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KEY MESSAGES 
¶ Volunteerism managers are concerned about the sustainability of formal 

emergency management volunteering into the future in the face of the 

changing external environment  and they see a need for considerable 

change within the sector to ensure a sustainable emergency volunteer 

capacity into the future.  They also see a need for the sector to address 

implications of the  rise of spontaneous volunteering.  
 

¶ In the past, activities to improve volunteer sustainability have predominantly 

focused on treating symptoms through programs implemented at the level 

of local volunteer management practices. Future strategies need to focus 

more heavily on addressing underl ying causes that sit at organisational and 

sector -wide levels.  
 

¶ The core elements that make up a preferred future for emergency 

volunteering according to volunteerism managers look very different to the 

present -day.  Volunteerism managers depicted  more acce ssible and 

inclusive  volunteering ; community -centric, integrated and collaborative  

service delivery; more agile, open and future -focused  organisations with 

stronger volunteer cultures and volunteer management capacities ; greater 

space in the sector for community resilience to flourish ; and a society  and 

governments that better value and enable volunteering . 
 

¶ There is a need for volunteer -involving EMOs to engage more closely with the 

wider voluntary sector, both to learn from and to contribute to the way  

Volunteer Involving Organisations  confront  the changing environment of 

volunteering.  
 

¶ Growing  regulation , corporat isation and a rise in rule-based bureaucracy  

ha ve  a mounting negative impact on volunteer sustainability in the 

emergency management sector . Volunteerism managers see this as a key 

challenge to be confronted . 
 

¶ A more balanced  approach to risk management  focused on outcomes  is 

needed to overcome the tension between risk averse attitudes, regulation 

and procedure s with volunteer sustainability an d community resilience 

principles and goals.  
 

¶ Current resourcing arrangements restrict the ability of the sector to adapt to 

the changing landscape. There is a need for wider recognition in 

government that volunteering is not free, and that volunteering infrastructure 

needs to be adequately and appropriately resourced.  
 

¶ The need to change culture in the emergency management sector  to be 

more open and collaborative  is clear but change needs to be managed 

carefully , respecting existing strengths and identit ies. 
 

¶ One of the most uncertain and influential factors  that will shape the future  of 

emergency volunteering is the extent to which the emergency 

management sector  is willing and able to envision and enact change.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

What is emergency volunteering going to look like in 2030? How (and by whom) 

is it going to be organised?  

How can the emergency management sector best enable the value of 

volunteering for communities - before, during and after an emergency - into the 

future?  

This report provides answers to these questions from the perspectives of 3 4 

managers that have responsibilities for volunteer ism in Australian emergency 

management organisations (EMOs)  working  across preparedness, response, 

relief, and recovery . The report is one of a series of Environmental Scan reports 

that  will be synthesised and presented to an expert panel to  assist researchers in 

developing alternative scenarios for the future of emergency volunteering  to 

inform todayõs decision making.  

Context  

The modern  landscape of emergency volunteering is characterised by far -

reaching change, converging challenges and emerging new opportunities . In 

this context, a key concern within the emergency management sector today is 

how the changing landscape is putting pressure on the long -term sustainability 

of Australiaõs formal emergency management volunteer capacity. The 

changing landsca pe also opens doors onto new and innovative ways to enable 

and enhance the value of volunteering for communities before, during and after 

emergencies . 

The emergency management sector is increasingly responding to the changing 

landscape , yet the pace of change across the sector overall has been slow . The 

need for organisations and the sector to identify and enact further ð and faster ð 

strategies to adapt to the changing landscape , and thus shape a vibrant and 

sustainable future for emergency volunteering , is clear and becoming ever more 

imperative.  

Key implications  

¶ Volunteerism managers are concerned about the sustainability of formal 

emergency management volunteering into the future in the face of the 

changing external environment . They see a need for co nsiderable change 

within the sector to ensure a n adequate and  sustainable future emergency 

volunteer capacity. They also see a need for the sector to more directly 

address implications of the rise of spontaneous volunteering.  

¶ In the past, activities to imp rove volunteer sustainability have predominantly 

focused on treating symptoms through activities  implemented at the level of 

volunteer management. Future strategies must focus more on addressing 

underlying causes that sit at organisational and sector -wide levels. 

¶ The core elements that make up a preferred future for emergency 

volunteering according to volunteerism managers look very different to the 

present -day situation . Volunteerism managers depicted more accessible 

and inclusive volunteering; community -c entric, integrated and collaborative 
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service delivery; more agile, open and future -focused organisations with 

stronger volunteer cultures and volunteer management capacities; greater 

space in the sector for community resilience to flourish; and a society a nd 

governments that better value and enable volunteering  more widely . 

¶ There is a need for volunteer -involving EMOs to engage more closely with the 

wider voluntary sector, both to learn from and to contribute to the way 

Volunteer Involving Organisations  confront the changing environment.  

¶ Growing government regulation, corporatisation  and centralisation is having 

a mounting negative impact on volunteer sustainability in the emergency 

management sector that will need to be addressed.  

¶ A more balanced approac h to risk management  focused on outcomes  is 

needed to overcome the tension between risk averse attitudes, regulation 

and procedure s in the emergency management sector  on one hand,  with 

volunteer sustainability and community resilience principles and goals  on the 

other . 

¶ Current resourcing arrangements restrict the ability of EMOs and the sector 

to adapt to the changing landscape of volunteering. There is a need for 

wider government recognition that volunteering is not free, and that 

enabl ing infrastructure n eeds to be appropriately resourced.  

¶ The need to change culture in the emergency management sector is clear . 

Change must be managed carefully, respecting existing strengths and 

identities.  

¶ The future of emergency volunteering is uncertain. While external fa ctors 

beyond the emergency management sector contribut e to this, one of the 

most uncertain and influential factors is the extent to which the emergency 

management sector  is willing and able to envision and enact change.  

What volunteering issues is the emer gency management sector facing?  

The core problem facing the sector today, depicted by managers, is the 

sustainability of formal  emergency management volunteering in the face of the 

changing external environment. A second problem is how to address the rise of 

unaffiliated, spontaneous volunteering.  Using the technique of a ôproblem treeõ 

researchers identified multiple underlying c auses of the volunteer sustainability 

problem in managersõ responses, shown over page . 

What does a preferred future for emergency volunteering look like, and 

what needs to happen to move towards it?  

The preferred future for emergency volunteering collectively signposted by 

managers has six core elements , shown over page . Managers also described key 

areas of activity  needed to bring about the six core elements of the preferred 

future, including five cross -cutting areas  that were revealed as key enablers, and 

therefore priority action areas . How these areas are enacted  is therefore likely to  

significantly  influence  how , and if,  the sector is able to reshape itself and its 

relationships with others to adapt to the changing landscape of volunteering 

and collaboratively deliver sustainable emergency services with communities 

into the future.  
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Clearly, the success and long -term viability of the emergency 

services will continue to depend upon the strength and 

commitment of volunteers. [é] 

Those organisations tha t do not change risk their own survival 

and disconnection from the community. [é]  

The greatest challenge now facing volunteer -based 

emergency services is a need to embrace prevailing change 

and establish priorities for action.  

