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plaatsbepaling

Het artikel “Volunteers in U.S. State Government Agencies: Using Texas as a Model” is op

minstens twee manieren relevant. Allereerst geeft het inzicht in het vrijwilligerswerk

rechtstreeks voor de overheid. Ten tweede schetst het een beeld van verschillende orga-

nisatie modellen van vrijwilligerswerk. 

Het rechtstreekse werken van vrijwilligers voor de overheid, dus niet voor een nonprofit

stichting of vereniging, is in Nederland minder ver ontwikkeld dan in de Verenigde Staten

en sommige andere landen. Soms komt dat omdat hetzelfde vrijwilligerswerk in de ver-

schillende landen in andere organisaties wordt gedaan. Zo kent de Amerikaanse belas-

tingdienst (IRS) al sinds 1969 een programma (VITA) dat gratis ondersteuning geeft bij

het invullen van de belastingformulieren aan mensen die zelf geen ondersteuning kun-

nen inhuren. Volgens de IRS hebben in 2004 70,000 VITA vrijwilligers, verdeeld over

14,000 groepen, 1.9 miljoen formulieren helpen invullen http://www.nysscpa.org/cpa-

journal/2005/205/essentials/p44.htm, 22/1/07). Daarnaast zijn er natuurlijk ook de oude-

renorganisaties en kerken die, net zoals in Nederland, dit werk doen. In het artikel van

Rehnborg et al wordt geclaimd dat ongeveer 200.000 vrijwilligers werken voor de federa-

le overheid van Texas. Het onderzoek in Texas laat zien dat 32% van de vrijwilligers in

Texas dit doen voor de overheid. Ruim een kwart hiervan weer voor openbare scholen. 

Het grote verschil komt dus niet door inhoudelijke verschillen tussen het vrijwilligers-

werk in Nederland en de Verenigde Staten. Het zijn vooral verschillen in juridische posi-

tie van de organisatie (publieke overheid of private non-profit) waar de statistiek mee

kampt. En dan komt daar zeker voor Nederland bij kijken dat we veel vrijwilligerswerk

dat rechtstreeks voor de overheid gedaan wordt toch echt niet zo interpreteren.

Tenminste, ik kan me niet voorstellen dat een ouder op een openbare basisschool dit

ervaart als vrijwilligerswerk voor de gemeente, terwijl de ouder op de bijzondere basis-

school vrijwilligerswerk doet voor de non-profit school. 

De tweede insteek is de indeling naar 4 verschillende vormen van het inrichten van het

vrijwilligersprogramma. Daarmee plaatsen Rehnborg et al zich in de groeiende stroom

literatuur die laat zien dat er verschillende vormen van vrijwilligersmanagement zijn,

waarbij het gaat om een goede match tussen eigenschappen van de organisatie en

inrichting van het management. De uitgebreide beschrijvingen laten de enorme reikwijd-

te zien van het vrijwilligerswerk in Texas. Het laat ook zien dat de meeste programma’s

gedecentraliseerd zijn. 

Dit artikel is inspirerend wat betreft de breedte en inrichting van de vershillende pro-

gramma’s. Het roept wat mij betreft op tot het ontwikkelen van gelijkwaardige

Nederlandse vormen zoals bijvoorbeeld ‘adopt-a-beach’ of andere schitterende titels.

Maar of die in Nederland dan rechtreeks voor de overheid zullen zijn of dat we toch blij-

ven werken met verenigingen is een vraag voor de toekomst.
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Introduction

Conventional wisdom in the United States holds that

volunteers are essential to nonprofit organizations.

Many of the nation’s 1.5 million nonprofit organiza-

tions rely heavily on volunteers to deliver services and

govern their organizations (Salamon, 1996).

Volunteers are the muscle that have built Habitat for

Humanity’s 200,000 homes and sheltered more than

one million people (Habitat for the Humanity); the

more than 1,000,000 individuals of the American Red

Cross who respond to emergencies; and the hands

that have delivered millions of meals to hundreds of

homebound elderly through the Meals on Wheels pro-

gram (Meals on Wheels).  

For the most part, studies on volunteerism in the

United States focus on private and non-profit organi-

zations. In this article we examine the different organi-

zational structures in the public sector. Specifically,

we employ a new dataset from Texas to provide an

overview of how the government of the second most

populous state in the Union manages its tens of thou-

sands of volunteers (defined here as individuals who

work for little or no remuneration for the primary

benefit of others). We rely on the models provided by

Valente and Manchester (1984) to categorize the

dozens of programs explored here, and-based on the

results of a 2002 statewide survey of a number of

these public organizations-we find that most adhere to

a decentralized structure to oversee their non-paid

staff. Because of Texas’s long history with state-spon-

sored volunteerism and its current significant volun-

teer population in this capacity, it makes an excellent

example state with which to examine the organization-

al structures of public sector volunteer efforts across

the country and in other societies.

Volunteerism in the United States

The Independent Sector-a coalition of nonprofits,

foundations, and corporations focused on strengthe-

ning not-for-profit initiatives, philanthropy, and citi-

zen action-estimated that 83.9 U.S. million adults vol-

unteered approximately 15.5 billion hours through

organizations and groups in 2001. This figure repre-

sented 44% of adults in the United States over the age

of 20, a workforce equivalent to more than nine mil-

lion full-time employees, and the value of this labor to

the U.S. economy exceeds an estimated $239 billion

(Independent Sector, 2006). Although data collection

methods vary significantly, the U.S. Bureau of Labor

Statistics also confirms that volunteerism is big busi-

ness. Their survey findings indicate that 27.6 percent

of Americans over 16 years old volunteered from

September 2001 to September 2002 (Fahrenthold,

2003).

