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SUMMARY. University-affi liated gardens 
enhance the teaching, research, and 
outreach missions of the university. 
Attracting and retaining volunteers is 
challenging but important for the suc-
cess of most public gardens. The objec-
tive of this case study was to determine 
the perceptions and needs of volunteers 
at a university-affi liated public garden. 
In a focus group format, participants’ 
responses were analyzed to determine 
the benefi ts of volunteering to both the 
participants and the university. Benefi ts 
were categorized into three groups: 
material, solidarity, and purposive. Ma-
terial benefi ts are tangible rewards that 
are equated with monetary or resource 
gain. Solidarity benefi ts are social re-
wards from being in a group. Purposive 
benefi ts are rewards from achieving a 
goal or mission. This study documents 
the shift of volunteer motives from 
deriving purposive to solidarity benefi ts 
as the garden grew and expanded. Con-
comitantly, the goals of the university-
affi liated garden shifted from purposive 
to material benefi ts. Our results confi rm 
that garden volunteers are like other 
groups of volunteers in that they expect 
specifi c benefi ts for their participation, 
and their needs may fl uctuate over time. 
Thus, a public garden may need to 
adjust reward systems to maximize the 
positive impact of volunteers. The uni-
versity would benefi t from an effi cient 
support system to help volunteers meet 
their desire for helping the organiza-
tion. To retain volunteers the university 
needs better training programs, a more 
fl exible volunteer work schedule, and 
more recognition ceremonies. This 
study has implications for any institu-
tion that uses volunteer support to 
accomplish its mission.

Public gardens enhance teaching, 
research, and outreach missions of 
affi liated universities (Olsen et al., 

1999; Stimart, 1999). Recent research 
shows that public gardens provide a set-
ting for visitors to interact with oth-
ers while enhancing their well-being 
(Hamilton and De Marrias, 2001). 
In most public gardens, volunteers 
engage in diverse projects where they 
gain knowledge and skills (Hamilton 
and De Marrias, 2001), while help-
ing gardens achieve their missions on 
limited budgets (Jones, 1998). Some 
gardens rely entirely on volunteer 
support to operate. Consequently, the 
recruitment, training, supervision, and 
retention of volunteers are of utmost 
importance. 

A high volunteer turnover rate 
reduces the degree to which an orga-
nization that is dependent on volunteers 
achieves its goals (Jones, 1998). Often, 
a relatively large number of volunteers 
choose to provide service to public gar-
dens, but relatively few remain actively 
involved over the long term. Therefore, 
most gardens must continuously recruit 
and train new volunteers to enter their 
work force.

A cost–benefi t perspective
The study of what motivates 

people to provide time and energy to 
an organization is a key component of 
volunteer administration (P. Murk and 
J. Stephan as cited in Culp, 1999). The 
factors that motivate volunteers have 
been described in various ways. For 
example, Atkinson and Birch (1978) 
defi ned three categories of motivation 
—affi liation, achievement, and power. 
Other researchers found that affi liation, 
or the desire to associate with others, 
was the most important incentive for 
adult volunteers (Henderson, 1980; 
Rouse and Clawson, 1992). Similarly, 
Culp (1999, 1997) found that adult 4-
H leaders were primarily motivated to 
volunteer by the desire for affi liation.

Motivational forces to volunteer 
such as affi liation, achievement, and 
power have been referred to in the lit-
erature both as incentives (Knoke and 
Adams, 1987; Wandersman and Alder-
man, 1993), and as benefi ts (Chinman 
and Wandersman, 1999; Rouse and 
Clawson, 1992). Clark and Wilson 
(1961) grouped volunteer benefi ts into 
three categories: material, solidarity, and 
purposive. Rouse and Clawson (1992) 
explained that 1) material benefi ts are 
tangible rewards, or something that can 

be equated with a monetary or resource 
gain; 2) solidarity benefi ts are intangible 
social rewards for group members that 
provide recognition and respect from 
being part of a group; and 3) purposive 
benefi ts are intangible rewards derived 
from helping a group achieve goals that 
are highly valued by both the volunteer 
and the organization.

