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Abstract

:

For non-profit organizations relying on volunteers to operate, investigations into the motivations of volunteerism are critical to attract new volunteers and to support the current ones. This study looked at volunteerism in the not-for-profit project The SEED in Ontario, Canada, which is looking to address food insecurity through a new social enterprise project that will create value-added “upcycled” products from second-grade produce while offering training opportunities for youth facing barriers to employment. The aims of this paper were to explore why volunteers chose to offer their time to this project and to gauge the current volunteers’ interest in volunteering with the organization’s new “Upcycle Kitchen”. Thirty-seven volunteers responded to a self-administered survey. They reported altruism, self-development, and social life improvement as their main motivations for volunteering. The volunteers expressed enthusiasm toward the Upcycle Kitchen initiative, which seems to be attributable to the multidimensional, creative, and educational aspects of the project. Tackling food insecurity and reducing the environmental impact of food waste are values which would most likely influence the respondents’ willingness to volunteer in food upcycling activities. We believe that this study is a good model to learn about the many facets of volunteerism for social enterprises developing upcycling-based food projects.
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1. Introduction


While one in eight households in Canada struggle to put food on the table, over $49.5 billion worth of food is wasted annually along the Canadian food value chain, accounting for nearly one third of the food produced in Canada (Gooch et al. 2019). According to national estimates, 12% of Canadian households experienced some level of food insecurity in 2014 (Tarasuk et al. 2016). By gathering food that could have otherwise been wasted and redirecting it for human consumption, food rescue provides critical opportunities to concurrently address food insecurity and reduce food waste (Hecht and Neff 2019). Although food rescue may sometimes be regarded as being a temporary solution to food insecurity or waste (Mirosa et al. 2016; Reynolds et al. 2015), food rescue organizations still play an important role in connecting available food to those who need it (Hecht and Neff 2019; Hoyos and Angel-Urdinola 2019; Mirosa et al. 2016). Much of the food rescued by large organizations such as food banks and food pantries is shelf-stable (Chapnick et al. 2019). However, some of the most nutritious food, such as fruits and vegetables, is perishable and may require being rescued by smaller charitable organizations which then have to deal with the additional challenge of food expiry dates (Bierma et al. 2019; Mirosa et al. 2016). Food rescue may occur as second harvests on the farm, surplus produce at the grocery store, or leftover food from restaurants (Gooch et al. 2019; Mousa and Freeland-Graves 2017b; Sedlmeier et al. 2019). The rescued food may be distributed for free, sold at a reduced fee at social marketplaces, or upcycled into new products (Gooch et al. 2019; Sedlmeier et al. 2019). Current research in food insecurity is focused on the stability of these services and how to reduce stigma and improve the dignity for the clients which access these services (Bedore 2018; Booth et al. 2018; Gordon et al. 2018; McKay et al. 2018; Roy et al. 2017).



Upcycling, sometimes referred to as value-added processing, is a growing trend in the food industry, as the focus shifts towards more sustainable food alternatives (Bhatt et al. 2018; O’Donnell et al. 2015; ReFED 2016). To circumvent the losses due to food expiry dates, the usable life of donated foods can be extended through processing methods such as pickling, canning, freezing, or making soups, sauces or other value-added products (ReFED 2016). In some cases, rescued food may be visually undesirable, or cannot be directly consumed (Bhatt et al. 2018; Laufenberg et al. 2003). Rescued food could also be by-products from food processors (Laufenberg et al. 2003). This rescued food can be used as ingredients to create new products for human or animal consumption, or other strategies can be implemented that divert these organics from landfill (Laufenberg et al. 2003). These innovations range from biofuel to fruit juice, and many things in between (O’Donnell et al. 2015; ReFED 2016). There are several projects that aim to turn surplus and rescued food into marketable products (Hecht and Neff 2019; ReFED 2016). The branding and marketing of these products often focuses on the environmental impacts, such as reduced tonnage sent to landfill, reduced emissions, and reduced chemical inputs (O’Donnell et al. 2015; ReFED 2016; Reynolds et al. 2015).



Food rescue organizations may operate under either a charity or social enterprise model (Mirosa et al. 2016; Sedlmeier et al. 2019). Food rescue charitable organizations, which include food banks and food-sharing operations, acquire donated food and make it available to those in need (Nikkel et al. 2019; Riches 2018; Sedlmeier et al. 2019). In the food rescue space, social enterprises include community supermarkets or other food-related social initiatives which sell donated food at significantly reduced prices or use it in products that are sold as a profit (McKay et al. 2018; Sedlmeier et al. 2019). These business models differ from charities since they accumulate financial profits, which can then be funneled into additional services or mandates (Holweg and Lienbacher 2011; Staicu 2018). There is some evidence to suggest that a social enterprise model could provide additional stability to food insecurity organizations (Paget 2015; Popielarski and Cotugna 2010; Wills 2017), which are largely reliant on grants and donors. These important distinctions between charity and social enterprise models may influence volunteer experiences as well as their perceptions of the value of the projects they are supporting (Zappalà 2001).



