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The involvement of volunteers in local 
government is widespread and is not a 
new phenomenon. 1 Awareness and in­
terest among public officials concerning 
the advantages of involving volunteers are 
increasing. Existing fiscal constraints, as 
well as reduced federal aid, have under­
scored the need for local governments to 
consider alternative service delivery 
mechanisms, including the involvement 
of volunteers.2 Many localities throughout 
the country are engaging in a fundamental 
rethinking of public services which in­
cludes renewed appreciation of volun­
teers.3 

Volunteers often are perceived as 
being a potential resource for enhancing 
or maintaining local government services 
as well as to aid in reducing costs.4 As it 
will be argued, the attractiveness of vol­
unteers to local government can be en­
hanced by addressing several manage­
ment and organizational structure issues. 
The involvement of volunteers in the de­
livery of local government services pro­
vides a critical linchpin between the com­
munity and government in contemporary 
society.5 

There have been few systematic 
studies examining the implications of how 
localities involve volunteers in service 
delivery. This article presents an 
exploratory case study of volunteer in­
volvement in recreation service delivery 
in ten Maryland counties. The basic as­
sumption examined is that the organiza­
tional structure of county recreation de­
partments in Maryland facilitates volun­
teer involvement and affects the cost and 
nature of services delivered. Further, how 
recreation departments are structured ef­
fects the recruitment, motivation and re­
tention of volunteers. Several Maryland 
counties rely heavily upon an organiza­
tional structure for service delivery known 
as Recreation Councils (RCs). 

The objective of this study of ten Mary­
land counties is to examine how the struc­
ture of Recreation Councils affects volun­
teer involvement. The relationships be­
tween volunteers and local government 
are discussed in response to the following 
questions: Is recreational department 
structure related to stimulating and ex­
panding volunteer involvement? Do vol­
unteers lower recreation department ser­
vice delivery costs? Do volunteers affect 
the delivery of services? Is there an im­
pact on the quality and quantity of ser­
vices in the counties where volunteers 
are involved? The article concludes with 
some observations on the implications of 
the Maryland study for local government 
structure and the involvement of volun­
teers. 

MARYLAND STUDY DESIGN 
County government authorizes the 

etablishment of Recreation Councils. 
Once established, RCs and their member 
volunteers influence county recreation 
policy and affect several aspects of in­
volving other volunteers in recreation ser­
vice delivery. The relationship between 
counties and Recreation Councils is in­
teractive in nature. That is, although coun­
ties provide volunteers the opportunity 
to create Recreation Councils, once 
created, RCs influence county govern­
ment recreation programs. For example, 
the RCs influence the extent of county 
support for recreation. 

Further, the existence of Recreation 
Councils and the extent to which counties 
depend on them for service delivery af­
fect: 

a. the extent of volunteer involvement; 
b. volunteer contributions to service 
delivery; 
c. volunteer influence and advocacy for 
recreation quantity and quality; and 
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d. volunteer-staff relationships. 

The study design used in this research 
is exploratory in nature. How volunteers 
are involved in service delivery could not 
be specified with precision prior to 
analysis. It was assumed that the relation­
ships between volunteers and local gov­
ernments are complex and diffused. 
These relationships cannot be subjected 
to rigorous quantitative and statistical 
testing. There are multiple interactions 
between volunteers, Recreation Councils 
and counties. The historical evolution of 
volunteer participation in recreation and 
the wide variation in local approaches to 
volunteerism suggested exploring the na­
ture of the subject, rather than testing the 
relationships. 6 The structure of how vol­
unteers are organized by Recreation 
Councils is important to many aspects of 
participation, such as recruitment and re­
tention. Those interested in volunteer 
participation in recreation services, in 
other states and localities across the 
country, should find the Maryland experi­
ence of value in assessing their own ap­
proaches. 

In Maryland, the county is the primary 
unit of local government for service deliv­
ery. Historically, residents in Maryland 
have relied upon counties, not cities, to 
provide local government services. In fact, 
75 percent of Maryland residents do not 
live in incorporated cities. Where they 
exist, cities expand upon and supplement 
county services, rather than function as 
comprehensive and independent recre­
ation delivery units. In addition, Balti­
more City, the state's largest jurisdiction, 
also has the legal distinction of being a 
county. It is through its legal status as a 
county that many of Baltimore City ser­
vices are delivered. 