While the lines between the nonprofit, public, and pri-

vate sectors of the economy continue to blur, the role

of volunteers in the public sector is less well known.

For example, of the nation’s 1.1 million firefighters,

approximately 800,000 are volunteers serving their

local communities. The National Volunteer Fire

Council reports that communities with at least 10,000

people tend to have a combination of paid and unpaid

(“volunteer”) firefighters and that all-volunteer depart-

ments are primarily limited to small rural communi-

* For correspondence, contact Sarah Jane Rehnborg, Ph.D., RGK Center for Philanthropy and Community Service, LBJ School of Public Affairs,
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ties (National Volunteer Fire Council, 2005, p. 3).

Volunteers actively work with police departments

across the country as well. The Volunteers in Police

Service program reports that more than 1,460 law

enforcement volunteer programs engage over 89,000

volunteers in all fifty states (Volunteers in Police

Service). 

The promotion of citizen involvement in government

figures prominently at the national level as well. In his

2002 State of the Union address, President George W.

Bush called on every American to commit at least

4,000 hours to the service of one’s neighbors and

nation. The President said, “America needs retired

doctors and nurses who can be mobilized in major

emergencies; volunteers to help police and fire depart-

ments; transportation and utility workers well-trained

in spotting danger.” The President highlighted the

newly formed USA Freedom Corps-composed of pro-

grams like Citizen Corps, AmeriCorps, and Senior

Corps that actively support volunteer involvement in

both the public and nonprofit sectors-as a mechanism

to facilitate volunteer involvement in local communi-

ties across the country (The White House, 2002).

To a certain extent, volunteer involvement in the non-

profit sector and in local government is tracked. Less

documented, however, is the role and functioning of

volunteers in state government-particularly in the

delivery of human services. Although figures clari-

fying the extent of volunteer service specifically wit-

hin state government agencies are difficult to secure,

Brudney and Kellough (2000) estimate that 25 to 30%

of volunteer labor is directed to the work of gover-

nment. In addition, one nationwide survey approxi-

mated that a third of all state agencies engage volun-

teers in direct service delivery. Larger states, as meas-

ured by budget and staff size, benefit most from vol-

unteers. Volunteer efforts tend to concentrate in the

areas of recreation, natural resources, environmental

protection, and health and human service work

(Brudney and Kellough, 2000).

Results in Texas appear to reflect these findings. Based

on the 2004 Survey of Texas Adults-a statewide ran-

dom sample of adults living in Texas-a total of 62% of

the sample (about 900 people) reported that they vol-

unteer, and approximately 32% of those volunteers

contributed their services to public sector causes. Of

those who volunteer for the State, 27% work for

public schools (Musick, 2005, pp. 3-4). Volunteerism

in Texas is an important part of the State culture.

Utilizing an analysis of volunteer programs within

Texas state government agencies, this article examines

the organizational and structural issues associated

with public sector volunteer deployment and the

range of roles and functions volunteers perform in

state government bureaucracies. We conclude with an

analysis of the key issues affecting the future and

quality of volunteer involvement in state government

and a discussion of the difficulties we face in trying to

gain a comprehensive understanding of the essential

role of volunteers in state agencies in Texas and the

rest of the United States.

Volunteers in Texas State Agencies:

Background and Study Overview

Although most accounts of U.S. volunteerism begin

with de Tocqueville’s 1831 acclamation of a “nation of

joiners” (1945, p. 198), Texas had yet to join the Union.

Texas’ first recorded history of volunteers in the state

government dates back at least to the early 1950s with

a group of thirteen women from Terrell, Texas

(Rehnborg, Fallon, and Hinerfeld, 2002). These

women sought training in order to volunteer at one of

the state’s mental facilities. As the scope and size of

their involvement grew over the decades, the service

initiative was codified in 1958 with the formation of

the nonprofit Volunteer Services State Council (VSSC).

Nearly 50 years later, a network of 22 VSSCs operate

in collaboration with the Texas Department of Mental

Health and Mental Retardation and work closely with

the community relations’ managers employed at the

state’s 22 schools and hospitals. 

Today, the Texas Government Code officially encoura-

ges the engagement of volunteers in the state’s nume-

rous human service agencies. The code mandates, “A

governmental entity that provides human services

shall use volunteers, if feasible, to assist in providing

human services of a high quality” (Texas Government

Code, § 2109.002). Requirements for volunteer pro-

grams according to this code include training for paid

and unpaid staff, paid staff to manage the volunteer

force, assessments of different aspects of the volun-

teers, and “follow-up studies” to guarantee each volun-

teer program’s success. Additionally, state agencies

are encouraged-but not required-by the code to provi-

de some sort of reimbursement for “necessary expen-

ses incurred” by the volunteers, protect volunteers

Volunteers in U.S. State Government Agencies

VIO binnenwerk_2-06  19-04-2007  09:35  Pagina 28



Vrijwillige Inzet Onderzocht | 29

with an insurance program, work with non-public sec-

tor groups that offer related services, and reward vol-

unteers with “engraved certificates, plaques, pins, or

awards of similar nature, with a value that does not

exceed $75 for each volunteer” (Texas Government

Code § 2109.004). These codes indicate both the

important roles volunteers play within the public sec-

tor in Texas and the necessity for fair treatment of the

hundreds of thousands of men and women who work

for little or no remuneration to help improve their

communities.

