
ABSTRACT 
A relatively new type of community service, court-ordered community service, nas an impact on 

volunteer administration in nonprofit organizations. Tne purpose of tnis article is to explore community 
service by court order, its impact on tne nonprofit organization, and to bring fortn guidelines to assist 
tne manager of volunteers in determining wnetner or not to utilize tne court-referred "volunteer.· 

Court ... Qrdered Community Service 
and the Nonprofit Organization 

Karen L. Hart 

Court-ordered community service is an 
important issue facing the field of volunteer 
administration. An understanding of com­
munity service by court order is important 
to the managers of volunteers in nonprofit 
organizations as their organizations are 
often the "sponsors· providing unpaid work 
opportunities for the court-referred "volun­
teer.· The purpose of this article is to 
explore community service by court order, 
its impact on the nonprofit organization, 
and to bring forth guidelines to assist the 
manager of volunteers in determining 
whether or not to utilize court-referred "vol­
unteers· in their particular organizations. 

To explore community service by court 
order, one must first have a basic under­
standing about its place in the criminal jus­
tice system. As defined by Noyes ( 1985). "a 
community service program places offend­
ers in unpaid positions with nonprofit or 
tax-supported (governmental) agencies to 
perform a specified number of hours of 
work or service within a given time limit" 
(p.2). A definition of community service by 
order necessitates inclusion of a philosoph­
ical perspective. Simply put, should a crimi­
nal offender be punished or should the 
offender make restitution for- the offense? 
Community service orders as restitution 
involve the offender in providing unpaid 
service for the good of the community. 
From the perspective of adult educators, 
Hanson and Stone (l 985) stated, "Restitu­
tion is often ordered by agents of the crimi­
nal justice system, whereby the offender is 

asked to take responsibility for his or her 
actions and, in doing so, to make amends 
to those injured by the offense" (p. l l ). Put 
into historical perspective, the community 
service order emerged in the United States 
in the early 1970s as an alternative sen­
tence for the criminal offender. Often, com­
munity service programs are instituted only 
on a local level and upon the discretion of a 
local criminal justice program. 

Community service "volunteer• place­
ments with a "sponsor· organization are 
often handled in the following manner: 

Information is gatnered from botn tne social 
inquiry report and witnin tne interview so tnat 
tne work-providing agency may be adequately 
informed about tne offender and nis circum­
stances. lf tne agency snows interest in an 
offender, tne offender meets nis potential super­
visor prior to nis formal aaeptance by tne agen­
cy. Tne placement proceeds only if botn tne 
offender and tne supervisor feel reasonably con­
fident witn eacn otner. Community Service 
by Order, I 979, p. 66. 
Community service orders impact the 

nonprofit organization in varied ways. Leib­
rich, et al. (l 986) stated, "Community ser­
vice sentencing provides both opportunity 
and challenge for human service agencies. 
Opportunities exist for a steady flow of ·vol­
unteers' to perform needed work and ser­
vices for the agency and for the agency to 
assist in the cqmmunity's response to 
offenders. But challenges exist in relating to 
criminal justice staff and offenders and inte­
grating offenders into the volunteer pro-

Karen L. Hart is Affiliate Services Manager with the Volunteer Center of Greater Milwaukee. She also is current­
ly serving as Board President of the Women's Crisis Line. She has a master's degree in Administrative Leader­
ship with an emphasis on Adult and Continuing Education from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee and a 
bachelor's degree in Social Psychology from Purdue University. 

24 THE JOURNAL OF VOLUNTEER ADMINISTRATION 
Winter 1989-1990 



grams of the agency" (p. 12). These chal­
lenges fall along philosophical and prag­
matic lines and depend upon effective com­
mun i cation between all players (the 
manager of volunteers, the criminal justice 
referral agent, and the offender). 

PRELIMINARY QUESTIONS AND 
DISCUSSION 

To assure, from the perspective of a 
manager of volunteers, that the decision to 
accept court-ordered "volunteers" is sound 
and that communication between all par­
ties is effective, certain questions and con­
siderations may be posed to assess the 
impact on his or her nonprofit organization. 
Ultimately, the questions then serve as 
guidelines for consideration of the utiliza­
tion of court-ordered "volunteers." Follow­
ing each question is some discussion of the 
impact on the organization. As a manager 
of volunteers, 

... Wnat is my definition or concept of "volun­
teer"? 