Reinholdt, S. 2000. Managing  change within the 

emergency services to ensure the long -term  

viability of volunteerism. Australian Journal  

of Emergency Management,  14(4), 6-9. 

 

This is the most exciting, challenging, vital, vibrant time to be 

alive and active in the Volunteer World . It is in transit. We are 

moving from the no longer to the not yet. Indeed, our arena 

might be characterized by these five Cs: Change, Challenge, 

Creativity, Choice, and Collaboration.   

Schindler -Rainman, E. (1984). Transition strategies for  

the voluntee r world. Journal of Volunteer  

Administration , 11(3), 5-49.) 
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CONTEXT 

THIS REPORT 

This report presents results of interviews with 34 managers that have 

responsibilities for volunteerism in  Australian emergency management 

organisations (EMOs) . Managers were interviewed from  organisations with 

primary response roles a s well as from organisations  that have important 

community support roles across preparedness, response, relief, and recovery . 

Both government and not -for-profit organisations were represented. The purpose 

of the interviews was to explore managersõ views about changes in volunteering 

that have occurred in the past and are occurring now; and about their visions 

for a preferred futu re for volunteering in the emergency management sector 

and what needs to happen to get there.   

The interviews were conducted by RMIT University researchers as part of a 

research study  for the Bushfire and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research 

Centre called Emergency volunteering 2030: Adapting the sector  

(https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/research/resilience -hazards/3533 ). ôAdapting the 

sectorõ is a foresight and scenario -planning study  [1-3]. It is engaging with a wide 

range of stakeholders to develop alternative future  volunteering scenarios for the 

emergency management sector , and  to consider implications for todayõs 

decision -making.  Adapting the sector is the first Australian study  to consider the 

complete landscape of emergency volunteering with a focus on how it is 

changing and what this might mean for the emergency management sector 

going forward.    

This report is one of a series of Environmental Scan reports being prepared 

throu gh the Adapting the sector  study  that capture diverse views of the current 

and emerging landscape of emergency volunteering.  The Environmental scan 

reports will be synthesised and presented to an expert panel that will assist 

researchers in developing the future volunteering  scenarios.   

THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF EMERGENCY VOLUNTEERING 

Volunteers are critical to Australiaõs emergency management capability and 

capacity.  In terms of numbers, recent estimates refer to over 250,000 fire, 

ambulance and emergency service volunteers across Australia  [4] . This figure 

swells into the vicinity of 500,000 with the addition of volunteers with non -

government c ommunity service  organisations that provide vital support to 

communities when an emergency event occurs [5] . This formal volunteer 

capacity sits alongside a significant, but far less visible, capacity to help people 

before, during and after disasters in wider Australian society through  informal, 

emergent, and ôunaffiliatedõ (with EMOs) volunteer ing  [6] . 

The economic and social value of this combined voluntary effort to Australian 

communities is immense and, to date, la rgely immeasurable  [e.g. 7] . Given 

Australiaõs geographic size, low population density and natural hazard risk profile; 

it is not feasible  to provide  adequate emergency preparedness, response, relief 

https://www.bnhcrc.com.au/research/resilience-hazards/3533
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and recovery services to communities across the country without volunte ers [4, 

5, 8]. It is also likely that the volunteer capacity need ed  in emergency 

management  into the future  will grow  given predicted increases in the frequency 

and severity of extreme weather events in Australia due to climate change [9] . 

Nor would it be desirable to deliver emergency management services without 

volunteers, even if it were operationally and economically feasible, because of 

the significant psychosocial benefits of emergency volunteering for volunteers 

and for communities affe cted by emergency events [10, 11] . 

The modern landscape of emergency volunteering  in Australia  is characterised 

by far -reaching change, converging challenges and emerging new 

opportunities  [12] . On one hand , formal emergency management volunteering 

roles affiliated with EMOs are becoming more demanding . Expectations on these 

volunteers by governments and organisations are rising due to impacts of 

growing  government regulation, corporatisation and professionalisation, and an 

associated increase in administrative and training demands [8, 13, 14] . While 

these changes have brought positive outcomes for service quality, wellbeing 

and safety, they have also created barriers and disincentives to this volunteering.  

Meanwhile, the availability of people for this kind of formal, long -term, high 

commitment volunteering is declining due to factors such as structural economic 

change that has increased competition between paid and voluntary work time; 

and demographic change, particularly an ageing population, greater 

participation of women in the workforce, urbanisation,  and declining 

populations  in some rural areas  [8, 15-17]. Data from the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics shows a decline in the last few years of the number of people engaged 

in long -term,  formal  volunteering, and a decline also in the average number of 

hours that people dedicate to this  typ e of  volunteering [18, 19] . 

At the same time, the way people choose to volunteer , and how they seek to  fit 

volunteering into their lives, are  also changing. People increasingly eschew the 

traditional, formal style of volunteering that is most common within EMOs, 

choosing instead to  engage in alternative  forms th at are more flexible, more self -

directed and cause -driven [20, 21] . These alternatives include virtual, skills -based, 

spontaneous, informal, and episodic volunteering. The rise of social media and 

mobile technology  has been an important catalyst for change in emergency 

volunteering, remov ing  barriers to peopleõs participation in all phases of 

emergency management and increas ing  peopleõs capacity to self-organise 

outside of formal organisations [22, p.15] . As a result, there is a  growing number  

of new , digitally -enabled, voluntary emergency support groups , networks and 

platforms that  provide easier, more accessible and more flexible ways for peo ple 

to help before, during and after emergencies and disasters compared to the 

more traditional EMOs.  

In this context, a  key concern within the emergency management sector today 

is how the changing landscape is putting pressure on the long -term sustainability 

of Australiaõs formal emergency management volunteer capacity. Concerns 

about volunteer recruitment and retention have mount ed  across the sector 

since the late 1990s due to factors such as declin es in volunteer numbers and 

turn outs  in some areas , rising volunteer turnover , and an ageing volunteer base 
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[5, 13, 15, 17, 23-28]. A 2012 National Emergency Management Volunteer Action 

Plan  called it òan issue of national importance that impacts on all levels of 

government and all Australian communitiesó [5, p.6] . 

The picture is not all grim, however. The changing landscape also opens doors 

onto new and innovativ e ways to enable and enhance the value of volunteering 

for communities before, during and after emergencies  [12] . Examples include 

access to new volunteer bases  and highly -skilled skilled volunteers, a s well as 

opportunities to increase surge capacity  and harness local resources and skills  in 

the wake of an emergency event. Volunteer Involving Organisations (VIOs), 

including EMOs , that can respond effectively to the changing landscape 

therefore have much to gain . However,  developing òthe capacity to adapt to 

changing volunteer demographics, motivations and expectationsó is a 

significant on -going challenge [29, p.48] , particularly for more traditionally -

structured organisations, like many in the emergency m anagement sector .  