Volunteer support is not limited to health and human

service agencies.  Volunteers are actively engaged in

the adult and juvenile criminal justice systems and the

state parks and wildlife programs as well. Also, they

augment the activities of the cultural arts, historical

commissions, and other agencies. However, it was the

Texas Department of Transportation’s Adopt-A-

Highway program, initiated in 1987 and subsequently

replicated by 47 states, which captured the attention

of the Texas Senate Research Committee and promp-

ted a 1992 analysis of volunteers in state government.

Describing the service contribution of volunteers wit-

hin 25 public sector groups and organizations, the

study valued the 12.5 million hours of contributed

labor at $102.9 million (Rathgeber, 1993).

A decade later, with partial funding from the Texas

Commission on Volunteerism and Community

Service-the Texas arm of the federal Corporation for

National and Community Service-researchers from

the University of Texas at Austin revisited the impact

of volunteers in the Texas State government. The state

agencies targeted for analysis largely paralleled those

studied in the 1992 report. Soliciting information to

secure a picture of volunteer involvement within

these large bureaucracies entailed the distribution of

38 survey instruments within 21 state agencies.

Ninety percent of the participating agencies respon-

ded to the survey and only two reported that they do

not have a formal volunteer program or any systems

to track volunteer involvement within their regional

networks. The 17 agencies declaring volunteer initiati-

ves provided data on 33 separate programs, and the

rest of this paper focuses on these groups. Table 1 pro-

vides an overview of the findings, including the names

of the agencies and their corresponding programs dis-

cussed in this paper and the number of volunteers and

volunteer hours reported by each program in the years

2001 or 2002.  

Table 1. Overview of Study Programs

Agency Program / Initiative Number of Volunteer 
Volunteers Hours

Commission on the Arts No permanent program 74 1,383
Texas Youth Commission Volunteerism and Community Involvement 2,037 120,500
Mental Health & Mental Retardation Community Relations 2,685 184,818
Department of Criminal Justice Volunteer Program 24,682 513,744
Office of the Attorney General Child Support Division 652            **

Volunteer / Intern Program 672 81,563
Commission for the Blind Criss Cole Rehab Center 12 **
State Preservation Board Bob Bullock Texas State History Museum 200 8,000
Texas School for the Blind & Volunteer Program 132 **
Visually Impaired
Texas Parks & Wildlife Education Program Instructors 3,500 53,000

State Park Volunteers ** 451,560
Department of Human Services Adopt-a-Nursing Home 11,493 102,728

Family Pathfinders 2,118 29,616
Volunteer & Community Services 110,375 823,502

Protective and Regulatory Services Adopt-a-Caseworker ** **
Rainbow Room ** **

Department on Aging Benefits Counselors 221 **
Volunteer Ombudsman Program 870 82,690
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According to these data, the agencies that reported the

number of volunteers they manage annually claimed

more than 200,000 volunteers. Though some pro-

grams use fewer than a dozen non-paid employees, the

largest boasts more than 110,000 volunteers, and 21 of

the 33 programs in our study reported a combined

estimated total of almost three million volunteer

hours. The results of this study indicate the crucial

role volunteers play within public sector agencies in

Texas and help explain why we focus on this state for

this paper. 

Volunteer Organizational Structures

In their analysis of volunteer engagement as one of

several alternative approaches to local government

service delivery, Valente and Manchester (1984) iden-

tify four organizational models of volunteer program

design: 1) the outside agency recruitment/internal

agency management model; 2) the ad hoc model; 3)

the centralized model; and 4) the decentralized model.

The outside agency recruitment/internal government

management model (1) represents a modified form of

outsourcing aspects of the volunteer initiative.

Essentially a community partnership, the government

agency may contract with a community organization

for volunteer recruitment, such as the United Way or

a volunteer center; although, it retains the responsibi-

lities of placing volunteers and managing the program.

The ad hoc volunteer program model (2) captures vol-

unteer involvement in short-term focused service,

such as work on task forces or study groups.  Such

opportunities are designed to engage persons who

may not be available to assist with on-going work or

direct service delivery. In a centralized model (3), one

salaried staff person, or a designated management

committee, typically manages a highly centralized

jurisdiction-wide volunteer system.  Often, the pro-

gram leader is a member of the unit’s management

team. The program generally enjoys fairly strong staff

and fiscal support. Finally, a decentralized model (4)

exists when one or more departmental units operate

independent volunteer initiatives designed to meet

specific concerns. Considerable variation may exist

among decentralized programs as each unit or pro-

gram establishes its own policies and procedures wit-

hout central oversight or coordination.   

Volunteers in U.S. State Government Agencies

Table 1. Overview of Study Programs (part two)

Agency Program / Initiative Number of Volunteer 
Volunteers Hours

Commission on Environmental Lake and River Clean-Up 24,682 513,744
Quality Source Water Protection Program 30 **
General Land Office Adopt-a-Beach 8,966 **

Adopt-a-Map 275 **
Department of Health Summer Youth Volunteer Program 53 **

Texas VISTA Health Corps 23 29,120
Texas Volunteer Corps 513 30,257
Volunteer Mailroom 188 5,951

Historical Commission Archeological Stewards Network 108 15,374
County Historical Commissions 3,145 159,178
Visionaries in Preservation 192 **

State Library & Archives Commission Archives & Information Services 7 1,307
Friends of the Library & Archives Commission 10 **
Talking Books Program ** 39,869
Volunteer Recording Studio 96 5,133

Number of Agencies Number of Programs Total  number Total  number
of Volunteers of hours

17 33 201,596 2,739,293

** Data not available from agencies/programs
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Although others (see e.g., Rochester, 1999; Meijs,

2004) have focused on the topic of the organizational

context and design of volunteer programs, the models

proposed by Valente and Manchester align most close-

ly with the systems discovered within the state agency

context. The present study, therefore, analyzes our

recent findings under the rubric of these models.

