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This research addresses the particular experiences nonprofit employees had prior to their entry 
into the sector that may have influenced their career decision. What are the impacts of 
volunteering on nonprofit career awareness, and what are the implications for executive directors 
and volunteer managers in today's nonprofit organization? 
 
Problem to be addressed 
In 2010, nearly 13.7 million people were employed in the U.S. nonprofit workforce, with a 17 
percent increase in employment between 2000 and 2010, and paid wages of $587.7 billion 
(Blackwood, Roeger & Pettijohn, 2012). These numbers show that the nonprofit sector is the 
nation’s third-largest paid employer (Salamon, Sokolowski & Geller, 2012). However, with our 
workforce comprising such a large segment of America’s employed population, many individuals 
note that they were not aware of careers in the nonprofit sector until unintentionally exposed to 
them (Nemenoff, 2013). We have yet to examine the contributing factors to nonprofit career 
awareness. This research examines whether volunteering leads to careers in the nonprofit sector. 
Specifically, what are the impacts of early-life volunteering on nonprofit career awareness? 
 
Relation to knowledge in the field 
Today’s young adult has had a very different experience with engagement than their more 
“seasoned” peers. The push for increased engagement began in earnest in the 1980s, with the 
introduction of programs and offices like Campus Outreach Opportunity League, Campus 
Compact, the Office of National Service, and The Corporation for National and Community 
Service (Titlebaum, et al., 2004). Universities were encouraged to provide experiences to their 
students that increased participation in community service, service-learning and general civic 
engagement (Astin, Keup, & Lindholm, 2002). What has been the impact on the nonprofit 
workforce? 
 
The importance of volunteering extends beyond giving and continued engagement as individuals 
age; these experiences provide people with insight into the working world of nonprofit 
organizations, and give them valuable hands-on experience. Edwards, Mooney & Heald (2001) 
suggest that volunteers can be an outlet to train or evaluate future staff, without the resource 
commitment needed to hire someone who may not be an appropriate organizational fit. Similarly, 
volunteers are able to see how their skill sets and knowledge can contribute to a nonprofit’s 
service delivery. Research has confirmed that some volunteers do seek employment in the 
nonprofit sector after meaningful and successful volunteer experiences (Houston, 2006; Lee, 
2009). However, if students and young adults are to see their experience as an introduction to 
employment opportunities in the nonprofit sector, those experiences must be relevant and 
meaningful, and allow them to contribute to the overall organizational mission in some capacity.  
 
 
Methods 
This project is the second piece of a larger project utilizing an explanatory mixed-methods design. 
Initial quantitative research found volunteering to be a significant, yet slightly weak, predictor of 
nonprofit career awareness at a young age. However, respondents indicated the importance of 
volunteering in learning about careers in the nonprofit sector when answering several open-
ended items within the survey.  
 
The researcher will conduct semi-structured interviews with a sample of the survey respondents 
to determine how volunteering helped them understand the concept of “nonprofit careers”. 
Common themes will be identified and extrapolated, which will build our understanding of the 
relationship between volunteering and nonprofit career awareness. 
 
Contribution to the field 



The implications of this research will be to fill a significant gap in the nonprofit management 
literature. Although some scholarly work has been conducted to articulate nonprofit and public 
service motivation, none have outlined the points at which individuals learn about the nonprofit 
sector as a place of employment, and the process of their career decision-making. This research 
is appropriate for an international audience, in that understanding career paths in the nonprofit or 
NGO workforce is a universal need.  
 
This research will further define outcomes of volunteering, and will also provide nonprofit 
organizations, career counselors, and others with information to help better target recruiting 
efforts into the nonprofit workforce. These results show that volunteers are a natural recruitment 
pool for the next generation of the nonprofit workforce, and imply that both quality volunteer 
management and quality volunteer experiences are crucial in serving as an introduction to the 
professional work of the nonprofit sector. 
 
 