Fortunately, t he emergency management sector is responding to the changing 

landscape. To begin, th e sectorõs understanding of what emergency 

volunteering looks like and where  it takes place is expanding to incorporate a 

wider range of vo lunteers, groups and organisations.  A wider view of the modern 

day practice of volunteering within the voluntary sector  [30, 31] , combined with 

the influence of resil ience and shared responsibility  concepts  in Australian and  

international disaster policy [32, 33]  have helped spur growing recognition of the 

contribution s of volunteers and Volunteer  Involving Organisations that have  not 

traditionally been considered part of the emergency management sector. The 

need to extend emergency management planning and collaboration to 

include these wider groups and actors is an idea that is therefore gaining some 

traction [e.g. 34, 35, 36] .  

Some EMOs are also responding to the changing landscape with new volunteer 

strateg ies, models and management practices  [e.g. 37. See also Appendix 4, 38, 

p.19, 39] . While the pace of change in this respect has picked up in recent years, 

overall it has been slow . This is despite a  pressing need for change being voiced  

almost two decades  ago  [e.g. 17, see also 38] . The need for emergency 

management organisations and the sector to identify and enact further ð and 

faster ð strategies to adapt to the changing landscape  and thus shape a vibrant 

and sustainable future for emergency volunteering  is clear  and becoming ever 

more imperative .   

EMERGENCY VOLUNTEERING AND ITS ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXTS 

Given the changing nature of the emergency volunteering landscape, the focus 

of this report and t he Adapting the sector  study is emergency volunteering in all 

its guises. Researchers  have adopt ed  Volunteering Austral iaõs inclusive, 2015 

definition of volunteering   [40] : òVolunteering is time willingly given for the 

common good and without financial gain. ó This definition encompasses formal 

volunteering with an o rganisation as well as  informal volunteering that occurs 

outside the context of a formal organisation. It also en compasses  short-term and 

project -based volunteering in addition to long -term volunteering, donation of 

employee time by businesses, as well as activism.  This definition is therefore more 
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inclusive of the wider range of volunteering that occurs in modern so ciety than 

older  definitions  that have focused more narrowly on long -term, formal 

volunteering only [6, 31, 41] .  

In line with this , ôemergency volunteeringõ is used as an inclusive label that refers  

to  any and all  volunteering that supports communities before, during and after a 

disaster or emergency, regardless of its duration or its particular organisational 

affiliation, or lack thereof  [6] .  

Emergency volunteering can be further d istinguished  by the organisational 
context  within which  it occur s (see Figure 1).  
 

FIGURE 1: FIVE ORGANISATIONAL CONTEXTS FOR EMERGENCY VOLUNTEERING  

(BASED ON DYNES 1970, FIGURE 6-1, P. 138 [SEE 42]). 

 

This report considers volunteerism managersõ views of all types of emergency 

volunteering, but particularly formal  volunteering affiliated with emergency 

management organisations (EMOs). EMOs are the government and non -

government organisations that have recognised roles in relevant state and 

territory, district or municipal emergency management and recovery plans.  

In this study, volunteer -involving EMOs are categorised into two broad types . The 

first are established  primary response EMOs, which are  the government and non -

government organisations that are the primary responders when an emergency 

or disaster occurs , and for whom emergency management is their core 

organisational mission . They include state and territory government fire and 

emergency service agencies, ambulance services, Surf Life Saving Australia, 

coast guard and marine rescue, and sea rch and rescue organisations.  

The second type of volunteer -involving EMOs are  expanding  support  EMOs. 

These are  organisations that have wider social welfare, community servi ce, 

humanitarian or environmental conservation missions that also have formally 

recognised responsibilities for  relief and recovery , for which they plan and 

mobilise volunteers when needed . This category includes local governments as 

well as many non -government organisations such as the Australian Red Cross, 
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the Salvation Army, Anglicar e, and state and territory volunteering peak bodies, 

amongst others. Through their wider missions, m any of these organisations also 

have important ongoing roles in preparedness, and in building individual and 

community resilience before, during , and after a disaster strikes.  

There are also three other , key organisational contexts for emergency 

volunteering that is not affiliated with  EMOs. The first are extending  community 

organisations  (see also [6, p.359 -60]) that do not have formal emergency 

management responsibilities but which build individual and community 

resilience before, during and after a disaster strikes  in their  communities  [34] , and 

which may also ôextendõ their activities into emergency relief and recovery when 

a disaster strikes . Examples include churches, community associations, 

neighbourhood houses, advocacy and support groups, sporting clubs and other 

community sector organisations . Businesses and industry groups may also 

ôextendõ activities into relief and recovery through corporate and other 

employer -supported volunteering, and pro bono services.  

The second organisational context for unaffiliated emergency volunteering are  

emergent groups  [6, p.359 -60, 43]). These are new, self-organised groups or 

networks that form in direct response to an arising need when a disaster strikes, 

or when a risk develops or is newly recogni sed . They are increasingly digitally -

enabled; using social media to self -organise  without the need of a formal 

organisation to support them . They include, for e xample, many self -organised, 

informal collective responses within disaster -affected communities  (òarguably 

the most underestimated component of human resources available to disaster 

managersó see [44, p.397 -8, 45]), as well as emergent and self -organised informal 

volunteering activity undertaken by the wider public  to help those in affected 

communities . Some emergent groups can also go on to evolve into ôrepeat 

emergentõ group s or more established community organisations in their own 

right . Key examples of this are the growing number of community -based 

emergency plan ning and preparedness  groups  and networks ; and long -term, 

voluntary support groups such as Blazeaid, Firefoxes Australia, and the Student 

Volunteer Army in Christchurch [e.g. 46] .     

The final organisational context  for emergency volunteering  is the absence of 

any organisational context  other than through existing interpersonal 

relationships , or unorgani sed informal v olunteering .  This occurs, for example , 

when people directly offer post -flood clean -up assistance to neighbours or other 

community members .  

In addition, ôspontaneous volunteeringõ is a form of emergency volunteering  that 

currently  receiv es considerable attention in Australian emergency 

management. Potential spontaneous volunteers are  described as òindividuals or 

groups of people who seek or are invited to contribute their assistance during 

and/or after an event, and who are unaffiliated with any part of the existing 

official emergency management response and recovery system and may or 

may not have relevant training, skills or experience"  [47] . When it occurs, 

spontaneous volunteering can take  place  within any  of the organisa tional 

contexts  described above , although it is arguably most embraced by  emergent 

groups  [e.g. 48] . 
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KEY IMPLICATIONS  

The findings presented in this report have implications for policy and practice in 

emergency management organisations, in the wider emergency management 

sector, and  beyond.  

The implicati ons outlined  here were identified by the authors  of this report . 

Ongoing engagement  with key stakeholder groups is further considering 

implications and insights from this research  for organisations, the sector .  

Volunteerism managers are concerned about th e sustainability of formal 

emergency management volunteering  into the future in the face of the changing 

external environment . They see this as the core volunteering problem facing the 

sector today, and they see a need for considerable change within the se ctor to 

ensure a n adequate and  sustainable future emergency volunteer capacity . A 

second problem they see their organisations needing to grapple with today is 

addressing the implications of the rise of spontaneous volunteering for 

communities, volunteers, organisations and the sector more widely.  

In the past , activities to improve  volunteer sustainability have predominantly 

focused on treating symptoms  through programs implemented at the level of 

volunteer management practices . Future strategies need to focus more heavily 

on addressing underlying causes that sit at  organisational and sector -wide levels.  

