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1. Introduction

As scientists involved in biodiversity monitoring have pointed out, demands for data on flora 

and fauna are escalating “not only in the wake of international environmental agreements but 

out  of  concern  to  understand  the  impact  of  planning  and  development  on  the  natural 

environment” (PAMEB 2003). The race is on to develop time and cost-effective inventory 

methods  and  techniques  to  assess  the  abundance,  distribution  and  conservation  status  of 

species and habitat  types  (Danielsen et  al.  2005) in Europe and other parts  of  the globe, 

creating demands that far outstrip the capacity of professional scientists.

Large numbers of volunteer naturalists are required if the aspirations of policy makers and 

scientists are to be even partially met.  Should sufficient professionals exist  to cover large 

geographical  areas in high enough numbers  during peak monitoring periods, the financial 

costs would be prohibitive. For example, in the United Kingdom Battersby and Greenwood 

(2004:19) estimate the input of volunteering to bird monitoring as “well over 90% of the total 

effort going into it, probably 95-98%. … if volunteers had to be paid, the work would cost 10, 

20 or 40 times as much”.  Volunteer monitor’s also contribute to the cost of professionals 

employed by nature-based organisations through subscriptions and donations and represent a 

core  of  citizens  who  are  committed  to  contributing  to  conservation  and  management  of 

wildlife and countryside.

The urgency of the current situation regarding biological monitoring was a stimulus to include 

research into volunteer monitoring within the overall scope of the EuMon project. This report 

represents one outcome of that decision. It is based on the qualitative, ethnographic research 

element of a social scientific investigation into nature based monitoring organisations that 

rely on the services of volunteers to collect records and assist with surveys. We refer to these 

organisations as participatory monitoring networks (PMNs), a broad term that includes a host 

of  very  different  arrangements  and  involves  collaboration  between  a  range  of  ‘nature 

specialists’, both professional and amateur. Although they are all self contained institutions 

we describe them as networks because of the way that information – in the form of raw or 

processed biological records – circulates internally between individuals and groups as well as 

being channelled to partner organisations.
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PMNs are complex social formations. Their success or failure depends on a variety of social 

interactions shaped by cultural and historical elements that vary from region to region, or 

country to country. Thus in order to comprehend fully the underlying factors that enable, or 

disable, PMNs and assist their volunteers to contribute to the efficiency of bio-monitoring 

programmes it is necessary to understand their ‘inner workings’. 

1.1 Participatory Monitoring Networks

The  research  discussed  in  this  report  focuses  on  nine  institutions  consisting  wholly  or 

partially of volunteers who gather data used for monitoring aspects of biodiversity in and 

across  EU  member  states.  We  refer  to  these  organisations  as  Participatory  Monitoring 

Networks (PMNs). 

We chose the nine institutions from among the organisations that returned questionnaires to 

Phase  1  of  our  research  programme.  The  first  phase  involved  the  distribution  of  a 

questionnaire  to  biodiversity  monitoring  organisations  across  Europe  that  were  identified 

(primarily through the internet and other sources) as either known to include volunteers or 

potentially likely to include them. In all, completed questionnaires were received from 291 

organisations1, 261 (91%) of which use volunteers. 

Our nine examples display the high degree of diversity typical of PMNs in Europe, but our 

choice  was  also  influenced  by  linguistic  and  geographical  accessibility  to  the  EuMon 

researchers and the expressed willingness of organisers and members to take part in a study. 

The four organisations we subjected to the most detailed investigation are all dedicated to 

birds  because  we  reasoned that  a  common  focus  on  ornithology would  facilitates  cross-

cultural comparison by screening out an additional variable associated with taxonomic group. 

Our choice also reflects the fact that birds are among the most popular species for study by 

amateur  naturalists  in  Europe,  as  suggested  by  Phase  1  data.  Of  the  remaining  five 

organisations, subjected to a less intensive form of ethnographic research, only one - the UK 

Phenology Network - is not dedicated to a single taxonomic group. All nine organisations 

were studied using qualitative methods. Five were treated as rapid assessments, meaning they 

1 This  figure  represents  10% of the number  of  questionnaires  sent  out  to  organisations.  However, 

several  questionnaires  were  returned  by  umbrella  organisations  representing  up  to  30  further 

organisations. Nine per cent of the total number of organisations contacted filled in the questionnaire 

even though they did not use volunteers. Others replied stating that they did not use volunteers but 

without filling in the questionnaire.
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were subject to fewer days of participant observation, interviews and focus groups (Harris 

1997; see Appendix A).

Figure 1:   Organisations Studied
Organisation Acronym Country Taxa Method
Akcja  Carpatica; 

Operation Carpatica

_ Poland Birds In depth

Društvo  za  opazovanje 

in  proučevanje  ptic 

Slovenije;  Birdwatching 

and  Bird  Study 

Association of Slovenia

DOPPS Slovenia Birds In depth

Lietuvos  ornitologu 

draugija;  Lithuanian 

Ornithological Society

LOD Lithuania Birds In depth

Northumberland  and 

Tyneside Bird Club

NTBC UK Birds In depth

Stowarzyszenie  dla 

Natury  "WILK"; 

Association  for  Nature 

“WOLF”

AfN WOLF Poland Mammals 

(large 

carnivores)

Rapid Appraisal

British  Trust  for 

Ornithology

BTO UK Birds Rapid Appraisal

Dansk  Ornitologisk 

Forening;  Danish 

Ornithological Society

DOF Denmark Birds Rapid Appraisal

Tethys  Research 

Institute 

Tethys Italy Cetaceans Rapid Appraisal

UK Phenology Network UKPN UK Varied Rapid Appraisal
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2. Research methods

Qualitative methods employed in the study were:

• Participant observation recorded via field notes contained in an ethnographic diary 

(DeWalt and DeWalt 2002; Emerson et al. 1995). Each diary was written in English.

• Semi-structured recorded interviews (DeWalt and DeWalt  2002) which were fully 

transcribed. Summaries were made of interviews not conducted in English with full 

translation of the most relevant sections.

• Focus groups that were fully transcribed. Summaries were made of focus groups not 

conducted in English with full translation of the most relevant sections.

• Grey literature and websites were consulted and analysed.

• Analysis  of organisations was carried out in relation to wider social,  political and 

cultural contexts.

To ensure the greatest possible methodological consistency, research teams based in Poland, 

Lithuania, Slovenia and the UK worked according to principles and protocols enshrined in a 

shared  research  brief.  Some  adaptations  were  permitted,  according  to  circumstances 

encountered during fieldwork. For example, amateur naturalists appeared resistant to being 

gathered  together  for  formal  focus  groups.  Our  researchers  adapted  to  this  problem  by 

sometimes undertaking interviews with more than one person at a time. Gaps were also filled 

by undertaking additional participant observation or spending more time studying websites 

and chat forums. To facilitate cross-cultural comparison of qualitative data across the PMNs, 

we identified eighty nine themes. The themes were derived inductively from the research data 

to provide a heuristic device from which to build a comparative framework (Appendix B).