Food service organizations are one of the main sites of volunteerism reported by volunteers in Canada (Sinha 2015). The centrality of volunteerism to many social enterprise models suggests that volunteer recruitment and retention are likely a key aspect of commercial viability (Wills 2017). In a qualitative study regarding the challenges of the non-profit and voluntary organizations in Canada, participants reported having experienced a decline in the number of volunteers with direct impact on their delivery of programs and services (Hall et al. 2003). Other common challenges faced by food rescue businesses include low staff motivation and high volunteer turnovers, which can lead to substantial investment of time in training and re-creating relationships (Hecht and Neff 2019; Otten et al. 2018). Therefore, investigations into the motivations of volunteerism in both non-profit organizations and social enterprises are critical to attract new volunteers and to support the current ones (Hibbert et al. 2003; Mirosa et al. 2016).



This study looked at volunteerism in a community food project which addresses food insecurity in Ontario, Canada. The SEED is a not-for-profit food project at the Guelph Community Health Centre that was established in 2015. As is increasingly common with organizations working in this sector, The SEED combines non-profit and social enterprise models in its initiatives in order to diversify its funding sources and cross-subsidize projects with different funding models. They work to increase physical and financial access to nutritious foods to community members by hosting sliding-scale priced community food markets, selling discounted bulk vegetable boxes, leading food literacy projects, distributing food to emergency food providers, and teaching farming skills to local youths. Volunteers with The SEED participate in fundraisers which sell pre-packaged soup mixes, assist at the market or farm, and help run food nutrition programs. Using the social enterprise model, The SEED’s newest project is looking to address food insecurity by using food that would have otherwise gone to waste to create value-added “upcycled” products, while offering training opportunities for youth facing barriers to employment. By recovering and revalorizing food that would have otherwise been wasted, the Upcycle Kitchen aims to reduce the stigma associated with consuming surplus food, prevent the environmental harm caused by the disposal of avoidable food waste, and address social goals of improving income security for underemployed youth.



The focus of this paper was to explore why volunteers chose to offer their time to the SEED. More precisely, this research aimed to (1) evaluate the recruitment and retention of volunteers in the organization; (2) explore the motivations and benefits of volunteering for the volunteers who became involved with the project in the first place; and (3) gauge the current volunteers’ interests in the new Upcycle Kitchen project, which will be launched in the near future. The survey results will have the dual impact of providing an inventory for The SEED to assess their volunteering needs and current levels of volunteer satisfaction, as well as fostering an understanding of volunteer recruitment needs for future social enterprises focusing on food rescue.



We expect that more social enterprises focusing on upcycling-based food projects will be created in the near future (ReFED 2016) and we believe that this study is a good model to learn about the many facets of volunteerism in such organizations. Because of the small scale of the project, The SEED depends heavily on volunteers to maintain their core operations. Considering the multidimensional nature of the project, it is important to understand the motivations of the volunteers as it would help define which value proposition should be featured through recruitment efforts. Compared with the more traditional charity model of volunteerism, very little is known about the perceptions of the project values volunteers in social enterprises are supporting. Understanding such perceptions is a key aspect for recruitment and retention.



Overview of the Literature on Social Enterprises and Volunteering


Recently, there has been an increase in the development and recognition of social enterprises as models for addressing social issues in North America (Bacq and Janssen 2011). This increase may be due to an increasing trend of promoting social goals and the social responsibility of individuals and businesses (Dees 1998; Hoyos and Angel-Urdinola 2019). Some social enterprises provide personal care services, involve arts and creativity to support individuals, address employment issues through work integration, or focus on community development (Roy et al. 2014). In recent years, several social enterprises have shifted towards addressing the marginalization of individuals who experience barriers to full social participation and are working to reduce stigma directed towards this demographic (Lysaght et al. 2012). These social enterprises may aim to help by providing meaningful work, creating a safe and supportive environment, cultivating knowledge and skills, expanding social networks, and building trust and cooperation (Roy et al. 2017). In addition, they may also act by increasing access to information and working to improve public awareness and understanding of social issues (Roy et al. 2017).