Ten of Maryland's twenty-four counties 
are included in this case study as indi­
cated in Table I. The ten counties 
selected account for approximately 70 
percent of the state's total population. 
The counties were selected to offer a 
reasonable cross-section of all counties 
in terms of urbanization, size, wealth, 
public services provided and existence 
of Recreation Councils. Data in the form 
of county budgets, personnel documents, 
and volunteer participation records were 
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collected from the ten counties. The 
Maryland State Department of Natural 
Resources provided data on all counties 
to supplement and provide a state-wide 
context for the ten counties examined. 

The data presented in Table I were 
complemented with twenty-six in-depth 
interviews. The interviews ranged from 
one to three hours in length and several 
individuals were interviewed more than 
once. The interviews were conducted with 
county elected officials, recreation staff, 
and volunteers. In addition, interviews 
were held with state public officials and 
officials representing the Maryland Park 
and Recreation Association. The central 
focus of all the written data and interviews 
was to assess volunteer involvement at 
the operational service delivery level, 
rather than volunteer participation on ad­
visory boards.7 

RECREATION COUNCILS 
The study examined the extent to 

which counties encouraged and relied 
upon Recreation Councils for involving 
volunteers in service delivery.8 Recre­
ation Councils are local volunteer bodies, 
usually community based, that make rec­
reation policy and deliver most recreation 
services within their area jurisdictions. A 
model was developed outlining recre­
ation department structure characteris­
tics and is presented in Figure I. The 
model proves useful in presenting the 
characteristics of a formal Recreation 
Council particularly with respect to under­
standing the extent of decentralization 
and volunteer involvement. The ten rec­
reation departments exhibit varying com­
mitments to either a centralized or decen­
tralized structure in the delivery of local 
services. A key variable in explaining a 
county's centralized-decentralized struc­
ture is the existence and the extent of 
the county's reliance upon Recreation 
Councils. Although RCs are legally au­
thorized by the county, their creation is 
initiated by volunteers. 

Volunteers create RCs to structure their 
activities and give continuity to their ef­
forts. The creation of a Recreation Council 
institutionalizes volunteer efforts and 
structures involvement in recreation 
among the volunteers. Several RCs 
created thirty years ago are still function-



1980 
STRUC- POPULA-

COUNTY TURE* TION 

Anne Arundel MD 375,000 

Baltimore Co. D 645,031 

Baltimore'City C 786,775 

Carroll D 97,280 

Frederick D I 17,I06 

Howard C 125,365 

Montgomery C 582,000 

Prince George's D 665,565 

Washington 113,086 

Wicomico MD 64,500 

-refers to department structure 
C -Centralized 
D -Decentralized 
MD -Moderately Decentralized 
** -CETAEmployees 

TABLE I. Selected Characteristics of 10 County Recreation 
Departments in Maryland, 1981-1982. 

Personnel 

TOTAL PERCAPITA LOSS GAIN 
OPERATING EXPEN- FROM 

EXPENDITURES DITURES FULL PART PREVIOUS YEAR VOLUNTEERS 

3,924,690 $12.41 74 400 40** 3,303 
2300S 12S 

8,088,548 $12.29 248 177 81 ** 42,861 

11,291,000 $14.34 524 86 158.5 2,662 
FfE FfE 

137,680 $ 1.82 5 11 )** 3,295 

389,552 $ 3.65 18 60 75 

1,564,460 $ 9.42 36 378 3 5 800 

26,948,330 $37.28 625 18 9** 15 2,320 
FfE 

9,500 

25,357,980 $28.67 550 30 5** 11 1,700S 

389,552 $ 6.71 17 15 8** 12 

506,032 $ 6.88 18 170 10** 2 350 

S - Seasonal 
FfE- Full Time Equivalent 

VOLUNTEER 
CONTRIBUTION 

ESTIMATE 

$1,360,275 

9,719,187 

2,425,460 

528,785 
18,750 

200,000 

580,000 

4,800,000 

3,000 

87,500 



ing, although none of the original volun­
teers continues to participate. Thus, al­
though individual volunteers pass from 
the recreation scene, RCs nurture and 
give continuity to community volun­
teerism. 