2.1 Typology of organisations

Certain conclusions about the organisation and motivation of volunteers can be generalised 

across  all  of  our  examples,  but  others  cannot  because they are  produced by the  specific 

organisational character of a PMN. In certain respects, such as how members feel about the 

organisation of which they are a part, it is not possible to make statements that apply equally 

to  a  small  local  bird  club,  a  naturalist’s  vacation  camp and a  national  organisation  with 

thousands of members. In order to address this methodological problem we have classified 

the  nine  networks  we  studied  into  one  of  four  types,  according  to  their  organisational 

structure:

Participatory Environmental Tourism (PERT): Ellis describes PERT as requiring “short-term 

travel by volunteers to undertake a hands-on role in flora or fauna field research” (2003: 76). 
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Volunteers contribute financially to fund the research. Ellis’ definition permits the inclusion 

only of volunteers with “non-specialist” knowledge. We reject this limitation on the basis that 

Ellis does not identify the boundary between “specialist” and “non-specialist” knowledge and 

that people who repeatedly take such holidays  accrue “specialist  knowledge” even if they 

know very little in the first place. It is usual for a core group of professionally trained experts 

to take charge of organisational management and research design. Examples are AfN WOLF; 

Akcja Carpatica and Tethys.

Virtual Network Organisations: A virtual network organisation is a combination of multiple 

and  geographically  dispersed  parties  (persons  and/or  organisations)  that  by  uniting 

complementary activities and methods endeavour to attain a core objective such as recording 

field  data.  The  virtual  network  is  dependent  on  electronic  communication  for  the  co-

ordination of these activities. There is a tendency towards the equalisation of power among 

participants  who  cohere  around  a  small  core  of  professionals  (Jägers  et  al.  1998).  Our 

example, the UK Phenology Network, operates under the umbrella of the Woodland Trust – 

an NGO – and is  closely related to  the  UK government  funded Centre  for  Ecology and 

Hydrology.

National Non-governmental Organisations: There is no universally accepted precise and full 

definition  of  the  term  NGO.  The  term  may  have  specific  legal  definitions  in  specific 

countries.  However,  reference  to  NGOs  does  evoke  some  generally  accepted  features. 

National NGOs are independent voluntary association of people within a nation state, acting 

together on a continuous basis for common purposes other than achieving government office 

or illegal activities. NGOs may engage in trade but all profits might be expected to fund the 

common  purposes  of  the  organisation.  Fund  raising  activities  may  be  used  to  employ 

professional  administrators  or  people  with  specialist  expertise.  NGOs  may receive  grants 

from  governmental  organisations  but  ideally  they  remain  independent  (Willets  n.d.). 

Examples are BTO, DOF, DOPPS and LOD.

Local  Association:  These are grass roots organisations run by volunteers.  As independent 

institutions, they differ from local groups acting as branches, or chapters, of national NGOs 

(Kempton et al. 2001). Local associations are autonomous, non-profit making groups with 

membership based on common interests  in nature.  These interests  may focus on a single 

taxonomic species or type of habitat. Each local association has a unique mix of territory, 

identity,  rules,  rituals,  forms  of  association,  and  ways  of  integrating  local  culture  and 

meanings. A vigorous local association may extend the sphere of its activities and influence 
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beyond  the  immediate  locality.  The  example  of  a  local  association  in  this  study  is  the 

Northumberland and Tyneside Bird Club.

Figure 2 shows our nine organisations classified according to these “ideal type” categories; a 

tool commonly used by social scientists to analyse phenomenon “not falling neatly into either 

or  categories”  (McKelvey  1975)  as  is  typically  the  case  among  Europe’s  heterogeneous 

PMNs.  For  example,  Tethys  is  firmly  contained  within  the  category  of  Participatory 

Environmental  Research Tourism (Ellis  2003).  However,  another  of  our  case  studies,  the 

British Trust for Ornithology (BTO), which is predominantly a National NGO comparable to 

DOPPS, DOF AND LOD might also be included as a Virtual Network Organisation because 

of its heavy dependence on electronic communication. Indeed all of the organisations depend 

to varying degrees on electronic communication, but a Virtual Network cannot exist without 

it.  In  the  majority  of  the  organisations  we  studied  membership  does  not  mean  that  an 

individual is also a volunteer monitor; the UK Phenology Network is an exception.

Figure 2:  Typology of Organisations
Organisation Type Scale Date Number of members
AfN WOLF PERT Carpathian 

Mountains 

1997 Small  core group of active 

members;  up  to  50 

volunteers per year.
Akcja 

Carpatica

PERT Carpathian 

Mountains

1998 Core  group  of  around  15 

people;  list  of  approx  300 

volunteers.
Tethys PERT Mediterranean 1986 Small  core  group  of 

researchers;  estimated  300 

volunteers per year.
UK PN Virtual Network National 1998 Small  professional 

coordinating group;  approx 

49,000 members.
BTO National NGO National 1933 13,000 members.

DOF National NGO National 1906 13,000  members  12  local 

chapters.
DOPPS National NGO National 1979 750 members; 18 paid staff.

LOD National NGO National 1984 1200 members; 6 paid staff

NTBC Local 

Association

County 1958 245 members; no paid staff.
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3. Background to volunteering

As the differences in organisational size and structure previously referred to suggest, there is a 

great deal of variation in the amount and types of volunteer monitoring. However, before 

similarities and variation can be explored across a range of topics, it is useful to examine the 

elastic nature of the term volunteer together with the societal background against which their 

activities take place. 

3.1 The volunteer 

The Oxford English Dictionary provides two definitions for the English noun 'volunteer' that 

are significant to our enquiry: one, 'a person who freely offers to do something'; and two, 'a 

person who works for an organization without being paid'. However, in practice these formal 

definitions are stretched to include other kinds of arrangements, so the lines between paid 

members of staff and volunteers are not always firmly demarcated. In Slovenia, for example, 

DOPPS officials often began their careers as volunteers, progressing to become members of 

staff who, as well as continuing with their voluntary activities, work longer hours than they 

are contracted for. One staff member explains: “I work the whole week at the job, and in the 

weekends and afternoons I work as a volunteer.” Volunteering can be implicit  as well  as 

explicit.  Some  of  the  volunteers  in  our  two  Polish  examples  did  not  even  perceive  of 

themselves as volunteers because the work helped them with studies in biology or zoology or 

else they considered themselves in receipt of other non-financial rewards (Sections 4.1, 6.1 

and 6.2).

Volunteers frequently contribute to the operation and governance of their organisations. As a 

local association NTBC have no paid staff.  All administrative tasks are undertaken by an 

elected committee of nine members. Other groups donate time to editorial work for the club’s 

publications that are produced to the highest standards of modern print production. National 

NGOs  who  employ  paid  staff  also  involve  volunteers  in  the  administration  of  their 

organisation. Members of DOF are considering moving to a system, increasingly common in 

the Danish voluntary sector, whereby elected and non-salaried functionaries are financially 

compensated for their work. While this compromises the formal definition of volunteering, 

there are signs that in countries where the NGO sector is highly valued as an aspect of civil 

society  it  may  be  considered  acceptable  for  organisations  to  compensate  people  for 

“voluntary” work.

In the case of Participatory Environmental Research Tourism the volunteers actually pay the 

organisation to take part in monitoring activities. Participants in Tethys pay up to 880 Euro 

for a week’s research cruise between March and October. These prices as charged in 2006 
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include an annual  membership  fee.  Most  of  the  volunteers  come  from Italy,  the  rest  are 

recruited from the more prosperous European countries,  with a few travelling from North 

America. Akcja Carpatica’s volunteers pay for the upkeep of the camp at Myscova. The cost 

of the mist-nets used to capture birds as well as other equipment comes from the pockets of 

the organisers. AfN WOLF also relies on its volunteers, who routinely stay for up to two 

months, to pay for their own subsistence. In contrast volunteers for the Danish National NGO, 

DOF, are offered recompense for expenses they incur as volunteers,  although the offer is 

generally refused. 