In recent years, an increasing number of EMOs have initiated more strategic 

approaches to volunteer sustainability that are focu sing  on addressing 

underlying causes  more  than surface symptoms of the problem. However, t here 

remains  a need to move even further past recruitment campaigns as the core  

solution, and to more widely and more comprehensively address underlying 

factors . Inte rviews with managers revealed a range of underlying causal factors 

that contribut ed  to the volunteer sustainability problem in emergency 

management , in large part  by inhibiting the ability of EMOs and the sector to 

adapt to changing environments. It was cl ear from the interviews that 

volunteerism managers see a need for more strategic, and more collaborative 

approaches  to be pursued across the sector .  

The core elements that make up  a preferred  future for emergency volunteering 

according to volunteerism man agers look very different to the present -day 

situation. Compared to today, volunteerism managers emphasised that in a 

preferred future: 1) volunteering with EMOs would be more accessible and 

inclusive to a wider range of people; 2) service delivery would b e more 

community -centric, integrated and collaborative with community service 

organisations; 3) EMOs would be more agile, open and future -focused; 4) EMOs 

would have stronger volunteer cultures and management capacities; 5) there 

would be greater space for  community resilience to flourish; and 6) volunteering 

would be more highly valued and better enabled in Australia.  

There is a need for volunteer -involving EMOs to engage more closely with the 

wider voluntary sector , both to learn from and to contribute t o the way Volunteer 

Involving Organisations (VIOs)  are confronting the changing environment of 

volunteering . The situation portrayed by volunteerism managers in EMOs is not 

specific to the emergency management sector. Many of the challenges, risks, 
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opportunities and impacts raised by these managers are also being experienced 

by VIOs and volunteer managers in othe r sectors. There is much that volunteer - 

involving EMOs  can both learn from and contribute to as active membe rs of the 

wider voluntary sector as it fac es and adapts to  the shifting landscape .  

Growing regulation, corporatisation, and a rise in rule -based b ureaucracy have 

a mounting negative impact on volunteer sustainability in the emergency 

management sector. Volunteerism managers see this as a key challenge that 

needs to be addressed.  Managers are concerned about the impact of these 

shifts on volunteer su stainability, even while they also recognise the benefits 

brought for service quality, professionalism, safety and wellbeing . Volunteer -

involving EMOS have become more bureaucratic  as a result  of these 

developments , creating ever greater imposts on volunte er time through 

administrative and training requirements. Managers are concerned about the 

barriers and disincentives this creates for emergency volunteering, and the 

regulatory risks and costs it creates for VIOs, which  may encourage more not -for-

profit o rganisations  to forego volunteer engagement in  the  future. Again, this 

trend is not specific to the emergency management sector. It is felt by VIOs 

across Australia. Governments and EMOs would do well  to direct attention to  

reduc ing  or remov ing  these negat ive impacts  for volunteering  in implementation  

as much as possible , while maintaining the intent behind  these  regulation s and 

procedures.  

A more balanced approach to risk management is needed to overcome the 

tension between r isk averse attitudes, regulation and procedure s in the 

emergency management sector  on one hand,  with volunteer sustainability and 

community resilience principles and goals  on the other . EMO volunteerism 

managers see a rising tension between increasingly risk averse governmental  

and organisational attitudes, regulation and procedures in the sector on one 

hand, and community and government aspirations of volunteer sustainability 

and community resilience expressed , for example,  through more flexible, 

unaffiliated and informal forms  of emergency volunteering  on the other hand . 

Indeed, r isk aversion was portrayed  as a key barrier to the sectorõs ability to 

adapt to the changing landscape of volunteering. Managers  clearly recognised 

risks associated with the changes needed to adapt to the future landscape of 

volunteering  that need to be managed carefully , particularly with respect to the 

coordination of spontaneous volunteering . At the same time, however, they 

showed  concern  that risk aversion could derail  progress if risk management  is not 

balanced more evenly with  achieving benefits of change than it has been to 

date .  

Current re sourcing arrangements restrict the ability of EMOs and the sector to 

adapt to the changing landscape of volunteering . There is a need for wider 

recognition in government that volunteering is not free, and that volunteering 

infrastructure needs to be adequately and appropriately resourced.  Resourcing 

issues were repeatedly raised throughout interviews with managers, thos e with 

not -for-profit organisations as well as those with government organisations. There 

is a clear message that current resourcing arrangements restrict what EMOs and 

the sector can do to adapt to the changing environment and maintain  a vibrant, 

sustaina ble volunteer capacity. They argued that the costs of volunteering and 
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volunteering infrastructure were not well -recognised  by governments , and that 

greater investment and funding was needed to support and enable volunteering 

and VIOs  into the future.  

The need to change culture in the emergency management sector is clear but 

change needs to be managed carefully , respect ing  existing strengths and 

identities.  Managers clearly  articulated a need for cultural change in the 

emergency management sector to become more open, more collaborative 

and more inclusive. This is needed to enable organisations to embrace more 

diverse forms of emergency volunteering,  to  embed volunteerism and volunteer 

management more deeply within organisations , and to reorient service deliv ery 

towards collaboratively working with communities and community service 

organisations to address community risk and meet service needs  collectively . At 

the same time, managers were very aware that cultural change is difficult and 

faces resistance, and t hat  cultural change cannot be imposed but rather needs 

to be embedded through difficult conversations centred on how the sector, 

EMOs and emergency volunteer s can best serve their communities into the 

future.    

The future of emergency volunteering is unce rtain. While there are important 

external factors beyond  the emergency management sector contributing to this, 

one of the most influential , and uncertain  factors is the extent to which  the 

emergency management sector  itself is willing and able to envision and enact 

change . Key e xternal factors contributing to future uncertainty raised by 

man agers were the volatile political environment and the unforeseeable 

impacts of technology on communications and relationships around emergency 

volunteering, as well as future impacts of climate change.  However, m anagers 

expressed most uncertainty about the willingness and ability of the sector to 

embrace and enact change . Leadership, shared  learning, resourc ing , 

balancing risk management with the need to change, and managing cultur al 

change  were seen as key factors  that w ill impact on th is. How these factors are 

dealt with will  therefore significantly influence  the sector õs ab ility to reshape itself 

and its relationships with others to adapt to the changing landsc ape  of 

volunteering and collaboratively deliver sustainable emergency services with 

communities into the future .  
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RESEARCH METHODS 

Data collection  

Views from managers with roles  in volunteerism in EMOs were predominantly 

collected  via semi -structured i nterviews  conducted in late 2017 and early 2018.  

Views from three managers were collected via an online questionnaire 

circulated to community sector organisations in late 2018. Initial in vitations to 

participate  in the research  were sent by the researchers  via email. Potential 

participants were identified through the projectõs end user group, and via sector 

networks and bodies, in particular the Australa sian Fire and Emergency Service  

Authorities Council (AFAC) volunteer management technical working group 

(VMTG) and the Australian Emergency Management Volunteer Forum (AEMVF).  