Recreation Councils are not in exis­
tence in all counties and the extent of 
authority granted to them by local ordin­
ances varies. In some counties RCs are 
legally constituted bodies with formal au­
thorities, whereas in other counties they 
are informal associations of volunteers. 

A formal RC has the following charac­
teristics: a constitution, elected officers, 
a regular meeting time, a budget, fund­
raising capacity and an identifiable geo­
graphic boundary. In those areas where 
formal RCs exist, they deliver and exten­
sively finance most recreation services. 
The RCs determine program content, 
schedule sporting events, and provide 
staff such as coaches and referees. These 
activities are financed to a large extent 
by RCs which utilize various forms of fund­
raising such as activity registration 
charges, user fees and, of course, indi­
vidual and group contributions. Only 
large capital expenditures and special­
ized county recreation functions such as 
indoor swimming pools, horse riding 
facilities, and the like, are not delivered 
by Recreation Councils. 

Those counties that rely on formal Rec­
reation Councils also exhibit a decen­
tralized decision-making approach to ser­
vice delivery. Recreation policy and ser­
vice delivery are extensively provided at 
the community level by volunteers 
through their RCs.9 In the counties where 
the formal RC form of organization exists, 
the recreation department functions 
primarily as coordinator, facilitator and 
program resource specialist in supporting 
RC activities. Paid county professionals 
are assigned to Recreation Councils to as­
sist them in carrying out their programs. 
In such areas, the role of paid professional 
county staff is to support and facilitate 
the RCs' programs. 10 . 

VOLUNTEERS: INVOLVEMENT AND IN­
FLUENCE 

The involvement of volunteers in ser­
vice delivery and reliance on Recreation 
Councils range widely among the ten 
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counties and are related to other factors 
as well. The extent of a county's taxable 
resource base and its historical develop­
ment for providing recreation services 
also affect volunteer involvement. 
Wealthy counties have less fiscal need 
for relying upon volunteers to deliver ser­
vices. Separate from county wealth, the 
historical development of service deliv­
ery impacts upon volunteer involvement. 
Less affluent jurisdictions with tax re­
source limitations and high concentra­
tions of low income persons, such as Bal­
timore City, have historically approached 
recreation as a public responsibility to 
be financed and delivered by local gov­
ernment. Although it was not possible to 
conclusively separate and account for the 
independence of recreation councils from 
factors such as wealth and historical con­
text, RCs enhance volunteer involvement 
under all circumstances. 

By contrast, counties that are not con­
fronted by fiscal constraints can "afford" 
not to involve many volunteers. It was 
argued by several persons interviewed 
that relying upon Recreation Councils 
necessitates a trade-off between gaining 
volunteer support and diminishing 
county public officials' control over pro­
grams. Although elected officials and their 
appointed managers retain public re­
sponsibility for service delivery, the ex­
tent of their direct control over programs 
is altered by extensive reliance upon vol­
unteers. An extreme position of this argu­
ment was taken by several public officials 
from the more affluent counties. They ar­
gued that decentralized departments 
were "holding companies" for RCs which 
were, in reality, the recreation depart­
ments. 

The extent to which a recreation de­
partment relies on RCs stimulates volun­
teer involvement. As shown in Table I, 
Baltimore County relies most upon volun­
teers by involving more than 42,000. 
Prince Georges County, the second most 
populated local jurisdiction in the state, 
has a decentralized department having 
92 Recreation Councils and also involves 
many volunteers. In contrast, Baltimore 
City and Montgomery County, which are 
also large local jurisdictions, involve far 
fewer volunteers: 2,662 and 2,320, respec­
tively. For the smaller counties, 



Informal RC ........ ......... ....... ....... ... .............. ......... ... ... . ... ...... ...... ... .. ....... ... .. Formal RC 

Montgomery Co. 
Howard Co. 
Baltimore City-Co. 
Washington Co. 

Centralized 
I. County-wide 

a} leagues 
b} registration 
c} referees 
d} coaches 

2. Single county-wide budget 
3. Professional staff has authority 

and responsibility for delivering 
all county recreation programs 

4. County maintains facilities 

5. County government raises a 
majority of resources 

Ann Arundel Co.• 
Wicomico Co. 

Decentralized 

Baltimore Co. 
Carroll Co. 

