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Goals

The Earth Team (ET) leadership and the Social Sciences Institute conducted a survey of earth team volunteers during 2001.  Leaders from the national ET staff in Ankeny, Iowa coordinated the project with state ET coordinators from March through July 2001.  The goals of the survey were:

1. To assure the survey results would be scientifically valid

2. To acquire background information on volunteers

3. To determine the work locations of volunteers

4. To learn the work schedules of volunteers

5. To assess the type of tasks volunteers perform

6. To measure levels of satisfaction among volunteers, and

7. To make recommendations on recruitment and retention opportunities

Introduction

Approximately 32,000 people worked as ET volunteers during 2000 (Eginoire, 2001).  To acquire a representative sample, the ET state staffs compiled randomly generated lists of potential respondents.  The national ET staff mailed surveys to 1,038 ET volunteers.  Five hundred and fifty five volunteers (555) completed and returned the surveys for a 54 percent return rate.  This is a high rate of return for mailed surveys.  There were two separate mail-outs of the survey, which increased the response rate.  

The survey (see page 25) asked questions about the following: work location, number of times people volunteer, tasks performed, reasons for working or stopping work, satisfaction with work, and contact information. The second part of the survey asked questions about the respondent's background. 

As one indicator of the survey's validity, we compared the percentage of survey respondents in each region with the reported number of volunteers in the regions (Eginoire, 2001) and determined there was a high correlation between the two groups. 

Background Summary of the Respondents

· 7 out of 10 volunteers work at a USDA/NRCS field office or Conservation District office
· Half are 55 years of age or older

· Over half are female 

· 2 out of every 5 volunteers are retired

· Almost 3/5’s have volunteered since 1998

· Over 3/4’s reside in rural areas or small  towns (less than 25,000 people)

· About half are college graduates 

· 7 percent are disabled

· One-quarter work(ed) for the state or Federal government

· Half have a gross family income between $40,000 and $100,000

· 95 percent are Caucasian
· Regions are proportionately represented (see Figure 1)
Work Locations and Schedules

Over 70 percent of the volunteers work at a field or District office location. Table 1 shows that Resource Conservation and Development offices were cited as work locations by 7 percent of the respondents.  Five percent of the respondents work at NRCS state offices, another 5 percent identified area NRCS offices, and, finally, 3 percent cited regional NRCS offices.

Most volunteers adhere to a regular schedule of work.  Forty percent of the respondents report working at least once every two weeks; and, of those, 11 percent report working daily and 18 percent work on a weekly basis.  The remaining volunteers work on a monthly to a yearly basis, with a few working on a need-only basis (see Figure 2).

Their work schedules do vary a little by age group.  Just about half of the younger group (34 and younger) and the elderly (65 and older) work on a daily/weekly basis.  One explanation might be that respondents in the younger age group are students who want to gain experience or need to get extra credit projects or papers completed.  Many in the older group are retired and have incorporated volunteering into their normal schedules.  Some younger and older volunteers are also volunteering on a one-time basis, indicating that they may participate in single day events. The middle age group consistently volunteers on a daily or monthly basis, and less often for a single day. 

About 40 percent of the volunteers who live in large towns and urban areas schedule their work on a daily or weekly basis.  People in rural areas and small towns report a more even schedule distribution, with some working daily, while others volunteer on a one-time basis.  

Tasks

Respondents filled out a table in the survey (see survey on page 25, question 3) in which they identified the tasks they perform and the percentage of time they spend on these tasks.  Table 2 shows that about 40 percent of the respondents engage in "outdoor work" and spend about 60 percent of their total time in this activity.  Another 40 percent identify "clerical" duties, with 55 percent of their time spent working on clerical tasks.  "Conservation education" is also a popular activity with 35 percent identifying some portion of their time being devoted to this activity.  Over 25 percent of the respondents cite "other" activities that were specific to their location.  Finally, respondents identified as tasks: "conservation planning" (22 percent), "computer work" (19 percent), and "engineering" (10 percent).  Those who cited conservation planning spent over half their time on this task.  

Of all tasks, females cite clerical work most often, with outdoor work and conservation education work, second and third respectively.  Men spend time on these same three activities but the order is different: outdoor work, first, conservation education, second, and clerical work, third.  