The definition of social enterprise continues to be debated. Some describe social enterprises as socially responsible commercial businesses with cross-sector partnerships (Sagawa and Segal 2000), while others portray them as ways to alleviate social problems and initiate social change (Alvord et al. 2004). A social entrepreneurship could be classified as a not-for-profit organization with unconventional funding strategies or systems to create social value (Austin et al. 2003). In the province of Ontario, Canada, the government defines a social enterprise as “an organization that uses business strategies to maximize its social or environmental impact” (Government of Ontario 2013). This new terminology is important since it suggests blurring the boundaries between businesses and not-for-profit ventures.



In the context of this study, we are also interested in the sustainability of the food system from the viewpoint of food-insecure individuals. The social enterprise components of these organizations aim to make food charity programs more economically sustainable and may help to develop relationships and partnerships with other organizations (Luke and Chu 2013). Innovative solutions provided by social enterprise organizations can reduce the pressure on emergency food agencies and relieve some of the demand for their services (Popielarski and Cotugna 2010). The mandate of food-related social enterprises may be to raise awareness, provide training and employment, or offer services or food at discounted prices to participants from marginalized communities (Bedore 2018; Berno 2017; Dennis et al. 2017; Evans et al. 2012). Some examples of social enterprises addressing food insecurity internationally include community supermarkets (Hustinx and de Waele 2015; Paget 2015), urban agriculture initiatives (Berno 2017; Dimitri et al. 2016), and food rescue operations (Mirosa et al. 2016; Nikkel et al. 2019).



Over the last two decades, a rich body of literature on volunteerism has emerged, either focusing on the characterization and recruitment of volunteers or the motivations and benefits of volunteering (Brewis et al. 2010; Bussell and Forbes 2006; Demir et al. 2019; Wilson 2012). Among others, the Volunteer Functions Inventory developed by Clary et al. (1992, 1998) has been widely used to describe the motivations of volunteers (Mousa and Freeland-Graves 2017a; Demir et al. 2019; Wu et al. 2009). This survey instrument considers six potential motivations for volunteering: values (altruism), understanding (learning new skills), social (developing relationships), career (career benefits obtained by volunteering), protective (to protect the ego or dispel negative feelings), and enhancement (personal growth and self-esteem). Drawing on Clary et al.’s (1998) functional approach, a previous study indicated that the volunteers from food redistribution organizations such as food pantries and churches were highly motivated by feelings of altruism and opportunities for career and social life improvement (Mousa and Freeland-Graves 2017a).



Zappalà (2001) suggests a number of differences between a more traditional charity model and a social enterprise model of volunteering, based on observations from Australia. This typology suggests that charity volunteers are usually middle-aged or older women who are not employed and have fewer skills. Their main motivation for volunteering is altruism, and their loyalty to the organization is important. These volunteers tend to work on specialized tasks on site and may be seen as less skilled than employed staff in the organization. In contrast, social enterprise volunteers are hypothesized to be young, highly skilled, and employed full-time. They may have skills and experience that surpass those of the organization’s paid staff. They value altruism, but also seek personal or corporate gains (on behalf of their employers). They are described as fixed-term volunteers whose on-going commitment to the organization is less important than traditional volunteers. If these distinctions between types of volunteers exist in the Canadian context, they will have implications for volunteer recruitment, training, management, and recognition (Warburton et al. 2004). It has also been posited that changes in funding models have led to a shift toward more professionalization of volunteers and a reduced need for charity model volunteers more broadly (Warburton et al. 2004). Such shifts would similarly require changes in volunteer engagement and management.



Reynolds et al. (2015) note that food rescue is an under-studied phenomenon, particularly in terms of its commercial viability. Little work has been published on the experiences of volunteers in social enterprise projects, particularly in food rescue organizations (see Hibbert et al. 2003; Mirosa et al. 2016 for exceptions). More needs to be understood about the experiences, values, and personal skills of potential volunteers if social enterprise organizations are to successfully recruit and retain individuals for their food-upcycling activities, in particular. We argue that such research is much needed, as it would address a research gap regarding the experiences of volunteers in social enterprise projects which address food insecurity and social dignity.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Data Collection


A confidential self-administered survey questionnaire including multiple-choice and open-ended questions was disseminated to all former and current volunteers of The SEED by the project’s Volunteer Coordinator. The volunteers were given 10 days (17–26 April 2019) to respond to the survey, and as an added incentive, were given the option to enter in a random draw to win a $20 gift certificate. A total of 37 volunteers (aged 18+) participated in the study. The survey was circulated to approximately 100 volunteers (all current and former volunteers of The SEED), suggesting our response rate was ~37%. Approval for this study was granted by the Research Ethics Board of the University of Guelph (REB #19-03-005).