Frederick Co. 
Prince George's Co. 

I. Recreational Councils (RC} 
a} formal charter 
b} priority use of county facilities 
c} program formulation 
d} coaches 

2. Recreation Council has budget 
3. County personnel assigned to 

assist recreational councils 

4. Recreation Council maintains 
facilities 

5. Recreation Councils raise a 
majority of resources 

*RCs in Ann Arundel and Wicomico Co. exhibit a combination of the informal and formal 
characteristics. They are not county authorized but have many characteristics of decentralization. 

Figure 1. Classification of County Recreation Council structure and model of Centrali­
zation-Decentralization of Service delivery. 
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Washington and Wicomico offer a striking 
contrast. Washington County has a cen­
tralized department and volunteers are 
much less relied upon. By comparison, 
Wicomico, the smallest county examined, 
relies extensively upon volunteers. • 

Several counties with centralized recre­
ation departments did not record the 
number of volunteers involved in service 
delivery. In these counties oral estimates 
of volunteer involvement were the only 
source of data on the extent of volunteer 
involvement. These oral estimates were 
not only approximate, but had a possible 
margin of error of± 50%. On the other 
hand, recreation staffs in decentralized 
counties utilized written tallies of volun­
teer involvement. In addition, officials 
from counties having decentralized struc­
tures appended Recreation Council re­
ports to the annual county budget, docu­
menting volunteer involvement by illus­
trating the savings and the services they 
provided. 11 The availability, precision 
and accuracy of county records on volun­
teer contributions and their incorporation 
into county budget requests offer support 
to the linkage between RCs and involve­
ment of volunteers. Those counties that 
kept records of involvement were the 
same counties that relied most on Recre­
ation Councils to involve volunteers. 
These counties utilized a form of "No­
ApoloJies Budget" as described by Neil 
Kam.1 Volunteers are an integral part of 
the delivery system and their contribu­
tions were recorded and used as part of 
the county's justification for public fund­
ing. 

The study strongly suggests that Recre­
ation Councils stimulate and increase the 
involvement of volunteers, although the 
relationship is subtle and complex. The 
RCs provide a community context within 
which volunteers can see the value of 
their contributions, not only in their pre­
ferred recreation activity, but they also 
can see the benefit to children, neighbors 
and community. The RC acts as a recruiter 
and motivator of volunteers. Volunteers 
in this context are not only aiding a "rec­
reation department" but they are aiding 
their community. The RC gives immediate 
and direct purpose, praise, community 
feedback, and reinforcement to volunteers. 

Volunteers also do participate in recre-
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ation service delivery on an individual 
basis, by-passing Recreation Councils. 
The specific nature of some activities, 
such as historical preservation and nature 
trail development, are not sufficiently 
broadly-based within a community to 
warrant the involvement of the RC. In 
these, and other specialized recreation 
activities, individual volunteers venture 
forth and offer their services and talents 
directly to the county recreation depart­
ments. These volunteers were not dis­
couraged by county recreation staff from 
getting an activity started. However, vol­
unteers received only modest support 
from the county until sufficient service de­
mand was documented. For many recrea-­
tional activities, individual or small 
groups of volunteers provided depart­
ments the "luxury" of experimenting with 
offering new programs and services. 

THE VALUE OF VOLUNTEER 
CONTRIBUTIONS 

Volunteer contributions to recreation 
departments are estimated in the last col­
umn of Table I. That is, through volunteer 
contributions the county budgets were 
expanded by the amounts reported in the 
last column. Recognizing that caution 
must be exercised in fixing any dollar 
value to volunteer time as cogently dis­
cussed by Neil Kam in this Journal, com­
parisons among the Maryland counties 
are offered.13 The figures were derived 
from staff estimates and calculations of 
county records based upon numbers of 
volunteers and hours contributed. Esti­
mates of contributions are only approxi­
mate in that formal accounting of volun­
teer involvement is not required by law 
in Maryland. In spite of the many prob­
lems inherent in estimating volunteer 
contributions to recreation departments, 
it appears that they "save" recreation de­
partments considerable resources. The 
study suggests that great care should be· 
used in assessing savings. It was 
methodologically impossible to prove 
volunteer "savings" to recreation depart­
ments whose size and program content 
would have been significantly different 
without the involvement of volunteers in 
the first instance. 14 

