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Introduction

In a recent article Brudney and Meijs (2009) propose that volunteering can be linked to a natural resource and analyzed from this perspective. They developed a new approach for understanding volunteerism that shows that volunteer energy can be compared to a human-made, renewable resource that can be grown and recycled, and whose continuation and volume of flow can be influenced by human beings positively as well as negatively.  In the present article the focus is on finding a (new) approach to the collective challenge of governing the volunteer energy resource. 

Following in the footsteps of 2009 Nobel prize winner Elinor Ostrom, in this article we translate her eight design principles of robust resource pool governance into the arena of volunteer energy (Ostrom 1990). We develop a set of questions to be raised in writing a policy document on governing the volunteer energy commons. Because these issues are difficult and have not before been extended to the volunteer commons, in this article we will confine ourselves largely to raising provocative questions. It will not always be possible to reach conclusions. The result is intended to serve as a blueprint for writing a policy for governing the volunteer energy commons. 
Volunteer energy as a (common pool) natural resource

Brudney and Meijs (2009) show that volunteer energy can be understood as a human-made, renewable resource that can be grown and recycled, and whose continuation and volume of flow can be influenced by human beings positively as well as negatively. This volunteer energy is the raw material that can be transformed into organizational volunteering in different forms based upon a) the availability of time of the volunteers, and b) the assets they bring to this activity (Brudney and Meijs, 2007). Each form of volunteer energy, such as traditional vs episodic volunteering (Handy and Cnaan, 2005) or third party involvement (Haski-Leventhal et al., 2010), may require different management. In whatever form volunteer energy comes, however, if organizations using the resource abuse it through mismanagement, they harm the prospects of other users for obtaining and harnessing volunteer energy. Thus, volunteer energy is like a common pool resource in which the users have to cooperate to prevent deterioration or, perhaps, even a ´tragedy of the commons´ (Hardin, 1968). 
As part of the solution Brudney and Meijs (2009) show the need for a new “regenerative” approach to volunteering by taking a different perspective on the community, on the resource itself and on organizational management. Traditional volunteer management places the host or volunteer-using organization at the centre of attention, whereas a regenerative approach understands and considers the community perspective. Still, much can be learned from the research on managing and governing common pool and natural resources as presented in publications by Ostrom (1990; Ostrom et al, 2002 
). One important claim made by Brudney and Meijs (2009) is the need for effective collective action to prevent the misuse of the volunteer resource by a single volunteer involving organization and collective over-use by the sector. Guided by the work of Ostrom (1990), to that issue we now turn.
The eight principles of Common Pool Management

The following table offers a summary of the eight principles: 

Table 1: principles of Common Pool Management (Ostrom 1990, p 90) 

	Design principles illustrated by long enduring Common Pool Resource institutions

	1
	Clearly defined boundaries Individuals or households who have rights to withdraw resource units from the CPR must be clearly defined, as must the boundaries of the CPR itself

	2
	Congruence between appropriation and provision rules and local conditions Appropriation rules restricting time, place, technology and/or quantity of resource units are related to local conditions and to provision rules requiring labor, material and/or money

	3
	Collective choice arrangements Most individuals affected by the operational rules can participate in modifying the operational rules

	4
	Monitoring Monitors, who actively audit CPR conditions and appropriator behavior, are accountable to the appropriators or are the appropriators

	5
	Graduated sanctions Appropriators who violate operational rules are likely to be assessed graduated sanctions (depending on the seriousness and context of the offense) by other appropriators, by officials accountable to these appropriators, or by both

	6
	Conflict-resolution mechanism Appropriators and their officials have rapid access to low cost local arenas to resolve conflicts among appropriators or between appropriators and officials 

	7
	Minimal recognition of rights to organize The rights of appropriators to devise their own institutions are not challenged by external governmental authorities

	
	For CPRs that are parts of larger systems

	8
	Nested enterprises Appropriation, provision, monitoring, enforcement, conflict resolution, and governance activities are organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises


1) What are the boundaries of a local volunteer commons?  

The first design element specified by Ostrom (1990) is clearly defined boundaries for the commons. Two questions arise with respect to a volunteer commons.  First, what is volunteering (Cnaan et al., 1996)? Second, who are the appropriators (users) of volunteer energy?  Which organizations involve volunteers, or might like to do so?
2) What are the local circumstances that need to be taken into account when implementing a governing system for the volunteer commons? 

We anticipate that some of the factors that may need to be taken into account in implementing a particular volunteer energy commons include the cultural and structural position of volunteering in society, i.e., whether volunteering is valued and prevalent in an area or is only a marginal activity. The relative position of civil society may matter as well, for example, whether the nation can be defined or described as corporatist, statist, liberal, or social democratic (Salamon and Anheier, 1998). Another dimension to be considered is the position of the volunteering discourse in relation to civic engagement, that is, whether volunteering is seen primarily from the perspective of creating value through providing services (welfare), expressing views and opinions (community), helping people to learn new skills and develop new services (economic), or forming and strengthening bonds among citizens (participation) (Hilger, 2005).

3) What kind of collective choice mechanisms can be applied to the volunteer commons?  