All interviews were conducted by RMIT researchers Tarn Kruger or Blythe 

McLennan.  Two were conducted in person and the remainder by  telephone. The 

interviews were loosely structured an d followed a generic interview guide with 

additional probing questions used, determined on a case -by -case basis (see also 

Append ix 1 ð Generic i nterview questions ). The online questionnaire completed 

by three of the managers contained very similar questions to the interviews, and  

allowed open -ended, descriptive responses. The interviews were audio recorded  

and transcribed  by the researchers or an external transcriptio n service . Written 

transcripts were returned to participants to make any corrections and 

clarifications. A few  chose to make minor changes.  

Sample  

In total, 34 managers with responsibilities  in volunteerism from 27 EMOs 

participated in the research  (see Figure 3) . Their responsibilities cover ed roles in 

volunteer strategy, management, coordination and support.  For brevity , the 

participants are referred to in this report  as ôvolunteerism managersõ. However,  

not all participants were  responsib le for direct m anagement of volunteers.  

Participants were interviewed from every state and territory in Australia, with 

higher participant numbers from the larger and more populous jurisdictions. Four 

participants had national level roles.  

18 participants were affiliated with 14 different primary  response EMOs. All but 

one of these EMOs (Emergency Management Victoria) were Volunteer Involving 

Organisations  (VIOs). In three jurisdictions w here emergency service agencies 

are administered through  a single government department , two people were 

interviewed from different areas within the same department .  

16 participants were affiliated with 13 different  support  EMOs. 11 were affiliated 

with VIOs with  primarily relief and recovery roles , and five  with organisations that 

support or coordinate emergency volunteering but are not volunteer involving 

themselves . In two cases , managers affiliated with the same support  EMO were 

interviewed in different jurisdictions . A list of all the EMOs represented in the 

interviews is provided in Appendix  2.  
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FIGURE 2: VOLUNTEERISM MANAGERS INTERVIEWED ACROSS AUSTRALIAN JURISDICTIONS, BY ORGANISATIONAL CATEGORY. 

Data analysis  

Interview transcripts and questionnaire res ponses were thematically analysed 

using NVivo qualitative analysis software [49, 50] . This involved coding segments 

of data in each i nterview/questionnaire for content that related to the research 

questions, as well as for other, emergent themes raised by participants. Coded 

data was progressively organised into categories as themes emerged a cross 

participant responses. Broader, cross -c utting themes not defined by specific 

research questions were also identified.   

An earlier version of this report was shared with the projectõs end user group, 

many of whom were also participants . Feedback  indicated that the report 

provides a good overvie w of volunteerism manager views. This provided a 

credibility check, where a good òfitó between the participantsõ views and the 

òresearcherõs representation of themó were confirmed [50, p.3] . 

Study l imitations  

This report is just one input to a wider environmental scan  and  thus is not 

exhaustive in nature . The purpose of th e wider scan is to identify issues and 

themes from a range of stakeholder perspectives to inform the development of 

future alternative scenarios for emergency volunteering  in Australia. The findings 

here reflect a bro ad picture of emergency volunteering in Australia from the 

perspective s of managers with roles in volunteerism strategy, sustainability and 

support services  only .  They do  not provide a definitive nor complete assessment 

of the state of play in emergency v olunteering . Additional reports will describe 

views from  volunteer leadership,  local governments, volunteering peak bodies, 

and community sector organisations.  
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Further, this report focuses on broad volunteering issues across the Australian 

emergency manage ment sector. It does not  comprehensively capture the 

diversity of situations for  emergency volunteering across different jurisdictions, 

regions or local settings , which in some cases can be significant . It is intended 

that place -based scenario -planning wor kshops will be undertaken as a part of 

this project to explore implications of wide r-scale  future  scenarios under different 

settings in urban, peri -urban, rural and remote areas.  

While efforts were made to involve managers fr om a wide range of EMOs in thi s 

stage of the research, there are some gaps. No managers from volunteer marine 

rescue organisations, Coastguard, nor search and rescue organisations 

participated . There was also minimal involvement of ambulance services , and 

managers were not interviewed from all the state/territory offices of support 

EMOs that have  national coverage . Input to the research from these 

organisations , services and jurisdictions will be sought as much as possible  in 

future stages  of the research . 
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 FINDINGS 

The following section provides a description of key themes arising from the 

interviews/questionnaire responses. More detailed findings are provided in 

Appendix 3 in the form of tables and illustrative quotes and are referred to in text 

where relevant.  

Findings are aggre gated for the sector and focus on providing a combined view 

from volunteerism managers . Differences in responses between  managers from  

primary response and support EMOs  are included. Other differences (e.g. 

between jurisdictions and between urban and rural  settings ) are described  

where most significant , but emphasis is placed on broad issues and themes 

shared across the sector .  

Direct quotes are used  anonymously  in this report  to illustrate the themes 

identified . Participants are identified only by a uniqu e, random number  (1-34) 

and a letter denoting their organisational category ( P = primary response EMO, 

S = support  EMO). An exception is the  examples of activity included in Appendix 

4, where some organisations are identified .  

WHAT HAS CHANGED IN THE EMERGENCY VOLUNTEERING 

LANDSCAPE OVER THE LAST 5-10 YEARS? 

All 34 volunteerism managers identified change s in the emergency volunteering 

landscape in the last five to ten years. They referred  to  changes in the external 

environment  outside of the eme rgency management sector  (64% of references 

made) more than the  internal environment  within the sector  (36% of references ).  

External environment  

External changes raised we re grouped using the STEEP analysis framework (e.g. 

Social, Technological, Environmental, Economic and Political  factors ). Changes 

in the social environment counted for over half of all the references made to 

external environment changes (see Figure 3).  

FIGURE 3: REFERENCES TO CHANGE IN THE EXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT BY VOLUNTEERISM MANAGERS,  
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GROUPED BY MAJOR TYPES OF MACRO-ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS  

(140 TOTAL REFERENCES BY 33 PARTICIPANTS) 

Social change  

Mana gers raised three  main area s of social change  (see Appendix 3,  Figure 9): 

change in communities, change in volunteering, and change in community -

emergency management sector relationships . Managers  from primary response 

EMOs raised changes occurring within the commu nities they serve  more often  

than managers with support EMOs. They  emphasi sed  peopleõs greater mobility 

and transience, rural decline & depopulation , and urbanisation and 

regionalis ation . A small er number of managers from both groups also referred to 

an ag eing population and growing diversity within or between communities that 

called for varied appr oaches to volunteer management. Man agersõ 

descriptions of social change also reflected some of this  diversity between 

different locations and communities across Australia . For example, one manager 

described a younger rather than an ageing population in the Northern Territory , 

which also had implications for volunteering:  

p òWe have a very small retired population é so those people who might be more 

inclined to vo lunteer with the Red Crosses that sort of thing, we have a smaller pool for 

the organisations to recruit from.ó (Support EMO, Northern territory ) 

Meanwhile, a few managers in faith -based support EMOs also described  a 

decline in the role of the church in modern society:  

p For one reason or another people attending church or numbers of people attending 

church arenõt necessarily increasing.  So that feeder mechanism, if you like, or avenue 

for us to find people wishi ng  to assist is not growing. (02 S) 

Four  areas  of change  in volunteering  were raised by both groups: people having  

less time to volunteer  and volunteering for shorter time periods , growth in new 

volunteer groups and  informal  and spontaneous  volunteering , general mentions 

of significant change in  the way people volunteer,  and the increasing influence 

of personal development  and benefit s as motivation s to volunteer.  