Because our survey did not produce any examples of

the first model, this paper focuses on the latter three.

Texas State Ad Hoc Volunteer Programs

Of the three models discussed here, in our sample we

only came across one example of an ad hoc volunteer

organization. True to this model of volunteer program

management, the Texas Commission on the Arts (TCA)

was quick to acknowledge that community engage-

ment initiatives within its agency were handled on a

‘project-by-project’ basis with no permanent structure

in place for volunteer engagement or management.

The TCA regards its board members as community

volunteers for the duration of their six-year appoint-

ments and it notes the role of board members as grant

reviewers. In addition, the TCA acknowledges that it

engages interns as the opportunities arise and solicits

the support of organizations, such as the Texas

Accountants and Lawyers for the Arts, on a pro bono

basis. Another critical gratis contribution was the ser-

vice of country music legend Willie Nelson, who vol-

unteered his time and talents to appear in a public ser-

vice commercial for the Commission’s State of the

Arts license plate promotional. The Commission also

benefits from the work of the board of the Texas

Cultural Trust Council, which was established “to pro-

vide a stable funding source that will enhance the cul-

tural quality of life by ensuring the future of arts for

all people of Texas” (Texas Government Code,

§444.026l  and §444.027). Because of the TCA’s emp-

hasis on servicing immediate-rather than on-going-

projects, it is a good example of Valente’s and

Manchester’s ad hoc style (see Table 2 for a brief over-

view).

Texas State Centralized Volunteer Programs 

Although significant variation exists within each orga-

nizational unit responding to the State Agency survey,

a majority of the programs included could be charac-

terized as either centralized or decentralized volunteer

systems. As illustrated in Table 3, these centralized

organizations operate comprehensive statewide volun-

teer systems. In each instance, the state agency sets

standards for volunteer involvement at the state level.

Staff designated to manage volunteers-on either a full-

or part-time basis-work on the regional level to

manage volunteer initiatives in accord with the esta-

blished regulations. The central offices also function

to assist with regional hiring, in-service, and staff

development, and the central offices establish uni-

form recordkeeping and tracking systems. Although

highly variable across agencies, budgets are also

designated to support the volunteer programs region-

ally and at the central office levels.  

In the case of the Texas Youth Commission (TYC) and

the Texas Department of Mental Health and Mental

Retardation (MHMR), legal or legislative processes

undermine the volunteer programs. According to the

TYC’s Administrator of Community Relations Tammy

Vega, the legal agreement in the 1984 federal class

action court settlement Morales vs. Truman (1983) sta-

tes:

Table 2. Ad Hoc Program

Agency Program / Initiative Description

Texas Commission  As needed - no formal program TCA handles community engagement initiatives
on the Arts (TCA) on a project-by-project basis.  The agency

recruits and works with volunteers as a project
requires but has no permanent volunteer 
management structure in place.
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The Agency shall take steps to expand the use of

volunteers in TYC institutions and facilities.

Volunteers shall be utilized to expand students’

opportunities for educational and recreational

experiences, to provide students with increased

social interactions and to assist students, as

appropriate, in successfully completing the treat-

ment program.

TYC hires one central office administrator and eigh-

teen full-time and nine part-time staff to support vol-

unteer initiatives. This agency also benefits from a

network of affiliated nonprofit organizations. A total

of 24 regional volunteer resource councils and one

state level council work to enhance community rela-

tions’ initiatives at the state juvenile detention facili-

ties.  

Within MHMR, an administrative code (Community

Relations Chapter 417, Subchapter G) guides the sys-

tem-wide engagement of community resource pro-

grams. This code directs the work of the central office

Community Relations staff of four full-time employ-

ees and the efforts of the 41 full-time and 33 part-time

regional employees responsible for volunteer manage-

ment, institutional community relations, and public

information duties. Like TYC, MHMR has a network

of 23 Volunteer Services Councils that support the

agency’s volunteer initiatives through fund develop-

ment activities and special projects.  

With approximately 25,000 volunteers the Texas

Department of Criminal Justice (TDCJ) can easily

boast the largest volunteer work force among the sta-

te’s centrally organized volunteer efforts. In place of a

central office staff, however, TDCJ manages its volun-

teer efforts through a 12-person Volunteer

Coordination Committee. The system is governed by a

uniform set of policies and procedures and all volun-

teers are required to attend a uniform training pro-

gram. Likewise, staff who work at the state’s various

prison facilities receive mandatory in-service educa-

tion on working with volunteers. Prison guards are

assigned to all-volunteer lead groups and activities,

and chaplains are frequently called upon to assist with

or manage volunteers. In fact, a great majority of the

Volunteers in U.S. State Government Agencies

Table 3. Centralized Programs

Agency Program / Initiative Description

Texas Youth Commission Volunteerism and Community Volunteers in this agency work in four areas to
(TYC) Involvement Program provide mentoring, tutoring, and chaplaincy 

services and serve with one of the community 
resource councils at each institution.