One must be aware of one's own defini­
tion or concept of "volunteer." Consider 
these definitions and concepts. David 
( 1970) stated, "Being a volunteer only 
requires a frame of mind-the desire to do 
something, with no financial reward, for 
someone else who could not receive that 
service unless you do it with him or for him" 
(p. 15). "Volunteers ... are idealistically 
motivated persons who want to devote 
some portion of their lives to serving their 
fellow man. They come not for pay, though 
some may receive a token amount," stated 
Cull and Hardy (I 974, p. 5). Ellis and Noyes 
( 1978) stated, "To volunteer is to choose to 
act in recognition of a need, with an atti­
tude of social responsibility and without 
concern for monetary profit, going beyond 
what is necessary to one's physical well­
being " (p. I 0). And Scheier (1980) noted, 
"Volunteering, then, is considered to be any 
relatively uncoerced work, intended to help, 
done without primary or immediate thought 
of financial gain" (p. 12). The definitions and 
concepts are presented here with the first 
being more restrictive and the last being 
more open and subject to individual inter­
pretation. Each one attempts to deal with 
two main components: motive (voluntary 
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participation) and lack of financial reward or 
immediate thought of financial gain. Com­
ponents of each can be useful in conceptu­
alizing and possibly defining "volunteer." 

. .. Wnat is my pnilosopny about tne criminal jus­
tice system and tne treatment of tne (an) offender? 
Wnat are tne benefits to tne offender? Wnat are tne 
benefits to society? 

These questions encourage the manager 
of volunteers to examine his/her own phi­
losophy. Should a criminal offender be 
given a punitive sentence or be given the 
opportunity to make restitution through 
community service? Potential benefits for 
the offender, as noted by Noyes ( 1985-86) 
are: " ... avoiding the hardships of incarcer­
ation or fines; relief from guilt about an 
offense and an opportunity to make 
amends; increased awareness of the needs 
of other people; new skills and work experi­
ence; and, avoiding stigmatizing and 
demeaning treatment often associated with 
other parts of the criminal justice system" 
(p. 2). 

Potential benefits for society, as noted 
by Noyes ( 1985-86) include " ... additional 
useful community service; the introduction 
of new persons to the volunteer network, 
one who might otherwise never be inclined 
to involve themselves freely; reduced crimi­
nal justice costs; a decrease in public 
stereotypes about offenders; increased 
public involvement in and awareness of the 
criminal justice system" (p. 2). 

. . . Wny would my organization accept a court­
referred volunteer? Wnat are tne benefits to our 
organization? 

This question encourages the manager of 
volunteers to examine organizational 
philosophy and purpose. Is the organiza­
tional acceptance of court-ordered "volun­
teers" considered an opportunity for the 
offender and for society, or just an oppor­
tunity for needed work to be done? Poten­
tial benefits for the organization include: 
providing opportunity for volunteer devel­
opment and personal growth of the offend­
er (Hanson & Henderson, 1983-84); utilizing 
an offender's skills which may not other­
wise be available to the nonprofit organiza­
tion for financial reasons; and tapping into 
a source for short term volunteers. 



... What is tfte philosophy of tfte refe"al agent? 
A report in Community Service by Order 

( 1979) detailed reasons given by probation 
officers in England when recommending 
community service work. These were: "A) to 
benefit the offender, B) as an alternative to 
custody, C) to benefit the community and 
D) mixed reasons, a combination of some 
or all of (A). (B). or (C)" (p. 50). As the 
authors of Community Service by Order reveal. 
"In Example B the possibility of the court 
taking a punitive view is immediately 
acknowledged and community service is 
offered as a straight alternative 'depriving 
(the defendant) of his time' " (p. 50). In 
Example C, "the benefit to the offender is 
inverted and the stress is upon the help to 
the community which the making of a com­
munity service order would provide" (p. 50). 
As an example of the ideal (D): 

The ethos chosen for Devon community service 
was that tfte offender should be placed where Fte 
was, and felt, needed. It was thought that little 
was to be gained, other than easy completion of 
orders, merely by placing tfte majority of com­
munity service offenders with work typical of 
their normal daily employment. If feelings of 
selfwortft and real achievement were to be 
engendered, these seemed far more likely to be 
found in new experiences wfticft valued tfte 
offender for what Fte was able to give and to 
receive in an exchange relationship. Communi­
ty Service by Order, 1979, p. 66. 
After careful consideration of the prelimi­

nary questions and arrival at the conclusion 
that court-ordered community service may 
have a place in one's organization, the 
manager of volunteers may proceed to the 
next levels-the utilization of the court­
referred volunteer and assessing the impact 
on the organization. 

UTILIZATION OF THE 
COURT-REFERRED VOLUNTEER 

What are tfte costs to tfte organization for volunteer 
management? Can tfte organization utilize tfte 
sftorHerm volunteer and at what cost? 

As Cull and Hardy (1974) noted: 
Volunteers are not a free source of Ftelp, either 
professional or paraprofessional. Tfte costs in 
terms of recruitment, training, and supervision 
is substantial. Tfte volunteers are in many 
respects equivalent to employees of tfte organiza­
tion in that they require job descriptions, in-ser-

vice training programs, and supervision (p.6). 
An organization may wish to place limits, as 
Ellis ( 1986) noted, "on the minimum 
amount of hours in the sentence !for exam­
ple, it may not be cost-effective for you to 
orient and place someone who has less 
than 20 hours of community service work to 
do, unless you have a number of short-term 
projects waiting to be tackled]" (p. 98). 