The notion that a volunteer donates more than time is also recognised by a former director of 

the Slovenian NGO, DOPPS, who describes volunteers as “donors” because they pay for the 

resources they use when recording, such as transport and optics. Volunteers thus give twice; 

first of their time and second of their resources. Lack of either can be a bar to participation, as 

was explained by a young member of LOD who could not afford to access sites suitable for 

monitoring.

3.2 The social and political context of volunteering

In  the  democratic  nations  of  Europe  the  willingness  of  citizens  to  undertake  voluntary 

activities of any kind has to be understood in terms of social, political and economic contexts. 

Precise assessment of social characteristics that support national capacity for evolving and 

sustaining a strong voluntary sector is complicated. There is no space for an extensive survey 

of the topic here. Nevertheless, there are implications for the establishment and functioning of 

PMNs so we cannot entirely ignore underlying reasons for variation in levels of voluntarism 

in Europe. 

The  influence  of  social  and  political  circumstances  on  attitudes  to  voluntarism  became 

evident from the outset of our research. When our ethnographer in Lithuania told friends she 

was studying people who recorded information about birds on a voluntary basis they laughed 

heartily. For them the idea of “working for an organisation for nothing” was preposterous: a 

reaction that  becomes  understandable in the light  of  research about  the condition of civil 

society in former communist countries.

Sociological  explanations  for  national  differences  in  citizens’ involvement  with voluntary 

associations fall  into four distinct  approaches that  concentrate on the effects  of  economic 

development, the effects of religious traditions and two types of political factors. The first of 

these  refers  to  the  predominance  of  one  of  three  different  types  of  democratic  political 

organisation  (liberal  e.g.  USA;  social  democratic  e.g.  Sweden;  traditional  corporatist  e.g. 
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France). The second refers to the degree of stability or continuity of a democracy (Curtis et al.

2001). 

Understanding  the  situation  in  any  single  country  demands  analysis  of  all  four  factors 

outlined above. It is also necessary to consider what combination of factors might be unique 

to a specific country. A country might sustain a voluntary sector that is vigorous in one sphere 

but not in another. For example, social welfare voluntarism might be a feature of a society 

with strong religious institutions, but voluntary associations related to the natural environment 

might  be  scarcely visible.  As far  as  environmental  organisations are  concerned,  there are 

marked differences across EU member states (Jamison et al. 1990).

Howard (2002) undertook a study of civil society in post communist countries. He consulted 

the World Values Survey to compare the strength of civil society in democratic countries (e.g. 

Australia, USA, UK etc.), post-authoritarian countries (e.g. Argentina, Chile S. Africa etc.) 

and post-communist countries (e.g. Bulgaria, Czech Republic, former East Germany, Estonia, 

Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Romania, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia and Ukraine, 

omitting Poland because of incomplete data).  His analysis  concludes that  post-communist 

countries  inherit  disabling  legacies  from  their  communist  pasts  (Regulska  1999).  It  is 

disingenuous to treat the question of civil society formation in all these countries as if their 

histories  are  identical  (Frentzel-Zagorska  1990),  but  Howard  suggests  certain  generic 

problems can be identified, even though the effects vary in degree and intensity or manifest in 

different ways. He links the consistently low level of participation in civil society throughout 

post-communist Europe to three interrelated characteristics:

a) Mistrust of communist organizations. Regimes supplanted non-state activities with an 

“intricately organized system of state controlled organizations in which participation 

was  often  mandatory”  (Howard  2002:161).  The  resulting  negative  experience  of 

state-run  organizations  leads  to  a  situation  where  citizens  continue  to  have  “a 

common sense of mistrust of organizations today” (ibid). Organisations that are in 

some way connected with the old regime are most likely to experience difficulties 

with volunteer recruitment.

b) The persistence of friendship networks. As a result of the high politicization of the 

public  sphere  vibrant  private  networks  developed  under  communism.  In  Western 

societies people participate in voluntary and single interest organisations in order to 

extend their friendship circles. In post-communist societies people are “still invested 

in  their  own  private  circles  and  feel  no  need  to  participate  in  civil  society 

organisations” (ibid:163)
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c) Post-communist disappointment.  In the years since the dramatic times at the end of 

the communist era, when people shared a sense of hope and idealism, disappointment 

or even outright disillusionment, have “increased the demobilization and withdrawal 

from public activities” (ibid:163).

In  post-communist  societies  with  a  rich  pre-communist  history  of  social  and  political 

institutions  voluntary  associations  might  have  had  greater  chance  of  revival  during  the 

transition period of the 1990s if governments had been willing to trust and work with them. 

Instead there was often opposition between governments and NGOs (DeHoog and Racanska 

2003; Regulska 1999) as was the case in Poland (Cent et al. in press).

Voluntarism thrives in EU member states with a relatively undisturbed tradition of democratic 

political institutions and where voluntary associations have long formed a significant portion 

of  civil  society.  The  UK is  a  good example,  having  completely escaped totalitarian  rule 

throughout  the  modern  era,  where  volunteering  is  estimated  to  be  worth  £40 billion  per 

annum  (Cuthill  and  Warburton  2005).  Another  example  represented  in  our  research  is 

Denmark,  with  its  long-standing  network  of  popular  organisations  going  back  to  the 

nineteenth  century  (Frentzel-Zagorska  1990;  Jamison  et  al.  1990:190).  Voluntarism  also 

demands people with spare time and resources for unpaid activities. Sectors of society in the 

most affluent European countries have these things in relative abundance compared to the 

post-communist  countries  where  economic  transformations  have  led  the  majority  of  the 

population to concentrate on earning their living.

3.3 Volunteering for nature

In seeking to understand the different societal bases for the practice of volunteer biological 

monitoring  in  European  countries  it  is  important  to  consider  the  historical  and  cultural 

significance of natural history and the kinds of roles played by amateurs.

In pre-industrial Europe knowledge about nature was a taken for granted aspect of every day 

life,  transmitted  informally  and  put  to  practical  use;  a  situation  that  prevailed  in  remote 

corners  well  into  the  twentieth  century.  Much  of  Europe,  however,  was  urbanised  and 

industrialised  leading  to  the  transformation  of  nature  knowledge  into  a  discourse  called 

“natural history”. This early specialised study of nature was carried out by gentleman savants, 

who by banding together in academies and societies spawned the academic disciplines of the 

biological sciences. 
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Nature knowledge became something that ordinary people, especially urban dwellers, had to 

seek  for  themselves  as  hobbyists.  Some  hobbyists  organised  into  interest  groups,  often 

encouraged  or  led  by  scientists.  Some  continued  alone  with  the  help  of  books  and  the 

occasional mentor. In many countries amateur associations for the pursuit of natural history 

were founded in the nineteenth century and survive to this  day.  Others have more recent 

origins  –  as  indicated  in  Figure  2  in  the  previous  chapter,  where  the  longest  surviving 

organisation is the Danish Ornithological Society (DOF), established in 1906. As Watling 

stresses in his account of the British Mycological Society (1998), work carried out within 

these amateur societies has driven the development of academic sub-disciplines, confounding 

distinctions between professionals and amateurs. 

Social status attached to being an amateur naturalist varies from country to country and from 

one era to another. For example, public interest in ornithology in the UK can be traced to the 

start of the twentieth century, with a subsequent burst of enthusiasm provoked by a boom in 

the publication of books and broadcasts about birds (Moss 2004). In Slovenia, by contrast, 

birdwatching as a culturally approved activity has a relatively brief history (Bell  et  al.  in 

press).