The effect of volunteer involvement 
upon county per capita expenditures and 



the size of staff was even less clear. These 
indicators of service delivery costs are as 
much related to county size and wealth 
as they are to volunteer involvement. 
There are limits to volunteer contribu­
tions to recreation departments. Volun­
teer contributions may, in fact, be allo­
cated to extending the quality of recrea­
tional activities rather than exclusively in 
"saving" departments money in deliver­
ing the basic services. For example, the 
per capita expenditures for Baltimore 
County are quite similar, even though 
their reliance upon volunteers is of very 
different magnitudes. By contrast, 
Montgomery County, which does not rely 
extensively on volunteers, has a per 
capita recreation expenditure rate three 
times that of the two Baltimore area juris­
dictions. 

VOLUNTEER INFLUENCE: RECREATION 
ADVOCATES 

Volunteers encourage county expendi­
tures while they contribute resources to 
recreation departments. Several inter­
viewees indicated that volunteer re­
quests and often their demands stimulate 
counties to provide more and higher 
quality recreation services. In Maryland, 
volunteers function as lobbyists to pro­
tect the recreation budget from expendi­
ture cuts and in many instances exert 
pressure for increased expenditures. With 
the exception of Baltimore City, which is 
experiencing cuts, the remaining nine 
county recreation budgets have remained 
stable or, in fact, have grown. Recreation 
departments account for about two to 
three percent of the counties' total 
operating budgets. This base proportion 
of the budget, vis a vis other local services, 
has not shrunk during the past decade. 
Although recreation is not considered a 
vital service, it fared no worse than other 
services. The role of volunteers at budget 
time appears to be important in the pro­
cess of allocating public resources. 

Interviews with public officials and staff 
indicated that recreation, at least in Mary­
land, is considered an important and 
necessary service. This is contrary to a 
general impression in recent literature 
that recreation is less necessary and more 
expendable than other local services such 
as law enforcement and education. 15 The 

value of recreation is communicated to 
the public by volunteers who gain a 
greater understanding, appreciation, and 
commitment by their involvement in pro­
viding services. 

In addition, volunteer involvement 
supplements a growing trend toward 
greater reliance by local government to 
"privatize" services by financing recre­
ation by user fees. Many local govern­
ments are following a strategy of charging 
fees to persons who use facilities and en­
gage in specific recreational activities. 16 

This trend toward increased reliance on 
user fees is supported by general public 
acceptance. Volunteers play a role in 
keeping the actual costs of user fees 
below the market rate charged by private 
producers. Thus, the county user fees 
charged for recreation activities are made 
comparative "bargains" due to volunteer 
contributions. 

VOLUNTEER - STAFF RELATIONSHIPS 
Volunteers are being recognized by 

recreation staff as a necessary ally for pro­
tecting funding commitments and obtain­
ing additional resources for program de­
velopment. Interviews with professional 
recreation administrators indicated that 
they would find it more difficult to protect 
their organizational and budget "turfs" in 
the absence of volunteers. Contrary to 
some expectations, the interview data of 
this study support the contention that 
volunteers do not take the jobs of paid 
staff .17 Rather, volunteers protect staff 
jobs and quite possibly stimulate the 
need for more staff assistance. Volunteers 
and professional staff accommodate one 
another in seeking increased support for 
trained personnel to deliver programs in 
such areas as better officiating, modem 
training techniques, and more profes­
sional care of sports injuries. 

Although volunteers and paid staff are 
generally accommodating of one another, 
the dominance of the two groups varies 
according to department structure. In cen­
tralized recreation departments it is the 
professional staff which has authority and 
involves volunteers in program activities. 
In these departments, staff-volunteer re­
lations follow the commonly-accepted 
dictum of public administration that vol­
unteers assist staff, who are in tum re-
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sponsible for program delivery. By con­
trast, in decentralized recreation depart­
ments, volunteers are primarily responsi­
ble for service delivery. The volunteers 
take the lead and involve professional 
staff in support of program activities. In 
these counties the professional staff func­
tions to give assistance to volunteer in­
itiatives. Thus the roles of volunteers and 
professional staff are reversed. Where 
Recreation Councils exist, volunteers are 
both the primary policy makers and de­
liverers of services. Whereas in cen­
tralized departments, volunteers assist 
elected public officials and professional 
staff in delivering recreation services. 