2.2. Survey Questionnaire


The survey questionnaire (Supplementary file 1) consisted of four sections. The first section contained questions about the volunteers’ level of involvement with the project (status, frequency, and duration of volunteer activities), mode of recruitment, and occupational status. The questions were designed to capture demographic data without being specific enough to identify individuals. The second section included questions assessing personal motivations for volunteering. The overarching motivations assessed in this study were based on the Volunteer Functions Inventory developed by Clary et al. (1998) and results from Mousa and Freeland-Graves (2017a). The third section included questions assessing volunteers’ perception of the proposed “Upcycle Kitchen” project and self-reported personal skills that volunteers could bring to the project. The fourth and final section assessed the perceived benefits of the volunteering experience and gathered recommendations for The SEED to improve the volunteering experience. The third and fourth sections were designed in collaboration with the project’s coordinator to capture elements deemed valuable for volunteer recruitment and retention.



A three-point Likert scale (most important, somewhat important, not important) was used to assess the motivations of volunteers and willingness to participate in the new project. All other questions were multiple-choice items. Open-ended questions were included in all four sections, which prompted respondents to elaborate their motivations, their opinion about the Upcycle Kitchen, or any opinions that were not captured by the multiple-choice questions (Vecina and Marzana 2019).




2.3. Analyses


Data were analyzed using the R software (R Core Team 2016). R × c contingency tables were used to assess differences between motivations of volunteers and independent variables (status, frequency, and duration of involvement; occupational status; skills improvement) and analyzed with Fisher’s exact test followed by pairwise comparisons, when appropriate. Findings were considered significant when p < 0.05. Additional comparisons were made between (a) occupational status and duration of involvement, recruitment strategy, and skills improvement; (b) frequency of involvement and skills improvement; and (c) duration of involvement and skills improvement. Answers to open-ended questions were thematically coded according to the concepts described in the literature review above (including Brewis et al. 2010; Clary et al. 1992; 1998; Hibbert et al. 2003).





3. Results


3.1. Profile and Recruitment of Volunteers


Table 1 shows the characteristics and volunteering profile of the respondents. The volunteers learned about volunteering opportunities with The SEED through many modes: mostly from friends or family members who were already involved, through partnership with other organizations, or through the project’s website or social media. Most participants were college or university students or were currently holding a position of employment. Almost two-thirds of the participants were volunteering regularly at the time of survey completion, most of them on a weekly basis. More than two-thirds of the participants had been volunteering with the project for more than six months. Students were mostly short-term volunteers, but the length of involvement did not significantly differ between the different volunteers’ occupational status.




3.2. Motivations of Volunteers


When participants were asked about their personal motives for volunteering with the project, the main motivations reported were altruism, self-development, and social life improvement (Figure 1). The options available to select were



	(1)

	
Altruism: I wish to give my time to help other members of my community;




	(2)

	
Self-development: Volunteering is a good way to learn through direct hands-on experience and develop my skills;




	(3)

	
Social life: Volunteering benefits my social life (e.g., by meeting new people, being with my friends);




	(4)

	
Career improvement: Volunteering can improve my career (e.g., get experience, make new contacts, improve my resume);




	(5)

	
Escapism: Volunteering is a good escape from my problems;




	(6)

	
Extrinsic rewards: I’m volunteering to fulfill obligation through school, a service requirement or to increase my chance to gain an award, certificate, scholarship or accreditation.







Personal motives tended to vary according to the volunteers’ occupational status (Figure 1b,c) and were significantly different between workers and students (grouped together) and retirees (two-sided Fisher test; p = 0.0351). Career improvement was also an important motive for both students and paid workers, who accounted for two-thirds of the participants. Only three respondents flagged extrinsic rewards as a motive to volunteer; all of them were students. No difference in the volunteers’ personal motives was detected in relation to the length of involvement with the project. In addition to the six overarching motivations stated in the survey, twenty-two respondents provided other motives to start their involvement with The SEED. These have been grouped into five additional constructs:




	
Personal beliefs in the cause and shared values with the project (n = 7)



	
A strong interest in food policy and/or combatting food insecurity (n = 5)



	
Recognizing food insecurity as a major societal issue (n = 2)



	
Good fit for the volunteers’ lifestyle (n = 1)



	
Having personally observed food insecurity (n = 1)









3.3. Benefits for the Volunteers


Almost two-thirds of the respondents reported that their interpersonal skills increased following their involvement with the project. When asked to provide an explanation to their response, some volunteers provided comments about the skills they felt have improved. These skills were related to:




	
Teamwork and collaboration (n = 5)



	
Communication (n = 4)



	
Self-confidence (n = 3)



	
Socialization (n = 3)



	
Open-mindedness (n = 3)



	
Awareness towards food insecurity issues (n = 2)



	
Experience working with the public (n = 2)



	
Leadership (n = 1)



	
Organization and time management (n = 1)








Numbers in parentheses correspond to the number of times each skill was reported, as coded from open-ended questions. Respondents further elaborated on the value of interpersonal skill development in the open-ended questions on the survey:


“Interpersonal skills are something that you constantly are working on and improving. Volunteering with The SEED helped especially with communication as you had to explain what the company was doing many times.”