Along with benefi ts, there are costs 
associated with participating or volun-
teering. In volunteer organizations, 
people give of their time and money 
(costs) in exchange for benefi ts. One 
could logically infer that, if costs exceed 
benefi ts over time for a given volunteer 
situation, volunteers will either discon-
tinue service or seek other organizations 
that provide more benefi ts.

The volunteer-recipient relation-
ship can be viewed economically, where 
volunteers collectively produce goods 
for an institution (Brown, 1999). For 
public gardens the goods (i.e., ben-
efi ts) provided for the institution by 
volunteers include enhanced garden 
maintenance, community relations, 
outreach, education, money, materi-
als, etc. Costs to the garden for sup-
porting volunteers include the time and 
monetary costs associated with training, 
supervision, administration and supply 
of materials. The benefi ts for volunteers 
include the acquisition of horticultural 
expertise (material benefi ts), socializa-
tion with people with common inter-
ests (solidarity benefi ts), and a sense 
of purpose (purposive benefi ts). Costs 
to volunteers include contributions of 
time, money, and materials. We used a 
cost-benefi t concept to view and inter-
pret impressions, feelings, and ideas of 
volunteers at a land-grant university’s 
fl edgling public garden. Many garden 
organizations have not examined the 
cost and benefi ts of their volunteer work 
force. This cost-benefi t analysis will help 
gardens plan programs to recruit and 
retain volunteers.

The objectives of this study were 
1) to understand the motivations of 
volunteers at a public garden and 2) 
to assess the costs and benefi ts to both 
parties of training, supervision, and 
recognition of volunteers.

Materials and methods
STUDY POPULATION AND SAMPLE. The 

target population for this study was 
about 300 public garden supporters 
registered at a public garden of Iowa 
State University. This 14-acre (5.7-ha) 
public garden is a collection of smaller 
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gardens (rose, herb, children’s, etc.) and 
was dedicated in 1995. A letter request-
ing participation in a focus group study 
was mailed to all supporters. Supporters 
were those that paid a yearly member-
ship fee to participate in garden activi-
ties, including volunteering. Those who 
expressed interest in participating in this 
research project were scheduled into 
one of three focus groups. Attendance 
at each focus group session ranged from 
9 to 12 participants, which is within 
acceptable range for interpretation of 
focus group data (Krueger, 1994). The 
majority of participants were female.

DATA COLLECTION. A 90-min in-
terview was conducted for each focus 
group. Interviews were audiotaped and 
transcribed and were the primary data 
sources. Field notes and any products 
created by the interviewees were con-
sulted as secondary data.

Each focus group interview fol-
lowed the format outlined by Merton 
et al. (1990). Two researchers attended 
each focus group. One researcher mod-
erated the interview, while the other 
took fi eld-notes of the discussion. In-
terview questions were designed to 1) 
understand the motivations for volun-
teering and to identify the extent of vol-
unteer activity, 2) determine perceptions 
of training and supervision processes, 
and 3) determine perceptions of the gar-
den recognition processes. The primary 
questions asked are found in Table 1. 
Additional questions were asked as the 
focus groups were conducted to follow 
up on answers previously given by par-
ticipants and to further illuminate their 
perceptions and contributions.

DATA ANALYSIS. Analysis of data 
followed the procedures of Krueger 
(1994) and involved three phases. 
First, researchers determined the 
trustworthiness (Lincoln and Guba, 
1986; Miles and Huberman, 1994) 
of their initial interpretation of the 
interview as they read interview 
fi eldnotes back to participants. By 
conducting this member check, the 
researchers’ interpretations of the focus 
group members’ comments helped to 
establish dependability and credibility 
of the researchers’ initial impressions. 
In addition, the researchers discussed 
the interviews with each other imme-
diately after the participants departed 
to underscore the salient observations 
that surfaced. This debriefi ng provided 
an opportunity for the impressions of 
each researcher to be considered. 