Regarding community -emergency management sector relationships, managers 

from primary respons e EMOs in particular described rising community 

expectations of, and reliance on, their organisations and on emergency 

management volunteers that is unsustainable:  

p right now community expectation is going through the roof  [é] Up until now the very 

basic discussion has been, ôI pay rates and a levy and therefore you must deliver the 

world to meõ. But thatõs an unsustainable and unrealistic expectation. (27P) 

Some managers also linked rising community expectations  to the impact of new 

communications technology . They explained  how  faster, easier access to 

information about emergencies and emergency management has exposed the 

sector to greater and more immediate scrutiny . 

Other external environmental change  

Regarding change  in other external environment al factors  (see Appendix 3, 

Figure 10), both groups r eferred to  digital & information technology change, 
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particularly  the rise of social media. Regardi ng environmental factors, both 

groups  referred to significant hazard events that have shaped experiences and 

approaches in volunteer management,  and  the growing impacts of climate 

change , particularly increasing frequency and severity of hazard events . A small 

number of managers  also referred to economic changes, mostly from support 

EMOs. They noted, for example, a higher percentage of women in the workforce  

leading to a decline in the number  of women with time for volunteering . They 

also mentioned a fall in governmen t funding available to NGOs , as well as 

donations, which  limited volunteer management capacity . A few also referred 

to commercial competition for some volunteer -based services and to impacts of 

economic downturn . 

Political factors were the seco nd most common area of external change raised. 

Both groups of managers  emphasised  a  rise in risk averse government regulation 

that has  increased administrative requirements  for volunteers and managers  in 

areas such as work, health and safety, as well as po lice and working with children 

checks. Increased political scrutiny of the sector through audits, reviews and 

royal commissions was a nother key political development  raised. There was also 

some mention made of media scrutiny and fast -paced media cycles mak ing the 

political environment more uncertain or volatile in recent years . 

Internal environment  

The internal environment changes referred to can be categorised  into the levels 

of volunteer management practices and requirements, the organisational 

context, a nd the wider emergency management context. Although changes 

across these three levels are often interlinked  (i.e. changes in volunteer  

management practices reflect  changes m ade at the organisational level) , they 

are grouped here according to the level at w hich most managers chose to 

describe them. The changes referenced were evenly divided  across the  three 

levels for both groups of managers . 

Four main changes were described at the level of volunteer management 

practices  and requirements (see Appendix 3, Figure 11): increased 

administration and training requirements  for volunteers , greater management 

focus on increasing volunteer diversity, including yo uth participation; greater 

management focus on improving volunteer consultation and engagement; and 

the centralisation of volunteer management, primarily involving the introduction 

of centralised database s or communication/reporting system s.  

Regarding org anisational  context , many managers in both groups emphasised 

increasing corporatisation, professionalisation, centralisation and bureaucracy in 

EMOs as a significant development . This was linked with  the increasingly risk 

averse government regulation  alrea dy mentioned , and with the increase in 

administrative and training requirements in volunteer management, that some 
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described as an impact of a growth of rule -based bureaucracy and red tape 

around emergency volunteering:  

p we have certainly become more professional, [é] as we come under more pressure 

for audits and more governance and more aligned training to higher standards and 

better uniforms and more budget that comes with increased professionalism. But it also 

brings increased bureaucracy. On the one hand we have more professional members . 

[é] but I am also seeing an increase in frustration level [with the] bureaucracy and 

paperwork. So , the workload on volunteers is increasing as a result and it is usually 

paperwork . Even though we have more staff than ever, our volunteers are working 

harder than ever to get the job done.  [é] (04P) 

 

p [The organisation] i s sort of shifting and professionalising and insisting youõre either in 

and youõre doing it this way or not at all. The confidence of an organisation that has to 

impose more rigorous rules around what was once perhaps a more casual approach. 

(09S) 

Managers from primary response EMOs in larger jurisdictions also mentioned 

organisational restructuring and increased capacity and resources for volunteer 

management and support. By contrast , two managers f rom smaller jurisdictions  

referred to decreases  in capacity and resources for volunteer management.  

The most common sector level change referenced was an increase in 

collaboration and partnerships with other organisations . It was mentioned 

predominantly by m anagers from support EMOs rather than those from primary 

response EMOs. However, the increase in collaborat ion the se managers  

described included collaboration with primary response EMOs. Notably, much of 

the collaboration described  was associated with planning for spontaneous 

volunteering. Relatedly, one manager with a recovery -focused EMO also 

emphasised how a wareness that emergency management is about more than 

just emergency response has risen in recent years:  

p there has just been much more of a growing understanding about the breadth of 

emergency management. One of the biggest shifts is that it is not just response focused: 

in our conversations, in where weõre putting money and in where our research and 

development is going. Because all of that has broadened out so much over the last 5 

years or so. I think that the change is gradual and weõre now seeing some of those shifts 

that have been in train for some time but are now much more concrete because 

thereõs a much better level of understanding in terms of emergency management as 

a whole rather than emergency response.ó (29S) 

A smaller number of managers from  both groups also referred to a growing 

awareness of volunteering trends, and greater experience in recent years with 

spontaneous volunteering. Meanwhile, a small number of managers from 

primary response EMOs also mentioned that influential research has oc curred.  
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WHAT VOLUNTEERING ISSUES IS THE EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT 

SECTOR CURRENTLY FACING? 

 

Volunteerism managersõ views of major , 

current volunteering issues in the 

emergency management sector can be 

describ ed using the tool of a ôproblem 

treeõ, which  de picts  a core problem that 

has multiple symptoms or effects, and 

which  has its roots in numerous 

contributing factors or caus es (see Figure 

4). Problem tree analysis is a common 

technique used in goal -oriented 

planning and its strength lies in òmapping 

out the anatomy of cause and effect 

around an issue ó [51] . 

FIGURE 4: STRUCTURE OF A PROBLEM TREE 

Primary p roblem: volunteer sustainability in a changing environment  

The core problem depicte d by volunteerism managers was the sustainability of 

EMO-affiliated volunteer ing  (see also Figure 6, below):  

p Our issues are the standard ones about 

how do we maintain and sustain our 

volunteer workforce, given we canõt pay 

them? What roles d o we need them to 

perform? How do we match the 

expectations of people wanting to 

volunteer with the kind of roles we have 

available? How do we maintain motivation 

and commitment over time? (19P) 

 p Itõs more about trying to plot a 
path or a direction or a vision for 

how we actually address this critical 

issue of volunteer sustainability. You 

can make up some new words, but 

I donõt think you can ever get away 

from the fact that it is about a 

sustainab le volunteer base. (26P) 

It was referred by almost all  volunteerism managers interviewed, either directly 

or through  managersõ descriptions of its symptoms (see Appendix 3,  Figure 12). 