“My personal life and work life do not require a lot of collaboration. Volunteering with The SEED has been a good supplement to developing many skills related with working with other people to accomplish a common goal.”






“I needed to get back into the community and talk with people. Volunteering has helped me to become better socialized after a period of isolation.”







When compared among the different occupational groups, significantly fewer retirees reported an improvement in their skills (one-sided Fisher test; p = 0.0338). Not being in a leadership position, past roles in other volunteering activities, and pre-existent strong interpersonal skills were provided as explanations when no increase of interpersonal skills was reported.




3.4. Interest of the Volunteers in a Future Project Related to Upcycled Food Products


Most respondents (25/37) reported that they were inclined to volunteer in the described Upcycle Kitchen activities. Explanations reported for this willingness included environmental consciousness, having experience working in a kitchen or with other food recovery organizations, enjoying the creativity and the novelty of the project, enjoying cooking, and a desire to educate the community about food waste and food insecurity issues. Comments included the following:


“I think that is a fantastic way to help educate people on how to get the most value out of their food. Additionally, preservation methods can be pretty cheap and affordable, and extend the life of a lot of our food.”






“I see food waste as being a major problem within the community and would like to assist in ensuring that more of the food we produce is being consumed. If this can be done in a way that also enhances the livelihoods of youth then I am even more on board. I also love to cook and have some experience in canning, so the program fits my interests.”






“I have a history of working in a kitchen, and enjoy taking a ‘rescue’ vegetable home and seeing what can be done with it. I would enjoy the creative element of the upcycle kitchen to see what can be salvaged from donated produce, and how many recipes could be involved. Teamwork to enhance that creativity, and to show others who are less familiar with kitchen skills how to maximize a food item’s value, could be a self-confidence boost as well as an important collaboration to strengthen the work of the program.”







Neutral (maybe, don’t know) and negative responses regarding respondents’ willingness to volunteer with the Upcycle Kitchen were related to challenges regarding availability, working in a standing position for long periods of time, and not living in the local area anymore. One respondent reported not being convinced with the benefits resulting from this project to the community. This volunteer explained that they were “not yet convinced how [the project] will be done in a way that benefits the Community and isn’t just a way for business to get rid of food waste”.



Tackling food insecurity and reducing the environmental impact of food waste were the values that were the most commonly reported as influencing the respondents’ willingness to volunteer in the Upcycle Kitchen activities (Figure 2). Reducing the stigma associated with the consumption of surplus food and creating employment and training opportunities for youth facing barriers to employment were also reported as influencing factors for more than half of the respondents. The latter was more frequently reported by students and paid workers than by retirees, although no significant difference was detected between the influencing factors and the respondents’ occupational status. The numerous skills and previous experience of respondents that might be useful to the Upcycle Kitchen project are reported in Table 2.




3.5. Retention of Volunteers


Overall, the respondents reported a positive volunteering experience with the project, which was mainly attributed to the success of The SEED in showing appreciation. Some of the recommendations provided by the respondents for the project to improve the volunteering experience include providing volunteering training opportunities, giving volunteers more responsibilities and leadership opportunities, and updating the volunteers on the impact of the events, programs, and activities led by The SEED.





4. Discussion


Our results are consistent with those of several studies reporting that volunteers are motivated to become involved primarily for altruistic reasons (Ahn et al. 2011; Bang and Ross 2009; Brewis et al. 2010; Mousa and Freeland-Graves 2017a). In their Volunteer Functions Inventory, Clary et al. (1992) described altruism as a values function which allows the volunteers to act on profoundly held beliefs about the importance of helping others. By volunteering, people can therefore gain satisfaction by expressing their altruistic values in a way that is meaningful to them. Similarly to our study, Mousa and Freeland-Graves (2017a) found that the most prevalent motivator for volunteers in food rescue nutrition was altruism. Giving time for a project that is “in line with [their] values and beliefs” was particularly important for many respondents in the current study. Self-development was the second most important motivation reported. Such a desire to develop personal skills or to learn for the sake of learning has more than once been reported as an important motivation for volunteers, particularly students (Brewis et al. 2010). The combination of a relatively young volunteer group, its interest in self-development in addition to altruistic motives for volunteering, and the skill profile of survey respondents suggest that volunteers at The SEED are similar to Zappalà’s (2001) typification of social enterprise volunteers. This profile of volunteers highlights the importance of using the skills that volunteers bring to the organization, as well as providing opportunities for them to develop their skills further.