In the second phase, the research-

ers analyzed raw data from transcripts 
of the interviews. Discourse analysis 
was used (Tannen, 1989) to interpret 
the meaning of participants’ comments 
as they answered interview questions. 
Strips of conversation from the raw 
interview data were coded to allow for 
re-assembly into the essence of shared 
meaning (Strauss, 1987). This initial 
coding was shared between researchers 
to ensure intercoder reliability. Changes 
or additions to coding schemes resulted 
from this crosschecking. The bins ap-
proach was used to organize data (Miles 
and Huberman, 1984). 

The fi nal phase of analysis was 
designed to reveal confi rming and dis-
confi rming patterns of evidence among 
individuals. To assure confi rmability of 
the research, the researchers have pro-
vided excerpts (using pseudonyms) 
from the raw data that show the spirit 
of other participants’ comments, which 
were the basis of interpretations.

Results and discussion
In this study we viewed and in-

terpreted volunteer perceptions in eco-
nomic terms as a cost-benefi t exchange 
between the university garden and 
volunteers. During follow-up ques-
tions, the interviews revealed that the 
costs to volunteers were expenditures 
of time, labor, and material resources. 
Volunteers worked on committees to 
organize programs and tours, planted 
annuals and bulbs, maintained sections 
of the garden throughout the grow-
ing season, raised money through 
participation in garden plant sales, 
and donated personal equipment. 
Costs to the university were the staff 
time expended to train and supervise 
volunteers in their tasks and the money 
spent to purchase and maintain tools 
and supplies used by the volunteers. 
The university also incurred costs in 
the form of the human resources re-
quired to organize a reception by the 
president’s wife, and the production 

and distribution of a newsletter con-
taining recognition of volunteers. 

Benefi ts to volunteers were 1) 
the mastery of horticultural skills and 
knowledge (material) 2) connectedness 
with their volunteer group (solidarity), 
and 3) a feeling of contribution to a 
worthy cause (purposive). For the uni-
versity, benefi ts took four forms:
1) Volunteer labor maintained portions 

of the garden and allowed paid staff 
to focus on other tasks. Thus, the 
garden was maintained without in-
creases in the paid labor force.

2)Volunteers nurtured community 
relations that led to increased fi -
nancial support and recruitment of 
additional volunteers. 

3) The outreach mission of the garden 
was partially fulfi lled by the volun-
teers’ organization of educational 
programs, tours, and activities. 

4) The volunteers contributed money to 
purchase materials and equipment. 

More in depth volunteer responses 
with examples of dialog have been sepa-
rated into the areas of 1) motivation 
and volunteer activity, 2) training and 
supervision, and 3) recognition, since 
these were the primary focus areas of 
the interview questions.

MOTIVATION AND VOLUNTEER ACTIVITY. 
The interviews revealed that individuals 
expected to realize material, solidarity, 
and purposive benefi ts from volunteer-
ing at the garden. Initially the volun-
teers’ primary motive for giving their 
time and expertise was purposive. They 
believed in the university’s mission of 
establishing a public garden. They also 
mentioned that the garden’s beauty 
enhanced their local community. They 
took pride in contributing to what 
they perceived as a gateway to their 
university town. For some, material 
benefi ts included volunteer hours for 
Master Gardener certifi cation, while for 
others material benefi ts included shirts 
and calendars. In addition, participants 
mentioned that working at the garden 

Table 1. Interview questions asked of volunteers at a university-affi liated public 
garden to determine their motivation for volunteering and their perceptions of 
training, supervision, and recognition processes. 

Motivation and volunteer activity
 What attracted you to volunteer at the garden?
 How often do you volunteer at the garden?
Training and Supervision
 What type of support has the garden provided you?
 Is there any support that the garden could provide to assist you?
Recognition
 How does the garden recognize your contributions?
 What types of additional recognition could the garden provide?
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offered hands-on opportunities to learn 
and refi ne horticultural skills for either 
a vocation or an avocation. 

As the garden grew, the perception 
of the material and purposive benefi ts 
available from volunteering at the gar-
den declined, and the primary reason for 
continuing to volunteer changed. Over 
time, solidarity benefi ts became the pri-
mary motivation for volunteering at the 
garden. In all focus groups, participants 
favorably mentioned working with the 
friends they met at the garden. 