The recent popularity of birdwatching in Slovenia is a fascinating example of how express 

conditions can arise to overcome the sort of social trends identified in section 3.2. It was 

during  the  early  post-independence  period  that  the  social  acceptability  of  bird  watching 

increased,  the  same  point  in  time  that  Slovenian  citizens  came  to  view  the  varied  bio-

geography  of  their  country  as  a  badge  of  distinction  to  set  it  apart  from  other  former 

Yugoslavian states. In 2002 the government launched a Biodiversity Conservation Strategy 

(MESP  2002)  that  stressed  the  contribution  of  “volunteer  work”  to  conservation.  In  the 

meantime Slovenia’s accession to the EU and the requirement to fulfil its commitment to the 

Natura 2000 programme inflated demand for biological data so those capable of producing it 

were sought after by government agencies. 

DOPPS benefited hugely from this  merging of events.  Since 1996 DOPPS had begun to 

reinvent itself, partly through a fruitful association with BirdLife International. In the post-

independent era it  was further invigorated by a new relationship with government which, 

together with access to EU funding, created a lively public profile. A fresh generation began 

to take notice. Birdwatching received a makeover, emerging as a “cool” youthful pursuit to 

set against the traditional, seemingly staid, Slovenian outdoor pursuits of hunting and fishing. 

This is the complete opposite of the situation in the UK where bird watching clubs like the 

NTBC are struggling to attract younger members (Section 4.4).
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The rise of the status of birdwatching in Slovenia illustrates the important connection that 

volunteer  recording  and  monitoring  activities  have  with  environmentalism.  As  well  as 

producing  scientific  data,  six  of  the  nine  organisations  in  this  study  adopt  an  explicit 

conservation agenda, while the remaining three have significant, albeit less direct, links to 

conservation  programmes.  The  expansion  of  an  environmentalist  consciousness  and  its 

various  transformations  in  European  countries  from the  middle  of  the  twentieth  century 

greatly influenced the willingness of citizens to act as biological recorders. 

The way in  which the  fortunes  of  PMNs are  entwined with the  development  of  national 

environmental movements is clearly illustrated by the case of the Lithuanian NGO, LOD. 

LOD was founded in 1984 when the green movement in Lithuania was beginning a journey 

towards the heights of popularity attained at the end of the decade. The movement’s critique 

of  the  Soviet  system  was  accompanied  by  large  and  well  supported  rallies  that  raised 

awareness, built confidence and encouraged belief that it was possible to openly criticise the 

system (Rinkevičius 2001). One informant described this period of LOD’s history as a “boom 

time”, to be followed by further good fortune during Lithuania’s period as an EU accession 

country when funds became available for LOD to develop new projects. But LOD’s upward 

trend was punctured by a decline in public participation in the environmental  movement, 

together  with  a  less  radical  and  more  professionalised  approach  among  green  activists. 

Simultaneously, Lithuania gained full membership of the EU, bringing LOD fewer funding 

opportunities. As the impetus of the environmental movement in Lithuania lost momentum so 

did the  fortunes  of  LOD, resulting in  a  decline  in  the  amount  of  survey work involving 

volunteers. 

In Poland too,  prior  to 1989 environmentalism functioned as a tool  for  opposition to the 

communist state. According to Chimiak (2006: 317): “The evolution growth and consequent 

institutionalisation of the Polish environmental movement represents a perfect example of an 

unexpected  ‘positive’  effect  of  the  communist  regime.”  Post-1989,  as  in  Lithuania,  the 

environmental movement was no longer the major domain of opposition to the government, 

but it nevertheless continued to play a crucial role in the formation of civil society (ibid). In 

the  light  of  this  assertion  it  is  worth  noting  that  the  two  Polish  nature  organisations 

represented in our study were founded during the mid to late nineties. 

However, despite the oppositional role of environmentalists in the pre communist period, it is 

likely that  individual  naturalists  were wary of attracting unwanted attention from security 

agencies  by wandering around the  countryside  equipped with binoculars.  Fear  of  alerting 
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suspicion from police or military forces acted as a deterrent against nature watching in post-

communist countries. Our UK informants spoke about similar inhibitions surrounding bird 

watching in Northern Ireland during the recent period of the so called ‘Troubles’. 

Social, cultural and political factors are vital to understanding PMNs, and their heterogeneous 

nature. By trying to sustain a viable volunteer base each organisation adapts to its shifting 

socio-cultural surroundings as demonstrated by our examples from Slovenia, Lithuania and 

Poland.
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4. Recruitment and retention of volunteers 

PMNs need to  be  visible  to  those who might  be  attracted to  join,  something  they try to 

achieve by advertising through various media,  with websites being particularly important. 

However, advertising through costly print and broadcasting channels is normally beyond the 

means of all  but the wealthiest NGOs. As a result PMNs are likely to seek free publicity 

through news columns or TV and radio magazine programmes. Local media are significant 

for  regional  organisations  and  specialist  nature  journals  are  also  useful  sources  for 

recruitment. 

Strategies for both recruiting and retaining volunteers differ according to the types of PMN in 

question. A general gauge for success is the extent to which the organisational culture and 

approach to volunteering matches the desires and aspirations of participants. Some aspects of 

how this correspondence might be met, or remain unrealised, will discussed in section 6. Here 

we  will  explore  in  the  mechanisms  employed  to  recruit  and  retain  volunteers  within  the 

different categories of PMNs we studied.

4.1 Participatory Environmental Tourism

The overall importance of websites for the recruitment of volunteers is well illustrated by 

Tethys, the Italian PMN researching cetaceans. Between the setting up of the Tethys website 

in 1997 and our research in the summer of 2006 the site received ten million visitors. Word of 

mouth is another useful means for recruitment for Tethys, as it is for the Polish organisations 

Ackja Carpatica and AfN WOLF. Volunteers from Poland are the most likely to be recruited 

via this route one AfN WOLF volunteer explained: “There is always someone’s acquaintance, 

who will tell somebody who he knows, who will tell someone next….” 

 The level of trust that obtains between volunteers PMNs can be affected by the means of 

recruitment.  A reputation  for  reliability  is  established  and  return  visits  encouraged  when 

publicity material proves truthful. Appreciation of such honesty was expressed by an AfN 

WOLF volunteer: 

“I think the coordinators told us exactly what we have to do here….They were telling 

us we will have to walk a lot: about 15 km every day. So I thought that it will be 

really hard work to do. That was my expectation: hard work.” 
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Akcja Carpatica also attracts a loyal  band of participants who return regularly,  some have 

attended  the  camp  annually  for  many  years.  Informants  suggest  that  long-standing 

participation stems from enjoying the beauty of the setting, but mainly from the sense of 

comradeship explored further in section 6: 

“They [the organisers] are very warm persons. They keep talking with us. They are 

glad when people sit together in the evening and talk instead of making individual 

outings to decoy owls. It is why it is so cool here. Except for fulfilling our work, it is 

all  about  making bonds between people.  Such ties,  the fact  that  people  like each 

other, make the cooperation better.” 

4.2 Virtual Network Organisation

The UK Phenology Network (UKPN) is a special case. It has an extremely high profile in the 

national  media  that  attracts  many  potential  volunteers  to  the  organisations’  sophisticated 

website. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) in association with UKPN produce an 

annual Springwatch programme broadcast every spring for an hour each weekday evening for 

a period of three weeks. The programme covers springtime events across a spread of habitats 

and features many different species. In 2006 the BBC launched a companion programme, 

Autumnwatch. Springwatch and Autumnwatch are useful recruitment tools for UKPN. In 2005 

Springwatch  attracted  70,000  additional  recorders.  Enthused  by  watching  the  BBC 

programmes  viewers  return  recorded  observations  by  postcard  or  online.  They  are  then 

invited  to  sign  up  to  a  dedicated  e-mail  newsletter  which,  although  given  over  to 

Autumnwatch and Springwatch, also encourages people to join the network.