VOLUNTEERS AND SERVICE QUALITY 
Evaluation of volunteer impact upon 

recreation service quantity and quality is 
currently based more on a philosophical 
orientation than empirical verification. 
The traditional program evaluation ap­
proaches that examine efficiency, effec­
tiveness, and equity of service delivery 
do not conclusively document volunteer 
influence on quantity and quality. Ac­
cepted measures as per capita expendi­
tures, per capita staff ratios, and the types 
and numbers of recreation facilities in a 
community are related to a number of 
conditions, of which volunteer involve­
ment is only one factor. This study found 
that the value of volunteer involvement 
to local government is defined by the 
general perceptions of public officials and 
volunteers rather than empirical verifica­
tion of program outputs. 

Verification of volunteer involvement 
data provided by counties, using com­
monly relied upon evaluation procedures 
was inconclusive and contradictory. This 
study supports the observations of Neil 
Karn who indicates that volunteers can 
be valued, even though their impact is 
difficult or impossible to quantify. 18 An 
assessment of volunteer impact on ser­
vice delivery was found to be rooted in 
public, official and volunteer perceptions 
as well as in "hard" data. 

In counties relying upon Recreation 
Councils, the involvement of large num­
bers of volunteers provided county offi­
cials sufficient justification for believing 
that recreation services were being deliv­
ered effectively. And similarly, the major 

THE JOURNAL OF VOLUNTEER ADMINISTRATION 23 
Summer 1986 

indicator of a successful program was the 
number of persons involved in recreation 
programs. This undoubtedly deserves 
further study. As financial constraints on 
local governments have increased, all 
jurisdictions to some extent have volun­
teer involvement to lower program costs 
and keep recreation a "free" or low cost 
service to residents. 19 

SUMMARY OBSERVATIONS 
This exploratory study indicated that 

volunteer participation in recreation was 
found to be related to and stimulated by 
a decentralized approach to service de­
livery. Counties that relied on Recreation 
Councils not only involved large numbers 
of volunteers, but the delivery 
mechanism was dominated by volun­
teers. In the recreation departments ob­
served in this study, increased volunteer 
involvement was an effective supplement 
to professional paid staff for providing 
services. In fact, this study found that, in 
counties with Recreation Councils, paid 
staff supplemented volunteers in deliver­
ing services. This study suggests that local 
policies that foster "localism" through or­
ganizational decentralization facilitate 
volunteer involvement. 

Recreation is a relatively "elastic" ser­
vice that can be delivered with various 
levels of public financing and organiza­
tional arrangements. An "elastic" service 
is one for which citizens will accept wide 
variations in the amount and quality of 
services provided. In contrast, for "inelas­
tic" services such as public safety and 
education, citizens will demand minimum 
levels of service and be less likely to ac­
cept wide variations. Care must be exer­
cised in inferring that the volunteer ex­
periences found in recreation can be 
transferred in total to other services, 
especially inelastic services. However, for 
services which are elastic in character, 
such as libraries or home care support 
activities, a decentralized structure en­
hances volunteer involvement. 

When compared to other local services, 
volunteer involvement in recreation is af­
fected by the peculiar, if not unique, 
characteristics of that service. Volunteer­
ing is in itself a form of recreation. Volun­
teers enjoy their participation and view 
it as recreation itself. This perspective af-



fects recruitment and retention of volun­
teers. Recreation departments compete 
quite successfully for volunteers with 
other local service areas such as fire pro­
tection, and public and nonprofit assist­
ance to persons in need. The availability 
and organizational strength of volunteers 
in recreation service delivery influences 
how public officials value volunteers. The 
success of involving volunteers in recre­
ation in Maryland was primarily a function 
of volunteers organizing into units they 
themselves controlled and could use ef­
fectively. 

This Maryland study suggests that 
localism in the form of Recreation Coun­
cils enhanced volunteer involvement with 
no apparent loss in service quality. Public 
officials and volunteers have worked out 
this mutually-agreeable relationship in 
delivering recreation service. Com­
munities interested in involving volun­
teers in recreation services, as well as 
other services, should consider the or­
ganizational implications of decen­
tralized arrangements. 
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