 In addition to the expectation of 
material, solidarity, and purposive ben-
efi ts, volunteers were initially drawn to 
volunteer at the garden because they 
expected fl exible and varied opportuni-
ties for contribution. This expectation 
was not fulfi lled. Participants in each 
focus group reported that their work 
schedules often did not allow them to 
contribute. For example, they spoke of 
the garden as having only a Tuesday and 
Thursday morning volunteer schedule; 
a requirement that impeded their abil-
ity to volunteer. Respondents indicated 
that they would be willing to volunteer 
more frequently if more opportunities 
to contribute were both available and 
advertised. The frequency of volunteer-
ing varied markedly among participants. 
Some of the focus group members had 
never volunteered at the garden, while 
others assisted nearly twice a week. 
Those who volunteered were extremely 
dedicated to the garden; some even gave 
up vacation time to help. 

TRAINING AND SUPERVISION (SUP-
PORT). Focus groups were asked about 
their training and supervision while 
volunteering at the garden. Generally 
speaking, focus group respondents felt 
inadequately prepared to fulfi ll specifi c 
tasks and noted that there was a need 
for more supervision and more specifi c 
training. Respondents repeatedly stated 
that the training was either minimal or 
nonexistent. The respondents were 
concerned that they were not per-
forming to the garden’s standards 
and were uncertain as to what those 
standards were. Another concern was 
a lack of communication between gar-
den employees and volunteers. Many 
commented that the superintendent 
or other staff channeled directions for 
daily tasks through other volunteers, 
and this process made directions and 
the opportunities for training unclear. 
Linda’s comments best refl ected this 
fi nding.
Linda: “When we were turned loose, 

I thought that was a little risky. I 
mean, when I was told to go down 
and clean up the nicotiana, because it 
looked awful, but I’m not sure that’s 
the way they wanted it done.” 

Other volunteers, Sharon, Diane, 
and Betty had similar opinions of vol-
unteer training and communication, 
but were more specifi c.
Sharon: “The volunteer coordinators 

[other volunteers] talked to John, 
and John said to do this, and he or 
she says, do this, and then people 
kind of do that according to their 
interpretation.”…”And we hope 
that its done the way John wanted 
it done.”

Diane: “Yeah. There’s a lot of trust that 
these volunteers know what they’re 
doing here.”

Betty: “When we were planting, 
though, we usually had some people 
planting with us, somebody to help 
that… knew what was expected in 
that plot. So we were shown then 
[that way] we didn’t plant plants 
upside down.”

Without adequate training and 
communication, volunteers believed 
their time was used ineffi ciently and 
some felt they could have better used 
their time on other activities or for other 
organizations. Respondents in all focus 
groups said that the lack of fl exibility 
of the times they could volunteer also 
caused communication problems in di-
rections for tasks. They indicated that 
training occurred during the morning 
hours, but that people volunteered as 
their schedule allowed. They also said 
that because there were no standardized 
procedures and that oral communica-
tion was the dominant mode of training 
and duty assignment, there was much 
room for individual interpretation of 
tasks. 

Mistakes made by volunteers 
because of inadequate training and 
supervision led to more time and ma-
terials (cost) for the garden to correct 
these mistakes. Time was also lost in 
the growing season. Material, purposive, 
and solidarity benefi ts for volunteers 
were reduced under these counter-
productive circumstances, inasmuch as 
horticultural learnings (material) were 
minimal and the sense of worthwhile 
contribution to a cause was reduced 
(purposive). The interviews indicated 
that attrition of volunteers occurred 
due to a decrease in perceived ben-
efi ts. Certainly one could understand 
that volunteers who felt their time was 

wasted would seek other opportunities 
where purposive, solidarity, and mate-
rial benefi ts could be accrued with the 
same or less cost.

RECOGNITION. The university recog-
nized volunteers in the garden’s annual 
newsletter and through a yearly recep-
tion hosted by the university president’s 
wife. These efforts by the university were 
highly valued by volunteers by providing 
solidarity and purposiveness benefi ts.