Surprisingly for such a disparate network, members are also recruited via word of mouth.“We 

found that  word  of  mouth  for  Nature  Detectives  [UKPNs  children’s  and  schoolteachers’ 

network] is unbelievable. I think we got something ridiculous like 4000 new registrations in a 

month and the majority of them said ‘Oh I just chatted to someone on an online forum’ or ‘A 

friend told me I should do it’.  We virtually doubled in a month and what  had we done? 

Nothing.”

Newspaper articles and radio items relating to UKPN’s monitoring activities appear regularly 

attracting further interest, so the problem UKPN faces nowadays is not recruitment but taking 

sufficient  care  to  retain  people.  There  is  a  high  turnover  of  volunteers,  especially  those 

recruited via the BBC programmes. They tend to record for one or two seasons. A UKPN 

organiser told us “We can’t be complacent. Just at the moment we’ve got a glut of people 

because of Springwatch and Autumnwatch. That may not happen forever” Another organiser 
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said “our problem at the moment is dealing with all these people in a way that makes them 

feel engaged.” 

As  with  all  virtual  networks  UKPN’s  website  is  essential  for  maintaining the  interest  of 

volunteers so a lot of work is expended on creating innovative design functions to make the 

site stimulating, interactive and attractive. For example, the online Phenology Forum is used 

as an educational tool where people can discuss their experiences or ask questions to help 

them with problems of identification.

4.3 National NGOs

National NGOs such as DOF, DOPPS and BTO use all  of the techniques for recruitment 

discussed above.  None have the  luxury of  being involved in  a  massively popular  annual 

television programme, but like UKPN they seek publicity through stories about their work in 

print and broadcast media. 

Two of these organisations,  DOF and BTO further boost  recruitment  by working at local 

levels.  DOF runs a scheme known as The Caretaker Network.  Two hundred areas within 

Denmark are designated as important bird habitats by BirdLife International and managed by 

DOF. Around 350 volunteers are recruited to act as advocates on behalf of these areas as well 

as carrying out monitoring and running websites. Almost all of the 200 Caretaker sites have 

special websites. There are 12 local branches of DOF which are integrated into the Caretaker 

Network. The branches are visited and addressed by the Project Coordinator on a regular 

basis and a celebratory atmosphere is created through sharing a meal: 

“At first I only made evening meeting in local libraries and not many showed up, but 

now we find a better concept, we start in the afternoon in the IBA [Important Bird 

Areas] and then we eat together….Two days ago I went to a branch in Jutland. There 

were 21 people at the meeting and I got new caretakers for 4 IBAs. It is very nice. 

One of them promised to make a web side.”

For  the  purposes  of  managing  and  achieving  good  local  survey  coverage,  the  BTO has 

divided the UK into a Regional Network of 125 areas, each one run by a voluntary BTO 

Regional  Representative.  The  regions  are  loosely  based  on  county  boundaries  with  the 

national 10km square grid system used for exact delineation. The Head of Membership is 

responsible for the regional network. Regional Representatives recruit new survey volunteers 

and members and liaise with local bird clubs or similar groups to encourage members to take 

part in BTO surveys. The Regional Network Committee meet twice a year with BTO staff 
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members when “they talk about problems that the regional network is having” and “feed back 

general feelings” (BTO employee). Sometimes local BTO members act as local organisers for 

certain projects such as the Wetland Bird Survey.

BTO  and  DOF  demonstrate  yet  again  how  personal  interactions  energise  and  stabilise 

volunteer  activities  as  well  as  assisting  careful  management  of  the 

volunteer/amateur/professional nexus (Sections 6 and 7). As discussed in section 7.1, LOD 

makes less use of volunteer recorders than the other National NGOs we have studied. Its 

current  strategy  is  to  focus  on  recruiting  school  age  children  and  provide  them  with 

educational  materials  and  workshops.  Our  informants  in  Lithuania  indicated  that  field 

biologists sometimes pay people small amounts of money out of their own pockets to assist 

with  surveys  but  these  arrangements  are  so  informal  that  it  is  impossible  to  gauge  how 

widespread they might be and how these “semi-volunteers” are recruited. 

4.4 Local Associations 

The NTBC appears to  have few problems recruiting members  who usually make  contact 

either through word of mouth or by discovering the club’s website. The NTBC is linked to the 

BTO’s  Regional  Network and the  Regional  Representative is  frequently invited to attend 

NTBC  organising  committee  meetings,  as  well  as  attending  monthly  club  gatherings  to 

promote upcoming BTO surveys. Membership of the NTBC has remained constant at around 

250  for  the  past  several  years.  This  number  maintains  the  club  in  a  steady  state.  If 

membership rose above 300, organisational tasks could become too complex to manage by 

volunteer labour alone.

Several members expressed anxiety about the lack of young people joining the club. One 

member also believes that the male-dominated club may be intimidating to women. The club 

hopes to also attract more female and young members via its website and leaflets. He also felt 

that  field-trips  should  be  geared  towards  training  beginners  with  experienced  birders 

providing guidance. It is noteworthy that these concerns about under-representation based on 

age and gender also emerged in the fieldwork on DOF, whose professional staff is working on 

recruitment campaigns to target women and young people.

4.5 Summary

Balancing recruitment and retention is an ongoing dynamic for most PMNS. The degree of 

effort needed to bring in new volunteers while consolidating the existing body of participants 

requires lots of effort  and inventiveness. Organisational issues demand the same levels of 
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attention  and  resources  as  those  that  are  given  over  to  the  production,  management  and 

analysis of data.

21



5. Producing and analysing data

As scientists involved in the world of participatory monitoring point out, demands for data on 

biodiversity are escalating “not only in the wake of international environmental agreements 

but  out  of  concern to understand the impact  of  planning and development  on the natural 

environment” (PAMEB 2003). Such concerns cannot be met without the efforts of volunteers 

(Danielsen et al. 2005). Some European countries have large numbers of people participating 

in volunteer monitoring. The amount of volunteers involved in biological data collection in 

the UK was estimated in 1995 to approximate 60,000 volunteers (Burnett et al. 1995:1), a 

figure that has increased in the meantime due to the activities of the UK Phenology Network 

and especially its  recent  involvement  with popular  BBC television appeals  in  spring and 

autumn.  As of July 2007,  UKPN’s  Nature’s  Calendar project  has  25,500 registered adult 

volunteers.  In  the  Netherlands,  approximately 15,000 volunteer  recorders  collect  data  for 

Private Data Managing Organisations each of which are aimed at different taxonomic groups 

(Lawrence and Turnhout 2005:6), while the Danish Ornithology Society has 2,400 volunteers 

among its 13,000 members. 

Certain taxonomic groups are more popular than others, with birds taking the lead. Among 

the 261 organisations using volunteer monitors that answered our Phase 1 questionnaire the 

most  commonly monitored aspect  of  biodiversity is  birds (22 per cent  of  records).  Three 

quarters of the approximately 400 national bird distribution atlases worldwide that use data 

from volunteers have been produced in Europe (Greenwood 2007). One reason why birds 

attract  the greatest  number  of  volunteer monitors can be partially credited to the positive 

cultural  values  assigned  to  birds  in  most  European  societies.  People  seem to  find  birds 

attractive  and  intriguing.  In  addition,  despite  the  professionalisation  of  ornithology,  the 

amateur tradition has continued to be acknowledged as “of first rate importance” (Nicholson 

1959, cited in Greenwood 2007). 