The social aspect of volunteerism was also an important motivator for many volunteers. Volunteering can improve one’s social life by providing opportunities to meet new people and form new friendships, to spend more time with one’s friends or family, and to develop relationships with staff and other volunteers (Clary et al. 1992; Dennis et al. 2017; Hibbert et al. 2003; Mousa and Freeland-Graves 2017a). Volunteering can also help maintain good mental health and foster a greater sense of community, especially within the elderly population (Warburton and Winterton 2017). Past research has shown that good relationships with other volunteers and staff were correlated with greater satisfaction of volunteer work (Yanagisawa and Sakakibara 2008). Mirosa et al.’s (2016) study of volunteers in a food rescue social enterprise in New Zealand also highlighted the value of social benefits (alongside altruistic emotional benefits) for volunteers. Moreover, Munoz et al. (2015) note that the combination of a work-like environment with social activities (“the hybrid social-economic space”) may be a feature of social enterprise contexts that enhances the well-being of volunteers.



Unsurprisingly, career motivation was stronger for students and paid workers, and reported as “not important” by more than half of the retirees. This is in agreement with other studies that reported career concerns to be more important to younger volunteers (Clary et al. 1992). Further volunteering motives often cited in the literature include personal interests, having a leisure experience, religious beliefs, and emotional needs (Brewis et al. 2010; Dennis et al. 2017; Yeung 2004). Additionally, our research found that some volunteers may have personally observed food insecurity, which may also act as a motivator to get involved. Only one respondent specifically mentioned having “observed food security [issues] within the community, on the ground”, but it should be noted that this motivator was not explicitly included in the six main motivations prompted in the present study and could be a key source of altruistic feelings for people volunteering in this sector.



Most participants reported benefits to themselves in the form of an increase in personal skills through working with The SEED. It should be noted that this effect was especially important for students or people currently employed and less so for retirees. Similarly, Brewis et al. (2010) found that recent graduates under 30 years of age are more inclined to recognize the benefits of volunteering on the development of their interpersonal skills compared with their older counterparts. In a former study, students have reported the greatest impacts of volunteering on their communication skills, willingness to try new things, confidence, and teamwork (Brewis et al. 2010).



One of the main goals of this study was to gauge interest of the current volunteers in a future project related to upcycled food products. Overall, the volunteers showed great enthusiasm toward such an initiative. Those who were not interested in volunteering with the Upcycle Kitchen mostly expressed concerns about their availability or capability to support the initiative. However, one respondent was concerned that the Upcycle Kitchen may serve as a way for businesses to rid themselves of their food waste, rather than provide community benefits. This concern is shared by others writing about the intersection of food rescue and food insecurity (e.g., Riches 2018). The Upcycle Kitchen presents an innovative approach to addressing community goals of reducing food insecurity, employment generation, and reduced stigma while also addressing businesses’ (and societal) aims of managing and reducing food waste. The communication of these synergies may be a key task for The SEED as they launch this initiative. This volunteer’s feedback therefore provides important information about potential community concerns about the Upcycle Kitchen, and also speaks to the importance of the alignment of values and purpose between a volunteer and the host organization. The feedback of this concerned respondent emphasizes the importance of incorporating volunteer voice, which is defined as the opportunity to provide input and feedback during the decision-making processes (de Cremer et al. 2008). Volunteers without voice may experience feelings of despair, and they may feel that the organization is unfair (Bane 1999). A lack of voice may also lead to volunteers deciding to quit their involvement with the organization (Allen and Mueller 2013).



Among the four main values guiding the Upcycle Kitchen project (Figure 2), tackling food insecurity and reducing the environmental impact of food waste were reported as the most likely to influence the volunteers’ willingness to get involved. When considering the recruitment efforts, focusing on these two values in communications materials may increase volunteer recruitment knowing that both values are likely to have deeper meanings to prospective volunteers. The conservation of resources theory suggests that people will strive to build and protect what they value (Hobfoll 1989) and the converse holds true: a volunteer will not be encouraged to participate in an activity that they do not value. Therefore, The SEED would benefit from integrating messages about tackling food insecurity and reducing environmental impacts when using targeted recruitment strategies for volunteers in upcycling-based food projects. Interestingly, Mirosa et al. (2016) note that environmental outcomes were not discussed by most stakeholders they interviewed about food rescue activities; we had prompted respondents on this issue in our survey, which may have influenced their acknowledgement of the environmental outcomes associated with food rescue. The other purposes of the Upcycle Kitchen project, which are to create employment and training opportunities for youth facing barriers to employment and to reduce the stigma associated to the consumption of surplus food, also resonated with more than half of the respondents and, therefore, should not be excluded from the conversation. The resonance of all four messages with volunteers suggests that the Upcycle Kitchen will be successful in recruiting skilled volunteers to join this project.