Mental Health and Mental Community Relations The agency houses a network of 23 Volunteer
Retardation (MHMR) Services Councils that support the agency’s

fund development activities and special pro-
jects.  Volunteers work in state hospitals, 
schools, and centers across Texas.

Texas Department of Volunteer Program About 25,000 volunteers-the majority of whom
Criminal Justice  (TDCJ) support the chaplaincy-help offenders trans-

tion back into society.

Office of the Attorney • Child Support Division Volunteers work in 65 child support offices and
General provide staff assistance in processing 

caseloads, developing and enforcing child 
support orders, and locating absent parents.

• Volunteer / Intern Program Unpaid interns and volunteers work with an 
array of public service professionals as they 
support programs throughout the agency.
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volunteers assisting in the State’s prisons come from

religious communities eager to assist the incarcerated.  

The Office of the Attorney General houses its volun-

teerism initiative within the Agency’s Child Support

Division. The goals of this program are to “locate

absent parents, establish paternity, secure court

orders for financial and medical support, enforce

child support orders, and collect and disburse child

support payments” (Rehnborg et al., 2002:49). In

2002, 652 volunteers assisted the 65 statewide child

support offices in accomplishing these objectives.

Fourteen regional information specialists complement

the work of the central agency staff person in achie-

ving the program’s stated goals. The Attorney General

also centrally manages a Volunteer / Intern Program in

which participants work with public service professio-

nals throughout the agency. Six-hundred and seventy-

two volunteers donated more than 81,000 hours of

service in a variety of capacities for this program.

Centralized Programs: Facility Specific 

A subset of the centralized programs, the Facility

Specific Programs (see Table 4) include three public

sector agencies that serve the state through one centr-

al Austin city-based facility, rather than a network of

state and regional offices. A rehabilitation center, a

school, and a museum each operates a program that

serves the needs of the organization. In our study, the

Criss Cole Rehabilitation Center identified a cohort of

twelve volunteers guided by one staff person who sha-

res this responsibility with her other job duties. The

Bob Bullock Texas History Museum operates the most

comprehensive volunteer program of these three orga-

nizations with two staff persons managing a non-sala-

ried work force of about 200 volunteers. At the Texas

School for the Blind and Visually Impaired, two

employees contribute modest amounts of time to the

coordination of 132 volunteers and work to support a

variety of community group partnerships.

Table 4. Centralized Programs: Facility Specific Programs

Agency Program / Initiative Description

Commission for the Blind Criss Cole Rehabilitation Center This Center is a comprehensive vocational 
rehabilitation training facility.  Volunteers assist
with office support, mentoring, classroom 
assistance, and client services.

State Preservation Board Bob Bullock Texas History 200 volunteers provide administrative support 
Museum and serve as docents, visitor guides, and special

event assistants at this Austin-based museum.

Texas School for the Blind Volunteer Program Volunteers provide adaptive physical education
and Visually Impaired assistance, mentoring, tutoring, special event 

support, clerical assistance, help translating 
text into Braille, computer entry, and other 
support. 

Texas State Decentralized Volunteer Programs 

In the previous section, we provided examples of vol-

unteer programs within state-run organizations that

are managed by a specific individual or group. Such

centralized models are common in Texas. Fully half of

the reporting state agencies in this project-and the

remainder in our sample-operate decentralized volun-

teer systems. Rather than maintaining one manage-

ment focal point, the following organizations have

multiple centers from which they locate, train, and uti-

lize volunteers for the benefit of the state’s citizenry.

As shown in Table 5, the Texas Department of Parks

and Wildlife operates two separate and distinct volun-

teer initiatives: the Education Program Instructors

and the State Park Volunteer Program. Each program

is located in a different division of the agency with
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separate chains of command, each program has a uni-

que manager, and each manager completed a survey

revealing different data collection and recordkeeping

systems.  

Through the Education Program Instructors initiative,

the State’s hunter, boater and angler education pro-

grams are delivered almost exclusively by 3,500 trai-

ned and certified volunteers. In 2002, these volunteers

reportedly instructed education programs for approxi-

mately 33,000 hunters, 10,000 boaters, and 7,000 ang-

lers. Collectively, volunteers provided 53,000 hours of

service uniformly valued at the federally approved

Volunteers in U.S. State Government Agencies

Table 5. Decentralized Programs

Agency Program / Initiative Description

Department of Parks and • Education Program This project trains and certifies 3,500 
Wildlife Instructors volunteers who provide the state’s hunter, 

boater, and angler education programs.
• State Parks Volunteers Volunteers help in park offices, assist with 

clean-up and construction work, adopt trails, 
and serve as park hosts among other jobs.

Department of Human • Adopt-a-Nursing Home This program promotes community volunteer
Services (DHS) involvement with Texas’ long-term care

facilities to enrich the lives of residents.
• Family Pathfinders A community-based partnership of volunteer 

teams from faith-based organizations, civic 
groups, and businesses, helping families along 
the path to self-sufficiency.

• Volunteer and Community This program is made up of regionally operated
Services programs across the state, engaging volunteers

in activities that support programs across the 
agency.

Department of Protective • Adopt-a-Caseworker This program creates a support system
and Regulatory Services between the community and Child Protective
(DPRS) Services by matching a local organization, 

business, or group to a caseworker.
• Rainbow Room The Rainbow Room assists hundreds of 

children who have entered the state’s care due 
to abuse or neglect by providing resources for 
children and families in need.

Texas Department on Aging • Benefits Counselors These counselors provide services in 28
(TDoA) locations across the state.