But, as WP1 Phase 1 results show, other taxa have their devotees. Plants are the second most 

popular  aspect  of  biodiversity monitored by organisations  that  employ volunteers  (19 %) 

followed closely by mammals (18 %) and insects (17%). Monitoring of habitats appears to be 

less  of  a draw for  volunteers than the monitoring of  species (414 records  for  habitats  as 

opposed to  755).  The popularity of  species  over  habitats  is  probably due to  the fact  that 

systematic monitoring of habitats has a shorter history compared to that of species.

22



5.1 Types of recording and monitoring

The  major  recording  and  monitoring  activities  using  volunteers  undertaken  by  the  nine 

organisations in this study are set out in tables below. Their content underlines the spread of 

expertise, skill and commitment required from volunteers. 

Volunteers range from the garden bird watchers of Britain, ensconced in cosy sitting rooms 

with binoculars trained on the bird table by the window to fully trained licensed bird ringers 

who work for Akcja Carpatica, living in a camp in Poland’s Beskidy Niski Mountains in cold 

and damp conditions during autumn for two weeks or more. Similarly, the Tethys volunteers 

working on cetacean projects can look forward to a Mediterranean cruise, but weather often 

turns  rough  and  they  must  work  hard.  Indeed,  the  example  of  Tethys  provides  solid 

confirmation of the idealism and open handedness offered by volunteers. The coordinators 

told us that although participants pay 800 Euro for their six day trip it is only two or three 

times in the season from March to October that problems arise through people failing to meet 

demands placed upon them for discipline and cooperation.

It is clear that volunteers are willing to take responsibilities beyond recording work, such as 

the  DOF  volunteers  who  act  as  managers  of  a  team  to  monitor  Denmark’s  specially 

designated Caretaker Sites and the NTBC members who collate and analyse data, preparing it 

for publication in bulletins, reports and atlases produced to extremely high standards. 

Another  characteristic  frequently  found  among  volunteers  is  a  drive  to  increase  their 

knowledge and skills.  Examples  from our  research include training to  become ringers  or 

becoming sufficiently proficient  in  ornithology to  undertake tetrad surveys.  Training may 

ultimately lead people to opt from being amateur volunteers to becoming professionals as has 

been the case with several people who moved from being volunteers to paid employees in 

DOPPS. The drive to improve one’s knowledge is sometimes fuelled by social motives, to 

move up “the ladder of esteem” that exists within naturalist societies where a persona’s status 

depends  on  reputation  for  his  or  her  knowledge  and  experience  (Ellis  and  Waterton 

2005:677).

Our  observation  about  social  status  is  not  to  suggest  the  kind  of  quiet  self-satisfaction 

commonly associated with nature based leisure activities is unreal or insignificant. It is very 

much in evidence among the UK Phenologists, many of whom were recently discovered to 

have been collecting data about seasonal change for decades alone and unrecognised.
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Tim Sparks of the UK National Environmental Research Council (NERC) first became aware 

of the army of what he terms “closet phenologists” (Whitfield 2001) when he came across a 

set of bee-keeping notes made by a Leicestershire man between 1941 and 1969. Sparks was 

inspired to  search for more  records.  At  first  by word of  mouth,  and later  through media 

sources, he found amateur phenologists who possessed very long series of data. Alerted by 

calls for their data and persuaded by the notion that it might be useful, especially to assist 

research on climate change, these recorders have since come forward to submit records to 

UKPN’s Nature’s Calendar, along with an explosion of newcomers since 2002. For many of 

these people joy lies entirely in the activity itself. One interviewee told us “I just like making 

lists.” The pleasure people gain from counting, recording and surveying nature, whether alone 

or alongside others is vital to creating the activities detailed below. 

Figure 3:   Recording and Monitoring Activities

Organisations Activities
AfN WOLF Telemetry and classical  field methods;  set  traps;  track animals;  collect 

scatological samples. Sound recordings. 
Akcja Carpatica Record  and  ring  migratory  birds  in  stop-over  habitat.  Supervisors  are 

licensed ringers (15-20 volunteers) other volunteers assist with removing 

birds from mist-nets, recording and running the ringing camp.

Tethys Cetacean  Sanctuary  Research  Ligurian  Sea  -  monitor  ecology  and 

behaviour of fin whales and cetaceans in Pelagos Sanctuary.

Ionian  Dolphin  Project  -  monitor  ecology  status  and  conservation  of 

common  dolphins  and  bottlenose  dolphins  around the  Greek  island  of 

Kalamos and bottlenose dolphins in Amvrakikos Gulf.

Venice Dolphin Project – monitor ecology and status of northern Adriatic 

cetaceans.

Research methods involve photo-identification, vocalisation and acoustic 

data,  behavioural  studies,  respiration  patterns,  distance  sampling;  skin 

swabbing;  remote  underwater  tracking,  passive  tracking  and  faecal 

sampling.
UKPN Nature’s Calendar – for adult volunteers. They are invited to record all or 

a selection of 140 spring events, such as the first flowering of daffodils, 

and the first sightings of certain migratory bird species. Volunteers are 

invited to record all or a selection of 70 autumn events such as the first 

leaf turning of certain trees and ripening of wild blackberries. Records are 

submitted electronically or via postal forms which are adapted from the 
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electronic version.

Nature’s  Detectives  for  under-18s.  Data  is  recorded  as  above,  but  the 

main aim is to provide educational materials and experience for school 

aged children.
BTO There are many programmes as well as one off surveys all of which are 

reported on the BTO website which also acts as a portal for volunteers to 

register  and  record  data.  However  some  volunteers  still  use  recording 

cards supplied by the BTO for some surveys. They are sent in by post and 

are opened and sorted by other volunteers.

Survey programmes  most  popular  with  UK birders  taking  part  in  this 

study were the Wetland Bird Survey and the Breeding Bird Survey, both 

long term monitoring schemes. The Wetland Bird Survey takes place in 

coastal and inland water bodies. 3000 counts coordinated autumn/winter. 

The Breeding Bird survey takes place in spring and summer requiring the 

volunteer to make two visits each year early April to end of June to their 

own survey site to count all birds they see and hear along 2km route. For 

both these surveys the BTO works with partner organisations such as the 

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Wildfowl and 

Wetland Trust (WWT).

Two  mass  participation  programmes  requiring  straightforward  bird 

identification are: 

Garden  Birdwatch  16,500 (2006)  members.  Pay 12  a  year  to  join  the 

scheme. Two thirds send data four times a year.

Birdtrack – electronic data base to record sightings of all species across 

the UK. People who submit do not have to be members of BTO.

Work will began in autumn of 2007 on the New Bird Atlas Scheme. The 

BTO  may  need  to  cut  back  on  other  surveys  to  avoid  overloading 

volunteers.
DOF National  spring and winter  point  census counting – 350 volunteers are 

sent to specific locations. Submit data electronically.

Caretaker Network count – 200 areas designated as significant to birds. 

350 volunteers carry out surveys in these areas. 

National  rare  and  threatened  bird  programme.  Records  submitted 

electronically.  Each  of  50  species  has  a  voluntary  species  manager 

responsible for a network of other volunteers to carry our surveys.