In a report from Community Literacy of Ontario (2005), 89% of surveyed volunteers mentioned they felt their agencies were making the most of the skills they had to offer and thought their skills were being used well. Several volunteers, however, identified specific skills (e.g., human resources and teaching) that, in their opinion, could be better used. In order for organizations and agencies to most effectively utilize their volunteers, they must have an overview of the unique and distinctive skill sets of their volunteers. Our study highlighted the broad sets of transferable skills of the individuals volunteering in a food community project that could be useful for integration in the proposed Upcycle Kitchen. Indeed, most of the survey respondents had skills critical to a food preparation and serving environment such as cooking skills, leadership skills or customer service experience. Brayley et al. (2013) have suggested that older volunteers and retirees may be compelled to volunteer by a desire to continue using their accumulated vocational skills. The desire to use accumulated skills may explain why such a high proportion of the surveyed volunteers in a food-related project reported skills which relate to food preparation. Creating an inventory of skills within the volunteer pool is an important step in preparing for new projects, and for recognizing volunteers’ skills and interests. This is of particular interest to social enterprises that are thinking of expanding their activities as their current volunteers most likely have a good set of transferable skills applicable to the organization’s future endeavors. In a study of elderly volunteers, a common reason for quitting related to feelings of not being able to help as much as they thought they could (Morrow-Howell and Mui 2008). These feelings could be mitigated if the volunteers were given tasks suitable to their skills and abilities, and if the goals and outcomes of the program are clearly communicated. As highlighted by the Corporation for National & Community Service (2012), skills-based volunteering refers to “leveraging the specialized skills and talents of individuals to strengthen the infrastructure of non-profits, helping them build and sustain their capacity to successfully achieve their missions.”



In our study, volunteers reported feeling appreciated for the work they are doing with The SEED, which will likely play a positive role in the retention of the volunteers. For example, one volunteer explained that they felt appreciated through The SEED’s current tactics of potluck/meal invitations and thank-you cards. Similarly, other studies have found that volunteers who felt needed and appreciated for their work were more likely to continue volunteering (Bang and Ross 2009; Clary et al. 1992; Phillips and Phillips 2010). Administrators within these organizations would benefit from focusing on volunteers’ internal motivations and providing them small non-monetary rewards to retain their volunteers (Phillips and Phillips 2010). By appreciating volunteers’ work, administrators will also satisfy the volunteers’ need for recognition. Gabbey (2017) suggested tailoring recognition to each volunteer by having them fill out a sheet of all their favorites (i.e., coffee/tea, sports teams, etc.). Then, when it comes time to give recognition to that particular volunteer, the organization can check their sheet and give them something that they would enjoy (Gabbey 2017). However, one study found that promised recognition to volunteers did little to increase the hours donated by volunteers (Fisher and Ackerman 1998). Instead, hours donated by volunteers increased when the volunteer felt their contribution was needed and had little to do with promised recognition (Fisher and Ackerman 1998). Regardless, volunteers are more likely to volunteer more hours when they feel needed, wanted and recognized.



As with any study, the limitations must be acknowledged. Due to a lower than desired response rate, which was similar to that reported in other internal surveys (Anseel et al. 2010), the focus on a small not-for-profit project meant our population size was less than 40 people. Conducting a study on volunteer motivations in such a small population size prevents generalizations to other organizations. At least one other study exploring volunteerism in food rescue enterprises surveyed a similar number of respondents (Mirosa et al. 2016). We note Bang and Ross’s (2009) argument that replication in independent samples provides more evidence than multiple statistics. Despite the small sample size of this research, our conclusions are consistent with many of the findings of other studies of volunteerism (Bang and Ross 2009; Clary et al. 1992; Phillips and Phillips 2010). We believe this paper provides a step towards the understanding of the interests and main values likely to attract volunteers in upcycling-based food projects. This information has value for future researchers, and also for small organizations looking to develop similar projects. Further research on volunteers’ interests and main values should be conducted with larger volunteer populations, especially across multiple small organizations.



We note that our study was conducted in a university city with a volunteer population that contains many students. This may have influenced respondents’ perceptions of the value of tackling food insecurity and reducing further environmental impact of food waste since these topics are taught throughout many degree programs at the local university.