• Volunteer Ombudsman A federally mandated initiative in which 870 
Program volunteers are engaged in Ombudsman duties 

across 28 regional Area Agency on Aging 
offices.

Texas Commission on • Lake and River Clean-Up Large groups of volunteers are organized to
Environmental Quality conduct ‘clean-up’ events around the state.
(TCEQ) • Source Water Protection Designed to protect the safety and integrity of 

Program the water supply, this program trains 
volunteers to inventory potential water sources 
for contaminants. 
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Agency Program / Initiative Description

Texas General Land Office • Adopt-a-Beach Since 1986, nearly 300,000 volunteers have
(GLO) removed 5,200 tons of trash and debris from 

hundreds of miles of Texas coastlines.
• Adopt-a-Map Through partnership with civic organizations, 

clubs, and companies, Adopt-a-Map volunteers 
raise funds to preserve historic maps and other 
documents.

Texas Department of Health • Summer Youth Volunteer Annually, 50-70 youth volunteer in agency
(TDH) Program offices for 8 weeks in the summer.

• Texas VISTA Health Corps AmeriCorps VISTA volunteers work with Texas 
communities promoting public health services 
and supporting grassroots community 
development efforts. 

• Texas Volunteer Health Corps Annually, 400-600 unpaid students and 
community volunteers support public health 
efforts statewide in agency offices and state 
hospitals.

• Volunteer Mailroom Volunteers from a wide-range of programs 
serving persons with disabilities provide 
administrative support that also serves as 
developmental opportunities for the volunteers.

Texas Historical Commission • Archeological Stewards A group of highly skilled and carefully selected
(THC) Network volunteer archaeologists work to preserve 

Texas’ archaeological heritage.
• County Historical Commission Volunteers help link local communities and the 

historical commission by providing education, 
reviewing applications for historical markers, 
and preserving artifacts.

• Visionaries in Preservation This program facilitates community-based 
strategic planning initiatives to help 
communities chart their future based in part on 
the roots of their historical traditions.

Texas State Library and • Archives and Information This program identifies, collects, and makes 
Archives Commission Services available for research valuable official records
(TSLAC) of Texas government and other significant 

historical resources.
• Friends of the Library and This program is a nonprofit organization whose

Archives Commission volunteers generate support for TSLAC through 
its local chapters.

• Talking Books Program This program provides books and other printed
materials in an audio format to Texans who are 
unable to read standard print material.

• Volunteer Recording Studio Volunteers produce about 150 new books a year.
Volunteers record books, operate audio 
equipment, deliver products, provide 
administrative support, and help monitor and 
proofread recordings.
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rate of $12.00 per hour. Such contributions leverage

services to the State valued at about $660,000. 

Under the aegis of the State Parks Volunteer program,

volunteers help in park offices, assist with clean-up

and construction work, “adopt” trails, and serve as

park hosts among other jobs. In the fiscal year 2001,

volunteers served more than 450,000 hours in Texas

parks. State prison inmates who agreed to supervised

extra-duty, non-compensated work clocked an addi-

tional 600,000 hours of service, which was separately

tracked within the volunteer program. Unlike the

Education Program Instructors division, however, the

wage equivalency of the park volunteers varies from

$7.50 per hour to $14.85 per hour based on compara-

ble wage analysis not adjusted to include fringe bene-

fits. Including the prisoners’ work, the value of this

volunteer support is between $7,850,000 and

$15,529,500. It is interesting to note that though hours

of service were carefully tracked in the parks volun-

teer division, less attention was given to counting the

number of persons serving, and therefore this statistic

is not available. Although recordkeeping systems vary

significantly, a representative from the State’s

Department of Parks and Wildlife was willing to go on

record stating, “The State’s 119 parks could not open

their doors without the support of volunteers.” 

The Department of Human Services (DHS)-the second

agency in Table 5-operates three essentially indepen-

dent programs. Unlike the Department of Parks and

Wildlife, however, one staff member is charged with

nominal centralized oversight duties. Still, because

this staff person has no direct authority over two of

the three programs, each program operates with reas-

onable autonomy, and each division manages its own

data collection and reporting practices, we classified it

as a decentralized operation. 

Among the many responsibilities of the DHS is the

regulation of long-term care nursing facilities. The

State estimates that approximately half of all nursing

facility residents are without family, friends, or a

living spouse to make regular visits. The Adopt-a-

Nursing Home initiative addresses this concern by

facilitating friendships between seniors and volun-

teers. While recordkeeping is admittedly loose, the

agency estimates that 3,831 groups of three or more

persons served nearly 103,000 hours through visita-

tion and group events at 656 long-term care facilities.

Volunteers, who first learn about sensory awareness

and the health concerns of the elderly, conduct a wide

variety of activities ranging from parties to classes to

patient visitation. Youth visitation is further facilitated

through an Adopt-a-Nursing Home badge, created as a

direct result of this statewide initiative by the Girl

Scouts of America.

Family Pathfinders, the second of the DHS’s three vol-

unteer initiatives, helps connect welfare recipients

with a mentor family or mentor church group.

Although a centrally-based staff person oversees the

program, direct supervision of the 585 mentoring rela-

tionships occurs at the regional level. Finally, the

110,375 volunteers that provided over 823,000 hours

of volunteer service to the programs and services of

the DHS are also managed largely on a regional basis

by 17 deployed staff people as part of the Volunteer

and Community Services program. These volunteers

provide office support, assistance with client services,

and other general duties throughout the State of Texas. 