Older, less educated, females who are retired and have lower incomes are significantly more likely to work on clerical tasks.  Higher income volunteers are more likely to work on outdoor tasks and retired people are more likely to work on conservation education tasks.  Finally, older, retired males are more likely to engage in engineering work, and a significant number of volunteers who work on computer/information technology tasks reside in more populated areas. 

Outdoor work is most likely to be performed in rural areas; clerical work is associated with volunteers who are from towns over 2,500 but less than 50,000; and conservation education is associated with volunteers from urban areas (50,000 and above).

What we find in this table and associations is that there is diversity in the type of tasks that most volunteers perform. We will also see in the next section that people who spend 100 percent of their time on certain tasks are more satisfied than those who divide their time between several tasks. This type of finding indicates that NRCS staff can manage volunteers in ways that can increase their satisfaction and also contribute broadly to NRCS' mission. 

Satisfaction 

Almost 95 percent of the volunteers reported that they are either "very satisfied" or "satisfied" with being an ET volunteer (see Figure 3).  Recent volunteers who are older and retired have the highest satisfaction levels.  People who spend 100 percent of their time on a single category of tasks -- conservation education, conservation planning, and outdoor work -- also have higher satisfaction levels.  One exception is volunteers who work 100 percent on computer/information technology tasks are significantly less satisfied than those who work on other tasks or spend less than 100 percent on computer work.  Overall, ET managers and supervisors should be extremely pleased that satisfaction levels are so high.

Recruitment and Retention

As Table 3 indicates, the top reason that volunteers work with the ET is because they consider the cause to be "worthy".  Other reasons in priority order include working outdoors, personal fulfillment, working with the public, working on teams, and professional fulfillment. The top two reasons -- worthy cause and working outdoors -- are the same for males and females.  The third reason for females is "working on teams" while men choose professional fulfillment.  

Volunteers are recruited to the ET by being contacted personally by NRCS or District employees. Almost half of the respondents identified an NRCS employee as their recruiter, one-quarter identified a District employee, and 10 percent identified a personal contact who was neither a NRCS nor District employee.  Other forms of recruiting like newspaper ads and e-mail may look like good on paper, but they do not work nearly as effectively as simply asking someone whether they would like to serve as a volunteer.  

We asked volunteers why they think people cease their volunteer activities and found that the major reason given is that volunteering "takes too much time".  Just under one-quarter wrote out specific reasons under the "Other" category.  Some of these responses are personal reasons that are beyond the agency's control, but a few of the write-in responses seemed within NRCS control.  For example, volunteers thought the people who stop volunteering are not being given enough responsibility and are not receiving enough recognition.  About 20 percent thought that people did not receive enough guidance, while another 40 percent thought that volunteers leave because they either did not like the work, the work never gets completed, or the work is too disorganized.  These people might be retained as volunteers if supervisors make extra efforts to properly guide and reward individual work performance. 

For question number 2, thirty-seven respondents marked that they do not volunteer anymore.  Of this group, almost 40 percent gave specific reasons for why they stop (presumably) volunteering. About a quarter identified the "too much time" response, and the remainder of the reasons (all just under 10 percent) were related to a dislike of the work and the type of supervision received. 

Background Information

Figures 4 through 11 show the background of volunteers and indicate the group is older, highly educated, and live in rural areas or small towns (under 25,000 people).  Their family income is similar to national averages.  Thirty percent have work backgrounds that are with the Federal or state government, while 40 percent are now retired.  Over half (52 percent) of the respondents are females.  About 7 percent of the respondents identified themselves as having a disability.  About half started volunteering previous to 1999 and half began volunteering in 1999 and the years following. 

Ninety-five percent of the respondents marked Caucasian as their ethnic background.  This would lead us to recommend that diversity in the program needs to be expanded.  And, this recommendation is, no doubt, a good idea.  However, the diversity of ET volunteers may not be as unbalanced as this statistic indicates. Non-responses by minorities to written surveys are typically high.  For example, in the 1990 census, Asians, Hispanics, American Indians, and African Americans had from 34 to 43 percent non-response rate (Ward, 1997).  If we had a similar non-response rate in this survey, Hispanics and African Americans would still be underrepresented, but Asians and American Indians would be fairly represented. The numbers of American Indian respondents are actually higher than the national percentages (1 percent compared to .9 percent) and Asian Americans are short by about 2.5 percent. The next time we conduct this type of survey, we may want to try to encourage other ways of soliciting input from diverse ET volunteers.  