What is the basis for collaboration within the volunteer energy commons? Trust, reputation and shared norms are very important in this matter. As Ostrom (1990) points out, no one wants to be a “sucker,” that is, to have other members of the commons take advantage of or poach on their observance of the collective choice rules. Volunteers are a ‘resource’ that can and will have a voice. Volunteers should be involved in setting the collective choice arrangements at two levels. Volunteers must be involved in their own organization to ensure that volunteer management systems are adapted to their wishes. Volunteers must also be involved and represented at the collective, community level to give feedback on current practices and decide on possible sanctions for volunteer-involving organizations that fail to abide by collective choice arrangements. That vantage point moves the discussion to the next design principle, monitoring.

4) How can the status of volunteer energy (the resource) and volunteer management (the users) be monitored? 

According to Levi (1988 in Ostrom, 1990) partners will comply with a set of rules, monitoring and sanctioning when 1) they perceive that the collective objective is achieved, and 2) they perceive that others also comply.  One of the more straightforward elements in governing the volunteer energy commons appears to be to assessing the state of volunteer energy.

In regard to monitoring and evaluation, we are fortunate that volunteers, unlike other resources, have “voice” and can offer an indirect indication of the effectiveness of organizational practices for their participation. We might also hope that clients and client organizations that enlist the assistance of volunteers could provide feedback on their performance. Finally, it should prove possible to observe the participation of member organizations in collective activities, for example, in the promotion of volunteering and presenting community service opportunities; non-participation could be construed as free rider behavior and subject to possible sanctioning by the members of the volunteer energy commons.

5) What kind of graduated sanctions can be applied to organizations that misuse the volunteer commons or that are free riders?  


A volunteer-involving organization that violates the provisions of the volunteer-energy commons should face levels of sanctioning commensurate with the number of previous violations and the severity of the particular violation. A first infraction should be treated differently than repeated violations; for example, a first violation might be treated confidentially so that the member is not embarrassed, and recovery is facilitated. The next violation might be subject to a policy of “shame and blame” in which the violator is identified publicly. If the volunteer-involving commons is supported by, for example, the United Way or a local government or other funder, it might also be possible to exact financial sanctions on violators, or a volunteering punishment in which the member organization does not receive referrals, or is not allowed to participate in community service projects that can raise its profile. Because people enjoy the freedom to choose the organization(s) in which they participate, it is not possible to prohibit volunteer access to members of the volunteer commons (although it is certainly possible to caution people, as described above), even if they violate its rules and provisions.

6)  How can conflicts on the use of the volunteer commons be resolved?

The sixth design element specified by Ostrom (1990) is the importance of conflict resolution mechanisms. If long-term cooperation is to flourish, in which partners have to follow rules over a protracted period of time, mechanism(s) must be established to resolve problems among partners, such as access to local courts or tribunals. Another option is that a volunteer center, or local government, or consortium of funders might work with members of the collective to create rules as well as mechanisms for governance of the volunteer energy commons. Other possible arrangements for conflict resolution consist of:   a board of local leaders, a major funder, or a volunteer center.

7) What are the accepted self-organized, independent bodies that can make decisions on the volunteer commons? 

The seventh design element is that of minimal recognition of rights to organize among members of the commons. This provision means that the (local) government and other institutions, such as grant-making organizations, must acknowledge and respect the rules set by the members and, therefore, should not interfere and force upon them new and different rules so long as the local commons ‘works.’ 

8)  How does the local volunteer commons relate to other volunteer commons and how does the local volunteer commons relate to other local modules of participation? (Nested enterprises)

All of the design principles discussed above have to be organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises in which rules must also be set. With respect to volunteer energy, nested enterprises can be local, for example, when the commons of volunteer energy in recreation overlaps the commons of health care. Nested enterprises can also be regional or national when volunteers donate their time and talent in different communities or outside the community where they live. Another nested enterprise is created when the commons includes local chapters of national organizations that are bound by the rules of the national association. Another kind of nesting occurs when volunteer energy is placed in the perspective of other greedy institutions (Coser, 1974) that make demands on people’s time. 
Conclusion
Brudney and Meijs (2009) conceive of volunteering as a natural resource.  They show that volunteer energy can be compared to a human-made, renewable resource that can be grown and recycled -- but likewise one that is subject to misuse and misappropriation that can imperil the vitality of the resource. They liken volunteer energy to a common pool resource in which volunteer-involving organizations may be more interested in exploiting the commons for their own purposes than developing or preserving it to make more volunteer energy available in the present and in the future.  Brudney and Meijs (2009) are concerned that because volunteers are typically viewed as plentiful and inexpensive, and individual volunteer-involving organizations stand to reap the benefits of volunteer use (and misuse) while the commons of users pay the costs of volunteer mismanagement, such as volunteer drop-out and burn-out, the danger exists that fewer volunteers will become available. In addition, volunteer-involving organizations may be less committed to developing low-skill volunteers because they consume more organizational resources; yet, because these volunteers are often younger, moving them early into volunteering can bring vital new energy into the commons over the life-course. 

Thus, the need arises to develop an approach to the collective challenge of governing the volunteer energy commons.  The conceptualization applied here is based on the pioneering work of 2009 Nobel prize winner Elinor Ostrom (1990), who proposes eight design principles for robust resource pool governance:  clearly defined boundaries; local rules; collective-choice arrangements; effective monitoring; graduated sanctions; cheap conflict resolution; recognized self-determination; and nested enterprises.  In this article we begin to apply these principles to the governance of the volunteer energy commons and raise a series of questions that must be considered in preparing a policy document.  The result should serve as a blueprint, or at least a start, for writing a policy for governing the volunteer energy commons. 
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