Specific monitoring programmes focussing on DOF bird reserves.
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Large  online  database  can  be  accessed  by  members.  Receives  10,000 

observations per week. Set up 2002 but can accept old records. Currently 

receives approximately 4 million observations a week. Records back 40 

years.

DOPPS Collecting data  for  the  new National  Ornithological  Atlas  of  Breeding 

Birds (to be completed 2008).

Collecting  data  for  the  local  atlases  of  breeding  birds  (i.e.  Triglav 

National Park, Ljubljansko barje).

Monitoring of key species in Special Protected Areas (SPAs).

Monitoring for zoning of habitats of key species in SPAs.

International Waterbird Census (IWC).

Traditional species census (e.g.. White Stork, Corncrake, Scops Owl etc.)

Controlled tetrad surveys – between 50-60 volunteers able to carry out 

this more exacting survey work. Newcomers initially work with a mentor.
LOD National autumn-watch survey – 63 events organised across Lithuania.

Autumnwatch 2006 involved 1387 participants.

Rare bird census.

Species  survey  i.e.  stork,  corncrake.  A  different  species  each  year. 

Volunteers  have  also  been  involved  with  surveys  of  mute  swans, 

capercaillie, aquatic warbler and Steller’s eider.

Participation in the recent international project SEED Bird Indicators has 

led to call on website for more volunteers.
NTBC Records  submitted  to  monthly  bulletin  by  members  and  some  non-

members.

Members are asked to submit all records on three specified species each 

year.

Members contribute to many of the BTO surveys  (see above). A BTO 

County Representative visits NTBC committee regularly and helps recruit 

members for BTO activities by attending meetings.

Controlled tetrad surveys – ending 2007 to make way for work on new 

BTO atlas.
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5.2 What happens to the data and why it matters

Volunteer naturalists and scientists participate in a social process that anthropologists call gift 

exchange. The theory asserts that hidden beneath the rhetoric of something freely given, the 

donation and acceptance of a gift sets up obligations between the donor and recipient. Gift 

exchange thus  establishes and cements  relationships  by creating mutual  expectations  in a 

cycle of reciprocity. In contrast to other forms of exchange, such as commodities for money, 

gift  exchange  is  therefore  freighted  with  personal  and  social  significance  involving  both 

parties. But in exchanges between amateur naturalists and professional scientists imbalances 

may occur because the personal significance of the exchange is likely to be greater for the 

volunteer than the professional for whom data is closer to a commodity than a gift.  This 

asymmetry can lead to tensions in relations between volunteers and professionals that must be 

constantly  recalibrated,  usually  by  professionals  needing  to  address  the  expectations  of 

volunteers.  For  example,  both  BTO  and  DOF  go  to  great  lengths  to  reciprocate  with 

volunteers by providing a sophisticated but user friendly electronic interface, and even more 

importantly by maintaining personal forms of communication (Section 4.3).

In an important paper on the circulation of biological knowledge Ellis and Waterton (2005) 

deploy  the  theory  of  the  gift  to  shed  light  on  relations  between  volunteer  monitors  and 

scientists.  They propose that the primary objects  of exchange between volunteer,  amateur 

naturalists and scientists are biological records and discuss the kinds of reciprocal relations 

based on these objects. Ellis and Waterton claim that reciprocation occurs through two forms 

of recompense for the volunteer, both of which exclude financial reward. The first form of 

recompense recognises the idea “that exchange of records will contribute to the advancement 

of  a wider good in the form of scientific knowledge;  second,  through the faith that  such 

exchange will result in an accumulation of records providing a broader interpretive frame – 

for example an ‘atlas’ or database” (2005:685). They conclude that acknowledgement of the 

original  sources  of  data  –  the  volunteers  -  within these  collectively produced artefacts  is 

“particularly important” (ibid).

Birdwatchers in the UK and Denmark `provide a vivid example of the personal identification 

that naturalists make between their selves and their data. The Director of DOF spoke of the 

significance contributors attach to seeing their names alongside records they place on DOF 

databases:  “What  motivates  them is  to  have their  names  on whatever  they do and if  we 

neglect that they will lose their motivation.” In Britain informants explained the excitement 

and pride they feel on seeing their names against their records on the BTO website, while the 

bulletins  and  atlases  of  the  NTBC display the  names  of  every contributor.  The  Atlas  of 

Wintering Birds in Northumbria (2003), for example, has a page carefully listing 134 names. 
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Some  amateur  ornithologists  are  so personally identified with their  data  that  they do not 

completely surrender  ownership,  but  treat  its  incorporation into a  scientific  database as a 

complicated form of loan (Liep 2001). An example is the facility incorporated into the BTO’s 

electronic database where contributors can build a private archive of their own records, even 

though they also appear  in  the  main  database.  Nevertheless,  sensitivities  surrounding  the 

personalised value of data derived from the notion that in giving a gift one is giving “a portion 

of one’s self” (Graeber 2001) do not prevent volunteers from commodifying their records 

when it suits them. Members of the NTBC consider it perfectly proper to sell data in order to 

raise money for the club’s activities. There is actually no serious contradiction here because 

profits from each person’s own data are being combined with others to go towards the cost of 

producing the bulletins and reports in which members efforts are acknowledged and named. 

It is notable that personal attachment to data is far less evident in our studies of ornithological 

organisations in the post-communist countries, something we connect to the invisibility of list 

making so prominent among amateur ornithologists in Denmark and Britain. Many NTBC 

members keep an assortment of lists; birds they see when travelling abroad, birds they see on 

their own “patch”, birds they see on their way to work, sometimes birds they see while at 

work.  Because  these  lists  correlate  with  a  person’s  life  course  and  intercept  their  daily 

routines  the  records  they contain are  heavily personalised and provoke a  strong sense of 

ownership.

All  biological  records  collected  by  amateur  volunteers  are  personalised  to  some  degree, 

because they hold unique meanings for the person who on their own accord went out and 

collected them. The meaning is precious whether it is because what they see is a source of 

wonder  to  them,  or  because  the  place  of  the  sighting  holds  special  meaning  (Ellis  and 

Waterton 2005; Lawrence and Turnhout 2005). As a result volunteers care very much about 

what happens to data sets they help to build and the uses to which they are put.

Apart from NTBC, most of the organisations in our study depend on websites to reveal the 

results of their surveys and hold themselves accountable to their volunteers. For the most part 

they do so successfully. We heard very little discontent from volunteers about the fate of the 

data they collected and the overall purposes for which it is used. The lack of complaint is 

surprising given some of the problems raised in previous research, such as Lawrence and 

Turnhout’s study of volunteers in the UK and Netherlands. They found (2005:16) that the 

recorder’s “meanings of love for nature, concern for its protection, and pride in their data 

collection  appear  to  become  lost”  in  dispassionate  processes  of  bureaucratisation  that 
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accompany  the  processing  and  circulation  of  data  for  use  in  formulating  environmental 

policy. However, the researchers note that recorders’ feelings of being alienated from their 

data are reduced according to the amount of trust they have in their organisation. The greater 

the internal solidarity within a PMN the less chance there is that its recorders feel separated 

from  the  records  that  represent  the  nature  to  which  they  are  so  closely  attached.  

The  table  below  shows  the  kind  of  data  collected  by  the  organisations  we  studied,  its 

management and the uses to which it is put.

Figure 4:   Data storage, processing and access

AfN 

WOLF

Storing and processing data used for articles published in scientific journals and 

grey  literature,  including  information  to  farmers  and  land  owners  for  the 

amelioration of human wildlife conflicts.