Another agency that operates according to the decen-

tralized model is the Department of Protective and

Regulatory Service (DPRS). Charged with the respon-

sibility of protecting children, seniors, and the disab-

led from abuse and neglect, the DPRS provides an

array of services supported in part by citizens from

the community. Regional offices employ staff persons

who divide their time between volunteer management

and other work responsibilities. In addition, the agen-

cy collaborates with a nonprofit community-based

organization created specifically to address some of

the agency’s unmet needs. Founded by key leaders of

the Junior League of Dallas, Greater Texas

Community Partners assists Child Protective Services

(CPS) caseworkers through the sponsorship of two

programs promulgated on a statewide basis: Adopt-a-

Caseworker and Rainbow Rooms. 

The Adopt-a-Caseworker project finds groups and

organizations to ‘sponsor’ caseworkers. These spon-

sors assist caseworkers in meeting some of the mate-

rial needs encountered in their caseloads. Assistance

ranges from helping caseworkers purchase a birthday

cake for a child to more substantive aid such as procu-

ring school supplies, clothing, or other basic needs. A

Rainbow Room is a specialized ‘store’ available only to

CPS caseworkers. These stores stock first quality, new

donated goods such as diapers, car seats, clothing, and

other supplies. Every dollar raised by the Greater

Texas Community Partners goes directly to the clients

Volunteers in U.S. State Government Agencies
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of DPRS. Although both programs represent a signifi-

cant contribution of volunteer time and money, insuf-

ficient recordkeeping precludes a comprehensive

accounting of the monetary value of this service pro-

gram. In this example, we see how a decentralized

agency can provide diverse, successful programs but

is unable to provide an overall picture of its programs

because of its lack of codification.

At the Texas Department on Aging (TDoA), volunteers

protect the rights of seniors through the Benefits

Counseling and the Volunteer Ombudsman Program.

The State’s 221 Benefits Counselors receive 50 hours

of training to enable them to properly explain to

Texas’ aging citizens the legal complexities of state and

federal health care insurance and other benefit pro-

grams. The Counselors provide both legal awareness

and legal assistance to seniors with specific benefits-

related problems. Funding for these programs come

from both state and federal sources, including Title III

of the Older Americans Act of 1965 (see 42 U.S.C. §§

3001-3058ee).

TDoA’s Ombudsman project provides a voice for seni-

ors living in long-term care facilities. Volunteer

Ombudsmen investigate complaints made by or on

behalf of the residents of nursing homes. These trai-

ned volunteers are expected to maintain a visible pre-

sence in the facilities, to investigate complaints, and to

compile data about every facility in their region. The

State’s 870 Ombudsmen clocked nearly 83,000 hours

of service in 2002. A federally prescribed initiative,

TDoA carefully monitors program management.

The Texas Commission on Environmental Quality

(TCEQ) is another State agency that has maintained

detailed records on its volunteers. With a mission to

protect the air, water, and land of the country’s largest

continental state, the TCEQ engages volunteers in the

Lake and River Clean-Up program. Managed in colla-

boration with the nonprofit Keep Texas Beautiful and

its 300 affiliate organizations, the state-run project

seeks to both educate Texans about the health hazards

associated with poor quality drinking water and to

organize litter clean-up events on a community basis.

Additionally, the TCEQ operates a Source Water

Protection Program that trains volunteers to inventory

potential sources of water pollution and to safeguard

their community’s water supply. Volunteers with

Global Positioning System (GPS) technology certifica-

tion are locating and mapping potential contaminant

sources. In 2001, more than 25,000 volunteers served

in the Lake and River Clean-Up efforts and tracked

their progress by the tons of debris removed. Perhaps

even more compelling than the statistics gathered by

the TCEQ is the human involvement-especially from

retired volunteers-in facilitating program objectives

and achieving visible community outcomes. 

Another agency that manages its volunteers according

to the decentralized model is the Texas General Land

Office (GLO). The GLO is the state’s oldest agency

that is responsible for natural resources, mineral-

rights properties, land titles and records maintenance,

surveys, and historic maps. The twice-yearly Adopt-a-

Beach initiative is one program within the GLO that

organizes thousands of volunteers to clean up litter

from the state’s extensive coastline. Two-hundred and

eighty-three thousand volunteers have removed more

than 5,200 tons of trash since the programs inception

in 1986. In addition, volunteers document the types of

debris found. This allowed the agency to build a data-

base that proved crucial to passing the International

Maritime Organization’s MARPOL Annex V treaty,

which banned the dumping of plastics anywhere in

the world’s ocean.  

Through the agency’s Adopt-a-Map program volun-

teers raise funds for the preservation of the millions of

priceless antique documents, maps, and lithographs.

Tax deductible donations and grants received from

nearly 300 individuals, groups, corporations, and

foundations have raised over $210,000 and more than

200 maps have been preserved and scanned and are

viewable on the internet (see http://www.glo.state.-

tx.us/maps.html).

At the Texas Department of Health (TDH) volunteers

build healthier communities through several distinct

programs. For instance, the department organizes a

small, relatively informal summer program engaging

students in volunteer activities. In 2002, the state’s

Volunteer Health Corps, a VISTA initiative, engaged

536 members in nearly 60,000 hours of service. At the

time of this investigation, the Health Corps was realig-

ning its work to address the new priority issues of bio-

terrorism and public health preparedness. TDH also

engages volunteers in a unique Mailroom venture in

which 188 persons, many with some form of physical

disability, participate in a therapeutic modified work

experience of preparing and processing mail.  