At the same time, a few managers also reported that volunteer sustainability was 

good in some areas and services, such as metropolitan areas and in ambulance 

services and surf lifesaving : 

p Actually, what weõre seeing 
year on year is an increase in 

volunteer hours, increase in 

volunteer numbers, and increase 

in volunteer engagement. So, 

weõre having a larger and larger 

impact in the community, and 

predominantly a volunteer 

delivered model, w hich has 

been fantastic. (32S) 

 p Surf Lifesaving as a sport has become 

popular - many members join and patrol in 

order to compete in the surf sports 

competitions (minimum hours of patrolling or 

'other' services required to compete) . A  

growing number of w omen joining; women 

feeling more confident in their ability to 

perform rescues and contribute to water 

safety. Many people join because their kids are 

involved at a junior level and safety ratios are 

required. (31P) 

Problem  

Symptoms  

Causes  
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Despite this, the dominant overall picture painted by managers was  that 

recruiting and retaining volunteers had become  more difficult over time  due to 

the internal and external environment changes they identified . They also raised 

concerns about volunteer sustainability in the near future d ue to the impacts of 

continuing  trends . Some felt that, without significant changes, volunteer -based 

emergency service capacit y would decline into the future .  

The three  most common symptom s of the volunteer sustainability problem raised 

by managers were : 

Á an ageing volunteer base and difficulty in attracting younger volunteers ,  

Á insufficient and declining  numbers of volunteers overall , and  

Á increased competition for volunteers, either with other organisations or 

with peopleõs other time commitments such as w ork and family . 

Other  symptoms  referred  to  by fewer managers included :  

Á difficulty recruiting and retaining volunteers in changing regional, rural 

and remote communities,  

Á low volunteer diversity,  

Á higher than desirable volunteer drop -out rates generally,  

Á volunteer fatigue due to heavy workloads , or over tim e across long -term 

recovery , 

Á difficult y recruiting the ôrightõ volunteers for the roles needed (raised by a 

few managers in volunteer -involving support EMOs only) , and  

Á challenges in maintaining the activ e participation of existing volunteers or 

re-engaging disengaged volunteers . 

The sporadic nature of emergency volunteering was cited as a factor that made 

ongoing  volunteer engagement difficult, particularly among support EMOs  in 

which emergency management  is not the primary role of the organisation or its 

volunteers .  

A few managers noted that some of the challenges to volunteer sustainability 

are not recent developments, but have  been ongoing issues for EMOs for some 

time : 

p There are some things that stay the same, that are ongoing challenges, such as 

culture for volunteers in the organisation, cost, time, recognition and training. Theyõre 

always ongoing issues.  (17S) 

Causes  of the volunteer sustainability problem  

Volunteerism managers were not direct ly asked about causes of volunteering 

issues, but almost all identified them  in response to questions about current issues 

or what needs to happen to support volunteering into the future . Regarding the 

volunteer sustainability problem, they collectively  referre d  to  multiple underlying 

causes that can again be divided into the three level s of volunteer management 

practices and requirements , the organisation , or the sector more widely. While 

reported here separately, these  factors interacted significantly . Notably, causal 

factors described at the level of volunteer management practices and 

requirements clearly reflected  the influence of those resting at  wider 

organisational and sector level s.  
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Managers tended to portray the changing external environment as  the context 

within which the volunteer sustainability problem was unfolding rather than as 

the cause of it, although there wer e some exceptions to this. Instead, their 

descriptions of causes of the problem focused predominantly on how the 

emergency manage ment sector was, or was not, adapting to the changing 

environment.  

As Figure 5 shows, more causal factors were described at the level  of 

organisations  than management practices and requirements or the sector . 

Managers with primary support EMOs made two thirds of all the references to 

causal factors, and their references were more evenly spread across the three 

levels than managers with support EMOs. Man agers with support EMOs referred 

to considerably  more causes at the organisational level .  

FIGURE 5: CAUSES OF VOLUNTEER SUSTAINABILITY PROBLEM RAISED BY MANAGERS, GROUPED BY LEVEL 

(107 REFERENCES MADE BY 31 PARTICIPANTS) 

Volunteer  management practices and requirements  

Three  key causal factors described predominantly  at the level of  volunteer  

management practices and requirements  were  (see Appendix 3, Figure 13): 

excessive  and inflexible demands on volunteers ; misalignment between 

expectations and experiences of volunteering ; and shortfalls in volunteer 

leadership , m anagement  and support . 

Excessive and inflexible demands on volunteers  by their organisations  and by 

governments was t he  most common causal factor contributing to the volunteer 

sustainability problem raised  by both groups of managers at th is level . It was 

clearly associated by most managers with the rise in risk averse government 

regulation , corporatisation and growing bureaucracy  in EMOs already 

described. In the case of primary response EMOs, training requirements for 

volunteers were particularly emphasised : 
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pI think thatõs a big one. [é] The increasing demand of training requirements, as well 

as community safety, health and wellbeing, on our already overloaded volunteers, 

particularly those in senior ranking roles is a real issue.  And I donõt think it can be solved 

by recruiting more volunteers because the increa sing requirements must be completed 

by the individual volunteer to be deemed qualified to carry out their role. Itõs just getting 

more: itõs not getting less. (05P) 

Some managers acknowledged positive impacts from these changes, such as 

increased child protections and a rise in professionalism and service quality of 

volunteer -involving EMOs:  

p The changes to Child Protection are an issue that we, as an organisation, are really 

passionate about being on the front foot for and making sure we're operating in a child 

focussed kind of way. But it also equals more checks for our volunteers, and sometimes 

they feel like all we're ever giving them is forms to fill out rather than work to do. (15S) 

However, the majority  described how the increase  in rule-based bureaucracy 

and red tape around emergency volunteering was frustrat ing  existing volunteers  

who faced expanding workloads . It was also seen to deter people from choosing 

or c ontinuing to volunteer with EMOs  into the future , as well as risk  deterring some 

organisations from engaging volunteers due to growing regulatory risks and 

costs:  

p as a society the risk management is just becoming more and more prevalent . There 

are clear risks of having volunteers, particularly relatively unskilled volunteers involved in 

these types of thin gs. [é] So we understand how to manage a  variety of settings. W eõre 

insured to manage volunteers in a variety of settings but itõs risky and I mean Iõve 

touched on before the whole issue of child safety . Those types of things I think run the 

risk of impacting on peopleõs willingness to volunteer or organisationsõ capacities to 

engage volunteers in different settings because the risks are high and th e penalties of 

getting it wrong are high . (33S) 

Misalignment between expectations  and experience s of volunteering  was 

identified by some managers as an issue contributing to high er than desired 

drop -out  rates  amongst newer volunteers . They described mismatches between 

the public image portrayed by EMOs of emergency management volunteering  

and volunteersõ experiences. They also explained that  misconceptions exist 

amongst potential volunteers that have not been exposed to this type of 

volunteering throu gh family and community connections  in the past. 

Additionally, a few managers explained  how  the initial experiences  of new 

volunteers can  sometimes conflict with their aspirations for their volunteering roles  

prior to joining, particularly when there are d elays in induction and training . 