5. Conclusions and Implications


This study investigated volunteers’ motivations and perceptions of their work within a food project addressing food insecurity issues in Guelph, Ontario. Food security is a complex issue in high-income countries, and other researchers have pointed to the potential for the incorporation of rescued foods into service provision to lead to a loss of dignity for service users (Caraher and Furey 2017). Thus, the expansion of The SEED’s initiatives into the Upcycle Kitchen represents an important moment in their evolution in terms of mission clarity and communication with key stakeholders, including volunteers. Our survey indicates that The SEED’s volunteers have a clear sense of the missions guiding this project, and that they are motivated by both the core values of The SEED, as well as their own altruism. Volunteers expressed support for the Upcycle Kitchen, but one respondent was concerned about the intersection of using businesses’ wasted food in food insecurity initiatives. This finding indicates that the complexity of using rescued food in food insecurity programming is not just a theoretical or academic concern but is also an important moral issue for those participating in such programs as volunteers. A practical implication of this finding is the importance of on-going dialogue with volunteers about an organization’s initiatives, values, and procedures as new initiatives come on board. Such communications can help to ensure continuing alignment between organizational and individual values, as well as create opportunities for volunteer voice.



Our results suggest that some volunteers working with The SEED are similar to traditional volunteers associated with non-profit or charitable sectors, but that many resemble a new type of social enterprise volunteer (e.g., young, skilled volunteers interested in self-development). As more social service and food programming projects transition to social enterprise models, these distinctions become more important for managerial staff as they consider volunteer recruitment, deployment, and retention. Theoretically, this finding suggests that “the hybrid social-economic space” (Munoz et al. 2015) of social enterprises may offer something distinctive to both service users and volunteers. We recommend further studies of such spaces from the perspective of multiple stakeholders involved in the operations of social enterprises.



Finally, this study reinforces the practical importance of volunteer appreciation as an organizational function. Since skill usage and skill development are important considerations for volunteers, volunteer-based organizations may choose to have a short interview process or host a skills survey such as outlined in this study to determine the skills and motivations of volunteers in order to match their skills and experience to a job or task that will be meaningful and purposeful. Regularly expressing appreciation for the time and care that volunteers contribute to a project can help them to see the contribution that they are making to the values-based initiatives that they have chosen to support and may also encourage them to continue to volunteer their energies.
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Figure 1. Volunteers’ personal motivations to get involved with a not-for-profit food project addressing food insecurity issues, according to the respondent’s occupational status: (a) all respondents (n = 37); (b) retirees (n = 9); (c) students and paid workers (n = 22). Personal motives varied significantly between retirees and those who are either paid workers or students (grouped together) (two-sided Fisher test; p = 0.0351). 
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Figure 2. Values reported as the most likely to influence volunteer’s willingness to get involved in a new project aiming to process rescued food in value-added products to generate income for food insecure community members for all respondents, (n = 37), students and paid workers (n = 22), and retirees (n = 9). 
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Table 1. Characteristics and profile of the volunteers (n = 37) involved in a not-for-profit food project addressing food insecurity issues in Ontario, Canada.
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	Variables
	Number of Respondents n (%)





	Main occupation
	



	 College or university student
	12 (32.4)



	 Employed for wages or self-employed
	10 (27.0)



	 Retired
	9 (24.3)



	 Out of work
	2 (5.4)



	 Family caregiver or homemaker
	1 (2.7)



	 High school student
	0 (0.0)



	 Other
	3 (8.1)



	Involvement status
	



	 Current volunteer/regular basis
	21 (56.7)



	 Current volunteer/intermittent events
	11 (29.7)



	 Former volunteer
	5 (13.5)



	Duration of involvement
	



	 More than one year
	13 (35.1)



	 Six months to one year
	14 (37.8)



	 Less than 6 months
	10 (27.0)



	Frequency of volunteering activities
	



	 Once per week
	20 (54.1)



	 Once or twice per month
	6 (16.2)



	 Less than once per month
	11 (29.7)



	Mode of recruitment
	



	 Family of friends involved with The SEED
	12 (32.4)



	 Website or social media
	9 (24.3)



	 Through partnership with another organization
	12 (32.4)



	 Customer or recipient of the services offered by The SEED
	3 (8.1)



	 Flyers/info pamphlets
	1 (2.7)
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Table 2. Self-reported personal skills and experiences of the volunteers (n = 37) that are considered useful in upcycling-based food projects and other food recovery programs.
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	Personal Skill and Experiences
	Number of Respondents n (%)





	Enjoying working with the public
	33 (89.2)



	Ability to cook
	32 (86.5)



	Good planning and time management skills
	30 (81.1)



	Experience working in customer service
	30 (81.1)



	Experience in employee training
	27 (73.0)



	Enjoying working on their feet and staying active
	27 (73.0)



	Strong leadership skills
	24 (64.9)



	Have, or have had, a first aid certification
	19 (51.4)



	Experience working in an industrial or commercial kitchen
	18 (48.6)



	Have, or have had, a Safe Food Handler’s certificate
	18 (48.6)



	Experience driving a truck
	6 (16.2)
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