextual background on the study population, exploring the reasons why a phenomenon
exists, evaluating a current issue in detail and identifying new theories in a strategic
context (Huberman & Miles 2002). Exploratory studies often use qualitative focus groups
in a semi-structured fashion to explore and understand an issue in depth (Yin 2003). The
researcher utilised focus groups for this study for the above reasons, and this qualitative
data was also used to inform the development of the survey questionnaire which collected

not only information on trends, but also data on motivations and opinions.

The questionnaire was used to collect quantitative data from a large number of
respondents, and was distributed to members of South Australian associations creating
primary data that is unique to this study. Respondents were asked to respond to specific
guestions in a pre-arranged order that were designed to build on the focus group findings,
Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill defined quantitative data as “numerical data or data that
have been quantified” (2012, p. 679) with questionnairs used for “descriptive or

explanatory research” (2012, p. 419).

This study also sourced a wide variety of primary quantitative data in documents and
reports from federal, state and local governments as well as non-government

organisations.
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A process diagram describing the research approach is provided in Figure 3.1, which

shows how each step informs and connects to the subsequent phase

Focus groups Survey to Data analysis
associations
¢ Pre-test of ¢ Usability *NVivo

Data collection
on associations

® Associations
Database quesioning testing software for
e Directory of route e Email qualitative
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Figure 3.1: Research approach

3.3 Focus Groups

Focus groups were chosen for this study in order to understand the questions posed by
the research objectives in depth by exploring people’s views in a structured setting that
allowed for group interaction (Kitzinger 1994). Researchers often use focus groups to
collect qualitative data when there is a lack of research in the topic area and to inform the
development of new theory (Bryman 2016; Lee, TW 1999). This makes focus groups an
ideal methodology to explore the topic of leaders of grassroots associations. Focus groups
encourage participants to discuss and debate research objectives and explore not only
what people agree on, but also the issues where they disagree (Bryman 2016).
Furthermore, focus groups can explore reasons why people feel a certain way about an
issue which allow the researcher to gain a broader in-depth understanding of the research
topic and how important the issue is for participants (Bryman 2016). With participants
having the opportunity to hear what others have to say about the topic, focus groups also
allow for debate among participants (Smithson 2000). Additionally, the researcher can
hear “more realistic accounts of what people think” because after listening to what others
have to say, participants can re-consider their views during the discussion (Bryman 2016,
p. 502). Disagreements between participants can “clarify why people believe what they
do”, and help the researcher find out what factors can cause people to change their minds
on an issue (Kitzinger 1994, p. 116). In regards to this study, the focus groups allowed for
debate and frank discussions that aided in addressing specific aspects of the research

objectives, particularly around leadership motivations.
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The ideal size of a focus group is between six to ten members, which provides enough
people to promote discussion and debate, but small enough to enable everyone to have a
say (Stewart & Shamdasani 2014). Focus groups are either heterogeneous to obtain
different perspectives on the research objectives or homogeneous, to share everyday
experiences with participants with similar characteristics (Ward, P 2016). It is important to
note that not all focus groups can be truly homogeneous, as people are individuals and do
not always agree (Kitzinger 1994).

Limitations of focus groups include data quality issues around reliability, bias, validity and
the ability to generalise the findings to a broader study population (Saunders, Lewis &
Thornhill 2012). Because interview guides can be inherently flexible, the exact wording of
guestions asked in each focus group can vary between groups and doubts about the
replication of the findings by other researchers can occur. Researchers can mitigate these
doubts by retaining detailed records including the recruitment process, interview guide and
analysis protocols (Kv