However, in general, volunteers 
commented on the lack of recogni-
tion provided by the garden staff for 
their efforts. Although highly valued 
by the volunteers, focus group par-
ticipants noted that the reception 
excluded many because it was held 
during working hours. Volunteers said 
that recognition could come in many 
forms. Many participants’ comments 
were similar to Bob’s.
Bob: “Everybody has their own method 

of recognition. I’m perfectly happy 
with a ‘thank you’ when I walk out 
the door, for just being there. Other 
people want publication, and even if 
it’s hours volunteered, they want to 
see their name in print. And it’s just 
human nature. Everybody fi ts in a 
category somehow. And so you basi-
cally, just like the dollar donors, in my 
opinion, you recognize them...”

Another volunteer, Roger, mentioned 
an annual recognition ceremony at the 
president’s house. 
Roger: “I think all the garden supporters 

were invited…not having been as-
sociated with the University…it was 
sort of neat to get up and say, ‘Hey, 
I went to the (president’s house), 
shook hands with Mrs. President, 
you know.’ So I think that was an 
attempt at recognition.”

An overriding concern in two of the 
three focus groups was a perceived value 
difference between those who donated 
time and those who donated dollars. 
They believed that administrators placed 
more value on money donors than those 
who donated time to the garden’s opera-
tion. Participants believed that respect 
and recognition were lacking for their 
efforts as volunteers, and complained 
that there had been a shift in what was 
recognized and valued. This shift be-
came evident to them when the garden 
instituted a requirement that volunteers 
join the garden’s support organization 
in order to volunteer. The support or-
ganization was comprised of two types 
of members: those who donated only 
money and those who provided labor 
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(plant installation, maintenance, lead-
ing tours, etc.). However, joining the 
support organization to provide labor 
required a membership fee. Volunteers 
expressed concern that they were be-
ing charged twice to contribute to the 
garden: once when they paid a member-
ship fee for the privilege to volunteer 
and then a second time as they freely 
contributed their labor. 

The supporter’s organization also 
instituted a tiered recognition method 
for contributors based on the level of 
monetary support: the more money do-
nated, the more recognition provided 
by the university. There was no parallel 
mechanism for those who volunteered 
time. As a result, some focus group re-
spondents felt that volunteering time 
was not recognized equally. George and 
Jane’s comments represent many in the 
focus groups.
George: “Well, I think it’s insulting, and 

that was part of the problems with 
the (supporter’s organization), that 
it got around that it’s a big money 
organization. Don’t bother to join 
it. You know, if you don’t give $500, 
you’re not going to be spoken to.”

Jane: “I think that’s too bad, because 
there’s room for both kinds of volun-
teers in (supporter’s organization), 
and one is money and the other is 
actually working in the garden. It 
brings together the people who 
maybe can’t afford to give as well 
but love to do it. And I think it’s 
too bad that that discussion ever 
came up.”

Participants in two of the focus 
groups brought up the lack of recogni-
tion of volunteers university-wide. They 
were concerned that the university did 
not know how to handle volunteer 
donations of resources other than fi -
nancial. Participants believed that the 
university was remiss in its efforts to 
recognize people for donating labor to 
causes such as the garden. They sug-
gested that volunteers be recognized 
annually through university print media 
and through public ceremonies. 

Conclusions and 
recommendations

Responses of focus group partici-
pants provided insights into how logisti-
cal, training, supervision, and recogni-
tion processes could be improved to 
reduce costs and increase benefi ts to 
the garden and its volunteers. Logis-
tically, garden volunteers came from 
all walks of life and donated differing 

amounts of time depending on their 
schedule and the garden’s volunteer 
schedule. Because paid garden staff 
were required to supervise volunteers, 
the hours for volunteering were limited 
to a typical work week, and the pool 
of potential volunteers was inevitably 
reduced. Consequently, volunteers 
were predominantly retirees or other 
individuals without work responsibilities 
who could match their schedule with the 
garden’s. To circumvent these logistical 
problems it was recommended that the 
garden publicize the different volunteer 
opportunities available and explore a 
more fl exible schedule for volunteering. 
Ideally, an expanded schedule would 
allow volunteers to contribute at any 
time the garden is open.