Wfto are tfte clientele served by tfte organization? 
What might tfte impact on clientele or patrons of 
tfte organization be? 

Confidentiality of clients may be an issue 
for some organizations. Many people 
served are in a vulnerable position. The 
manager of volunteers needs to look out for 
the interests of the clientele served by the 
organization. Other organizations may pre­
fer not to accept placements of persons 
who committed offenses such as sexual 
offenses. The clientele or family of the 
clientele may object to a sexual offender 
placed in a day-care setting. 

What is tfte impact on other volunteers in tfte orga­
nization? What hesitations might other staff nave 
with working with tfte court-ordered volunteer'? 

Ellis ( 1986) posed this consideration: will 
court-referred workers "be assigned to the 
same jobs as other volunteers?" (p. 98). In 
the case study of a library's experience with 
court-ordered community service volun­
teers, Taylor ( 1985) noted, a " ... volunteer 
reported that some of her fellow civic group 
members did not want to volunteer at the 
library because so many court placements 
worked there that they feared people would 
perceive them to be offenders also" (p. 19). 
Volunteers and staff may want or need to 
know that the volunteer is an offender. 

Does my organization already nave snort-term 
projects or would they be created? 

If short-term projects are available and 
waiting to be done,· the costs are less than 
if jobs are created specifically for the court­
ordered volunteer. For example, if a volun­
teer is interested in doing outside work 
such as landscaping (which might be 
desired by the organization). it does not 
mean that the resources and materials are 
available to do so. As with any volunteer 
job, a written job description leads to the 
consideration of resources (human and 
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financial) before "hiring" for the position. 
After consideration of the utilization of 

the courHeferred volunteer and the impact 
on the organization, the manager of volun­
teers may proceed to the next level-place­
ment procedures and their impact on the 
nonprofit organization. The following ques­
tions, unless otherwise noted, were posed 
by Taylor ( 1985). 

PLACEMENT PROCEDURES AND IMPACT 

"Does tne referral source nave firm written guide­
lines governing eligibility for participation and 
written regulations for tfie defendants?" (Taylor, 
1985, p. 20). 

Written guidelines, which spell out how 
the suitability of an offender is determined, 
are essential. The most frequently used cri­
teria are 1) employed and of a settled 
address and 2) the nature of the offense. 
The guidelines can give the manager of vol­
unteers an idea of the "type" of offender 
who might be given the community service 
order. However, keeping in mind the clien­
tele served, the manager of volunteers may 
also set more restrictive guidelines for 
accepting placements of offenders. Written 
regulations for the offenders provide infor­
mation to the manager of volunteers about 
the expectations of the criminal justice sys­
tem for the offender. 

How is screening done? As manager of volunteers, 
now am I involved in tne screening and placement 
of tne volunteer? 

It may be necessary to know the back­
ground of an offender. Ask the criminal jus­
tice referral agents to tell you what informa­
tion they can provide and their reasoning 
behind it. They may have policies about 
what information will and can be provided 
to the sponsoring organization. 

"Does tfie referral source nave a written agreement 
witfi recipient agencies, outlining responsibilities 
and rignts of all parties?" (Taylor, 1985, p. 20). 

The written agreement spells out the 
responsibilities of all the players: the man­
ager of volunteers, the offender, and the 
criminal justice referral agent-who is 
accountable for whom, to whom, and for 
what. These responsibilities may include: 1 ) 
necessary paperwork, 2) procedures for 
noncompliance by the offender, 3) whether 
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the client must perform at a certain stan­
dard in order to receive credit for hours 
served, 4) whether the placement can be 
terminated by an agency and on what 
grounds, 5) whether the referral source is 
responsible to assist the agency with prob­
lems, and 6) if the participating offender 
must abide by the rules of the sponsoring 
organization (Taylor, 1985, p. 20). Without 
an agreement, the community-service sen­
tence would be fraught with misunder­
standings and problems. 

CONCLUSION 
The success of a court-ordered commu­

nity service program depends upon effec­
tive communication between all players 
(the manager of volunteers, the criminal 
justice referral agent, and the offender). Not 
all offenders are appropriate for court­
ordered community service, nor are afl 
offenders chosen for community service 
appropriate for all organizations. A survey 
done by Hanson and Stone (I 985) showed 
"that the administration of community ser­
vice with offenders is an important issue for 
volunteer agency staff working with such 
volunteers" (p. 19). As Noyes ( 1985-86) 
stated, "it is up to us to advocate for our­
selves and our programs .... By opening 
new channels of communication, seeking 
new definitions and establishing workable 
guidelines and policies, we can help to 
shape the notion of court-ordered commu­
nity service into a valuable opportunity 
rather than a frustrating dilemma" (p. 5). 
The questions presented in this article 
should serve as a basis and as guidelines 
for any nonprofit organization considering 
the utilization of the court-ordered volun­
teer. The decision to involve the court­
ordered volunteer needs to be a well­
thought-out and conscious decision. The 
benefit to the organization, within the 
scope of its mission, must be known and 
considered. 
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