Charged with preserving Texas’ architectural, archeo-
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logical, and cultural landmarks, the Texas Historical

Commission (THC) engages volunteers through is

Archeological Stewardship Network, County

Historical Commissions, and Visionaries in

Preservation program. The Archeological Stewards

are a group of 108 highly skilled and carefully selected

volunteer archeologists who devote more than 15,000

hours of service annually to preserving the State’s

archeological heritage. 

The State’s Historical Commission is a comparatively

smaller agency that also depends on County Historical

Commissions to provide a link that is essential

between the local communities and the THC. This

network of committed volunteers provides education,

reviews applications for historical markers, and pre-

serves artifacts for the benefit of present and future

generations. The THC calculates that 3,145 volunteers

donated 159,178 hours of service through the county-

based network in 2002. 

The volunteer-driven initiative Visionaries in

Preservation program facilitates community-based

strategic planning operations to help communities

chart their future based in part on the roots of their

historical traditions. Close to 200 volunteers suppor-

ted this network in 2002; though, their hours of servi-

ce were not tracked. True to the decentralization

model, the THC relies heavily on local management of

community volunteers. 

The last state agency discussed here that falls under

the rubric of the decentralized model is the Texas State

Library and Archives Commission (TSLAC). This

agency involves volunteers in the direct work of the

agency through four main programs. Typical of agen-

cies with decentralized volunteer programs, each of

these initiatives operates independently of the other

and often with different understandings of the resour-

ces available within the agency to support these com-

munity-based projects. 

In this agency, volunteers for the Archives and

Information Services are charged with identifying,

collecting, and making available official records of the

Texas government and other historical documents.

The TSLAC’s Friends of the Library and Archives

organization is dedicated to building financial support

for the programs through its local chapters. To suc-

ceed, it has relied on community service and restitu-

tion clients in nearly 16,000 hours of uncompensated

service. 

TSLAC has also been privileged to work collaborative-

ly with community groups. Operating since 1932, the

Talking Books Program records books for the blind

and dyslexic. The audio library contains over 80,000

titles, and each year volunteers add an additional 150

new titles to the program. Also, the Texas Telephone

Pioneers, a group of retired electronic technicians,

donate their time and expertise to fixing the audio

equipment for this Program. TSLAC valued the 39,869

hours of volunteer service to its various programs in

excess of $400,000. Finally, volunteers provide a varie-

ty of services to sustain the Volunteer Recording

Studio of the TSLAC. This agency estimates that vol-

unteers help add approximately 150 new books each

year to their collection. Though many of the services

of the TSLAC overlap, these programs work indepen-

dently of each other for the most part, providing

several examples of decentralized volunteer state-run

agencies in the U.S., and based on our sample, this

appears to be a successful-and the most common-

model in Texas.

Conclusion

Volunteer engagement in Texas State Agencies is

extensive, yet volunteers lack either a champion or a

voice in the Texas Legislature. Rathgeber’s 1993 report

and the 2002 data on which this article is based consti-

tute the only unified records of the contribution of

volunteers to the work of these agencies. As a conse-

quence, legislative reorganizations can and do take

place without regard to the implication the legislation

may have on volunteer engagement or volunteer pro-

gram management. This is exactly what happened

with House Bill 2292, a sweeping piece of legislation

that re-organized the delivery of the State’s health and

human services in 2003. Although volunteer programs

continue to exist within the newly re-organized agen-

cies, the extent of service is exceptionally difficult to

track given reduced staffing that followed the down-

sizing required by the reorganization.  

Though the authors remain committed to locating the

state’s volunteers after this re-organization, the task

has proven complex and difficult. With fewer availa-

ble staff at the state level, the reporting relationships

between regional offices and central offices have

changed in ways that reduce the attention previously

afforded to volunteers and volunteer infrastructure. In

short, although volunteers contribute greatly to huma-
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nizing the hand of the government, no authoritative

voice was or is available to support or fully utilize this

critical resource.  

Further contributing to the difficulty of championing

the volunteer contribution at the state level is the

widely divergent practices of recordkeeping and data

collection. Perhaps partially a result of the abundance

of decentralized programs in Texas, the lack of a uni-

fied data management system or agreed upon stan-

dards for data collection make it difficult to mount a

defense for a workforce that may be crucial to perso-

nalized service delivery, yet largely invisible in the sta-

te’s enormous bureaucracy. Likewise, the fact that vol-

unteers exist in a wide-variety of organizational poc-

kets lead by staff carrying multiple titles-many of

which say nothing about volunteer engagement-adds

to the complexity of the picture. 

Volunteerism is not and should not be “just about” the

money saved. An informed citizenry is critical to a

healthy democracy. People want to be of service and

they want to be a part of the communities in which

they live. The state has a decided role in facilitating

this involvement and in educating the electorate-not

just through voting and public education but also

through direct involvement in its actions. 

U.S. citizens have the right to see how their tax dollars

are spent and they have an obligation to be a part of

the challenges confronting their elected officials. The

networks developed and the learning acquired

through volunteer efforts are in fact an investment in

the future of the state and the nation. While platitudes

frequently seem gratuitous, the actions that generate

these platitudes are clearly the result of community

building and should be the substance of nation buil-

ding. In the wake of the recent natural disasters of

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, volunteers demonstrated

once again the irreplaceable value of their contribu-

tions. The state has an obligation to work effectively

with both organized and spontaneous volunteers. This

responsibility will not be met until volunteers and

those who support them find a way on to the state’s

organizational charts and into the state’s master plan-

ning.   
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