Summary

· Volunteers have extremely high levels of satisfaction

· There are many long-term volunteers

· Conservation as a “worthy cause” is the most popular reason for volunteering

· Volunteers perform many different tasks with outdoor, clerical, and conservation education being the most popular 

· Conservation planning, computer work and engineering tasks are well represented 

· Work locations coincide with the field-based nature of conservation work

· Volunteers are largely from small towns and rural areas

· NRCS/District personnel work to accommodate volunteer schedules

· Many volunteers are retired and some are young

· Volunteers are diverse with females, disabled, and American Indians being well represented on the ET

Recommendations

Based on the information from this survey, two areas of recommendations are instrumental for expanding the ET's already impressive accomplishments: recruitment and retention.

Recruitment

· Emphasize the “worthy cause” aspect of conservation to assist in recruitment

· Assure prospective volunteers their schedules can be accommodated

· Recruit through interpersonal contacts.  Many ET respondents are volunteers because someone simply asked them to serve 

· Assign a person on staff to be the ET recruiter 

· Have current ET volunteers help recruit additional volunteers

· Provide a fact/tip sheet to current volunteers on steps to recruiting

· Use ET volunteers as public spokespeople
· Higher education, professional ranks, and students are fertile recruitment sources

· Recruit retired people, especially those recently retired

· People tend to volunteer for many groups, simultaneously.  Acquire local organizational lists to increase the number of contacts you make (e.g., AARP, League of Women voters, Lions club, etc.)

· Speak/make presentations about the ET to local civic groups.  Be prepared to put these volunteers to work

· Increase efforts to recruit people with ethnically diverse backgrounds

· Make sure you ask people what they are interested in doing and assign those duties

Retention

· Enable people to focus 100 percent on their interest if they so desire

· Minimize “other” tasks for everyone, except computer/information technology.  Some people with computer/IT backgrounds enjoy doing tasks that are different from their normal work activities

· Treat their time, as you treat your own

· Be especially well organized with ET volunteers 

· Be considerate

· Recognize, recognize, and recognize.  Rewards do not have to be large, but people like to be appreciated
· Have regular short team meetings that review goals and accomplishments 

· Create a team atmosphere, especially for women

· Assign direct responsibilities
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"Other" Responses

Question 1: schools/classroom (6); specific field offices identified; PMC; RC&D offices (2); home (2); special events; Social Sciences Institute; Plant Materials Center; 

Question 2:  4 mo/yr; daily; 1 day only; 2 days/wk; when called/depends on need (2); many idiosyncratic responses

Question 3:  special events (3); Water quality testing (3); tree program/bagging trees (2); specific projects; plan approvals; site inspection; build birdhouses; planning meetings; backyard conservation; copying; software; provide plants; provide tools; management training program; office management; CRP; EQIP; working with kids; 

Question 4: teach class/for student benefit (5); enjoy helping others (4); internship; job experience (3); helping to protect livestock from regulation; wanted to learn to use computers; program work; for volunteer hours; bluebird promotion; like the people;

Question 6: relatives -- MOM; DAD; spouse; cited particular people or District offices

Question 7: age/got too old (8); got promoted at other job/got a job (6); too few responsibilities (6); moved (4); lost interest or develop other interests (3); no pay/need money (3); filled requirement/ program/project completed (3); not asked (2); lack of feedback/lack of recognition (2); not enough chances for employment and no field training for women who want to work outside home; shifting priorities; no vehicle; too many similar organizations; red tape; became more of an employee and less a volunteer; objectives don't match; travel distances too far; permit process; equipment failure; emphasis change; burn out; 

Question 14: Farmers/ranchers (7); homemaker (3); mining; construction engineer; clerical; ag tech; sales; service; construction management; retail; environmental worker; real estate; consultant; 