Shortfalls in  volunteer leadership , management  and support  was raised by a 

smaller number of managers, predominantly in primary response EMOs. Some 

managers recognised that there was inadequate understanding of what 

volunte er management entailed amongst staff, and insufficient support for 

volunteers in  management and leadership roles. Others described a need to 

improve volunteer support, recognition and communication. For some 

organisations, particularly non -profit organisat ions, this was linked to a lack of 

resources and staff.  
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Organisation s 

Managers also identified  four casual factors that concerned characteristics and 

conditions  of  organisation s as a whole (see  Appendix 3, Figure 14): narrow, rigid 

and out -of -date volunteer models; weak volunteer culture; resource constraints; 

and inadequate connection with communities . 

Narrow,  rigid and out -of-date volunteer models was the most common causal 

factor describ ed at this level and it was  raised by man agers in both primary 

response and support EMOs . While the casual factors described above at the 

level of volunteer management practices and requirements referred to 

practices oc curring within existing volunteer models, this factor refers to the 

nature of organisational volunteer models and roles  at more strategic levels.  

Some man agers directly stated that current volunteer models were not 

sustainable into the future. M any emphasi sed the need for EMOs to provide  more 

flexible volunteer ing  opportunities . They provided a range of reasons for this , 

including:  

Á awareness of changes in the way people are willing and able to volunteer  

and increasing competition for volunteerõs time,  

Á the  need to appeal to a wider range of potential volunteers compared 

to the past , and  

Á recognition of the frustration felt by existing volunteers in the face of  the 

rising administrative and training demands  on them .  

Another f actor underpinning some manager sõ call s for more flexible volunteering 

models was awareness of the growing number  of  other organisations , groups 

and networks offering alternative, more flexible emergency volunte ering 

experiences that are attuned to shifts in modern volunteering practices and 

preferences:  

p Itõs come from an understanding of where the national and international trends are 
going around sustainable volunteerism models and the emergence of new 

volunteerism groups and what makes them attractive. You look at that and go, ôokay, 

hereõs what weõre up against. Our traditional models will not survive in this area. So 

where do we need to go?õ  (27P) 

Weak  volunteer culture  in organisations  that led , for example, to  volunteers  

feeling undervalued or disrespected  was again  raised by more managers with 

primary response EMOs. Some linked it to cultural  tensions or a lack of 

engagement and communication between paid staff and volunteers, while 

others described  insufficient  mechanisms for volunteers to have input to the 

organisation and organisational decision -making:   

p The future of the organisation depends on 

putting frameworks in place to allow our staff to 

get out and talk to the volunteers. If they canõt 

get out and openly engage and problem -solve 

with the volunteers on the ground, then we will 

continue to have the problems weõve always 

had.  (27P) 

 
p The primary issue from our 

volunteer õs perspective would be 

around their desire to be listened 

to, to be consulted, to be 

respected, to be acknowledged 

for their volunteer contribution in a 

way that is respec tful.  (18P) 
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Resource constraints  that limit  the capacity of organisations to engage and 

support volunteers , or to develop new programs to respond to the changing 

environment and to improve volunteer sustainability  were also raised by 

numerous managers . This factor  was raised predominantly by managers with not -

for-profit support and response EMOs but also by some with government al  

response EMOs : 

p So, funding I see is something critical in order that we can provide the appropriate 

support and resources to our volunteers.  [é] operationally within the regions we 

probably need additional regional offices to support our volunteers, and without that 

we canõt grow and really meet the demands. (24P) 

Inadequate connection with communities was the final causal factor raised by 

slightly more managers with primary response EMOs than with support EMOs. 

These managers explained that EMOs and their volunteers we re not well 

connected to the communities they serve, which contributed to the volunteer 

sustainability problem in numerous ways. It was particularly linked to low 

volunteer diversity:  

p A lack of community connectedness is possibly the most valuable area for a brigade 

to remedy. Yet the most unrecognised area that significantly influences a brigadeõs 

sustainability. Through our own research and pilot programs, we discovered that 

community connectedness will influence how well a brigade draws new recruits, retains 

members and how well they attract local funding. Most importantly, our research 

showed the impact it has on building membership diversity and therefore attracting 

new pools of people.  (05P) 

The sector  

Two interconnected causal factors were also described predominantly at the 

level of  the sector  more widely  (see Figure 15). Both were predominantly raised 

by managers in primary response EMOs :  

Á Overly bureaucrat ic and siloed service delivery models, and  

Á An exclusionary command -and -control culture.  

Connected with the issue of n arrow, rigid and out -of -date volunteer models  

within EMOs,  several managers went further to link the volunteer sustainability 

problem to  rigid and  overly bureaucratic and siloed service delivery models  in 

the sector over all . As the quotes included in Figure 15 show, they questioned the 

appropriateness of current service delivery models  for the changing emergency 

management environment  into the future . Several managers de scribed the 

sector as overly  siloed in the way it work s and deliver s services, despite 

improvements in this regard in recent years. They ex plain ed  that this  impeded 

more collaborative or integrated approaches to designing and delivering 

volunteer -based services , and more effective an d efficient use of limited 

resources  and volunteer capacity . Some also described how it p ut a greater 

burden on volunteers, particularly in smaller rural communities:  

p In the rural areas, I think the only 

way we can continue to provide 

support to the comm unity in road 

rescue, fire response, stormwater 

response, the only way to do that 

 
p I think that what would be fantastic is if the 

emergency sector could actually utilise each 

otherõs volunteers more effectively, 

communicate with each otherõs volunteers 

effectively, so that instead of me having my 
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is by having one volunteer 

approach, rather than having 

multiple organisations doing 

basically the same thing. 

Otherwise we are not going to 

survive. (06P) 

volunteer system and [other EMOs] having 

their volunteer system, you had some sort of 

[é] mechanism where, [é] you can, you use 

a platform like that to mobilise people 

effecti vely and mobilise people  across groups.  

(20P) 

Culture was again raised by several  managers at  a sector -wide level , through 

recognition of barriers to change created by an exclusionary command -and -

control culture  and structures . They described a sector that was becoming more 

open, but which still needed to develop a stronger culture of  collaboration, 

openness and partnership wi th non -EM organisations and with communities to 

effectively confront the volunteer sustainability problem into the future . 
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FIGURE 6: VOLUNTEER SUSTAINABILITY PROBLEM TREE FOR THE EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT SECTOR, DEPICTED BY VOLUNTEERISM MANAGERS 

 

Causes 

Management practices & requirements :  

Ê Excessive, inflexible demands Ê  

Ê Expectation -experience misalignment Ê  

Ê Volunteer leadership, management & support 

shortfalls Ê 

Organisations:  

Ê Narrow, rigid, out date d volunteer models  Ê  

Ê Weak volunteer culture Ê Resource constraints Ê 

Ê Inadequate community connection Ê 

Sector : 

Ê Bureaucratic & siloed service delivery models Ê 

Ê Exclusionary command -and -control culture  Ê 

Symptoms 

Ê Ageing volunteer base  Ê  

Ê Low & declining volunteer numbers  Ê  

Ê Growing c ompetition for volunteersõ time Ê  

Ê Rural recruitment  & retention  difficulty Ê 

Ê Low volunteer diversity  Ê  

Ê High drop -out rates Ê 

Ê Volunteer fatigue Ê  

Ê Volunteer -role matching difficulty Ê  

Ê Low participation & dis -engagement Ê 

Problem 
Volunteer sustainability  


































