Because the garden lacked ad-
equate support systems and recogni-
tion processes (that refl ected the values 
of volunteers), neither the garden nor 
the volunteers fully benefi ted from the 
volunteer program. There were over 
300 garden supporters who met the 
criteria to volunteer, yet only a handful 
volunteered regularly. Regular volun-
teers were individuals with both fl exible 
schedules and with friends who also vol-
unteered at the garden. This suggested 
that solidarity was the dominant mo-
tive for regular volunteering. Initially, 
however, volunteers gave up time and 
resources because they agreed with the 
mission of a public garden (purposive 
benefi t) and because they gained Master 
Gardener community hours (material 
benefi t). As a sense of community de-
veloped within the garden, volunteers’ 
motivations to contribute changed to 
increased expectations of achieving 
solidarity benefi ts. The shift from ex-
pectations of purposive and material 
benefi ts to those of solidarity benefi ts 
also likely occurred in part because of 
inadequate training and supervision 
and the perception of reduced ability 
to contribute to the cause. 

More specifi c training and clearer 
communication systems would help 
volunteers maximize their contribu-
tions to the garden. With the ongoing 
expansion of this garden, there will be an 
increased need for human resources to 
ensure its proper operation. Volunteers 
could alleviate the need for increased 
paid staffi ng. If volunteers are to con-
tinue to play a role in this effort, then 
more systematic, thorough, and timely 
training and supervision will be needed. 
The combination of insuffi cient training 
and unclear communication can lead 

to increased mistakes, more time spent 
in retraining, and ultimately a decrease 
in volunteer self-esteem. These circum-
stances may reduce the benefi ts realized 
by both parties.

Specifi cally, it was recommended 
that the garden:
1) Develop a seasonal calendar of 

routine gardening activities tied 
to information pamphlets, videos, 
hands-on training, and supervision 
from staff, etc.

2) Conduct induction/orientation 
training for new volunteers regu-
larly.

3) Establish a centralized volunteer 
check-in location to facilitate com-
munication and capitalize on train-
ing.

4) Hire a person to direct volunteer 
efforts, recruitment, and commu-
nication.

As a result of the university’s desire 
for more fi nancial resources, it estab-
lished ways to reward and recognize 
those who donated money, but did not 
create a comparable system to recognize 
those who contributed labor. The lack 
of an adequate recognition system that 
refl ected the values of those who made 
non-monetary contributions may have 
contributed to an alienation of some of 
the most ardent volunteers. In other 
words, there seemed to be a gap between 
the values or benefi ts perceived by vol-
unteers and the university. To bridge this 
gap, the university garden may consider 
recognizing and valuing the solidarity 
benefi ts that motivate volunteers. By do-
ing this, the university could potentially 
reap the material benefi ts it desires while 
nurturing a sense of community.

Implications
This study has implications for 

institutions desiring greater volunteer 
participation. By viewing and interpret-
ing the relationship between institutions 
and volunteers through an economic 
lens, volunteer programs can be seen 
as an exchange function with costs and 
benefi ts for both parties. Volunteers in-
cur opportunity costs (their time and 
effort) to gain the material, purposive, 
and solidarity benefi ts they desire. 
Institutions, in this case a university-
operated public garden, benefi t from 
resources provided by volunteers, but 
these benefi ts do come with a price. 
Institutions must invest in volunteer 
training, supervision, and recognition 
systems to meet volunteers’ needs. If 
institutions do not strategically plan 
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these systems, volunteers may shop 
for other opportunities that will meet 
their needs. 
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SUMMARY. Attendees at the 2001 Phila-
delphia Flower Show participated in 
an interactive-quiz-formatted survey 
on touch-screen computers to deter-
mine their knowledge and use of plant 
health care (PHC) and integrated pest 
management (IPM) practices. Partici-
pants answered 15 questions in three 
categories: 1) PHC practices (criteria 
for proper plant selection, correct 
planting practices, and reasons for 
mulching and pruning); 2) IPM prac-
tices (insect identifi cation, plant and 
pest monitoring, and maintenance of 
records on pests found and treatments 
applied to their landscape plants); 
and 3) demographic and sociographic 
questions to aid in characterizing the 
survey population. Over half of the 
participants (58%) were interested in 
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