Akcja 

Carpatica

Data  from  ringing  notebooks  independently  entered  into  two  separate 

spreadsheets by co-ordinators and volunteers. Computer programs compare the 

two spreadsheets for errors and are used to support data analysis. Results appear 

on a web page. The data is used to produce academic dissertations and theses.

BTO Analysis of the data sent in by volunteers is carried out by scientists employed 

by  BTO.  Much  data  is  published  in  printed  and  electronic  reports  that  are 

available  on the BTO website.  Data  is  analysed  for publication in  scientific 

journals. BTO publishes its own atlases. Volunteers who send electronic data to 

the various BTO databases can also use the system as a way of storing their 

own data in a personal archive. If a recorder permits it,  data they submit  to 

Birdtrack is sent to the County Recorder of their local bird club. BTO data is 

shared with a range of partners including other NGOs and government bodies.

DOF Caretaker Count volunteers submit data to and edit their own websites. Access 

to large on-line database open to all but only members can contribute. Local 

branches  have  their  own  websites  and  databases.  Data  is  shared  with  other 

NGOs  and  the  National  Environmental  Resource  Institute,  an  independent 

clearing house that validates data and passes it on to government bodies. Data is 
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published  in  journals  Fugle  og  Natur;  Fugle  i  Felten;  Dansk  Ornitologisk  

Forenings Tidsskrift and Pullus. Published data also compiled by volunteers as 

books, e.g. Truede og sjældne ynglefugle i Danmark (2007).

DOPPS Data is processed electronically by professional employees and shared with a 

range of partners including other NGOs and government bodies. Some data is 

also  sent  to  central  BirdLife  office.  The  databases  of  DOPPS  are  centrally 

located  in  the  DOPPS  Office  and  managed  by  professional  team  of  the 

association, not available to public.  Processed data is later publicly available 

through own scientific journal, grey literature and atlases.

LOD Members  and  non-members  can publish  data  and  share  observations  on  the 

LOD Forum. LOD members can send data to be published on the organisation 

website, and in journals Ciconia and Apie gamtą. Sightings of rare species must 

be approved by the Lithuanian Rarity Committee before they can be published.

Data from Autumnwatch is published on the LOD website and shared with other 

national NGOs. Data collected during an annual birdwatching competition held 

around  the  Curonian  Lagoon  is  published  on  the  website  and  shared  with 

ornithologists from Finland, who also take part in the competition.

LOD has published  The Breeding Birds Atlas of the Klaipeda Region (1999) 

and  Lithuanian Breeding Bird Atlas (2006).  Data for  these publications was 

produced mainly by professionally trained observers.

NTBC Members send record cards to the County Recorder once a month. He or she is 

supported by a Records Committee who scrutinise records of rare or unusual 

sightings.  The  County  Recorder  catalogues  record  cards,  assisted  by  half  a 

dozen  writers  who are  allocated  record  cards  relating  to  the  section  of  the 

monthly bulletin for which they are responsible. Bulletins are synthesised into 

an annual report. The local museum holds an estimated half a million record 

cards belonging to the NTBC. NTBC members have used their data to produce 

and publish The Atlas of Breeding Birds of Northumberland (Day et al., 1995) 

and The Atlas of Wintering Birds in Northumberland (Day and Hodgson et al.

2003). NTBC have a website where members of the public can access extracts 

from  bulletins  and  online  reports.  The  opportunity  for  members  to  submit 

records online is a recent innovation.
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Tethys Data is processed and stored in a computerised data base by scientists who form 

the professional core of Tethys.  The data and the results of the research are 

shared  with  scientific  partners  within  the  United  Nations  Environmental 

Programme’s  Agreement  on  Conservation  of  Cetaceans  in  the  Black  Sea, 

Mediterranean Sea and Contiguous Atlantic Area; the International Union for 

Nature Conservation (IUCN); Ocean Care; and university departments in Spain, 

UK, Greece and Canada. The research is published in scientific journals as well 

as popular books and magazines.

UKPN The data is held in a data base managed by a partnership between an NGO the 

Woodland  Trust  and  a  government  body,  the  Centre  for  Ecology  and 

Hydrology.  Its management requires at least two full time co-ordinators. The 

public have access to some parts of the database. Data is supplied to scientific 

researchers by request  and shared with government  departments  such as the 

Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA).
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6. Motivation in volunteering

Volunteer monitors are motivated by a combination of drivers that integrate cognitive, social 

and emotional elements. It is the synthesis of these things rather than any single factor that 

stirs the volunteer to action and sustains commitment as is nicely illustrated by the words of a 

Tethys  volunteer  who  told  us:  “I  am  doing  something  useful  and  interesting,  and  also 

appassionante.”  PMN co-ordinators recognise the complex balance of motives when they 

assess the potential of volunteers. An AfN WOLF co-ordinator explained: “When someone 

has real passion and interest in nature then he is usually more useful,  learns faster and is 

easier to work with.” 

6.1 Knowing nature

The desire to learn is a hallmark of serious volunteer recorders. It is one thing to admire and 

love  nature.  It  is  quite  another  to  give  oneself  over  to  learning  subtle  techniques  of 

identification by sight and sound, memorising lists of Latin names or working out the exact 

moment when ten per cent of the leaves of a large tree have changed colour. Skills must also 

be acquired such as the dexterity to disentangle a bird from a mist-net, how to use optics or 

how to develop the quiet stillness needed to observe animal behaviour. In addition, as our 

informants tell us, the hunger for skills and knowledge should persist because it forms an 

integral  part  of  the  pleasure  and  satisfaction  to  be  discovered  in  nature.  The  following 

quotations from two amateur ornithologists in the NTBC make the point:

“I don’t think that you can ever stop learning. That’s the way I look at it, that’s my 

philosophy.  I  have  been  birdwatching  for  22  years.  I  class  myself  as  a  good 

birdwatcher but I am always learning…”

“I am a very experienced local birdwatcher now, but I can learn something every 

day.”

In common with previous research volunteers spoke to us about their enjoyment of being 

outdoors and feeling close to nature, but these pleasures can be achieved without recourse to 

volunteer monitoring projects. The difference for volunteers is that the sense of intimacy with 

the natural world relies on developing a better understanding of how nature works; a goal that 

is  sought  through mutually supportive  learning.  With the exception of  LOD, where adult 

members  complained  about  the  scarcity  of  opportunities,  evidence  of  mutual  cycles  of 
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teaching and learning was plentiful. Moreover the vitality of these mentor-student relations 

cemented feelings of loyalty among members towards their organization. 

The  need  for  volunteers  to  learn  results  in  the  most  experienced  acting  as  teachers  and 

mentors to the less experienced. As one participant in Ackcja Carpatica stressed:“Learning 

skills and getting experience do not come from books.” Another described the excitement of 

learning in an atmosphere where supervisors are motivated to pass on all  they know and 

where  knowledge fuses  with enthusiasm:  “These  people  are  incredible  they are  even not 

connected professionally with birds.” Volunteers are motivated by finding themselves part of 

a cycle of knowledge exchange, because it is not just the desire to learn but the urge to tutor 

others  that  characterises  social  learning  in  PMNs.  An Akcja  Carpatica  said  of  the  camp 

supervisors: “They have the biggest motivation inside. They want to pass on knowledge.”

An informant from the NTBC describes how he served his ‘apprenticeship’ as a young adult 

with a  well-known and knowledgeable  birdwatcher.  Another  spoke  of  the  influence  of  a 

group of older birders:

“I was taken under the wing of certain people who, if you like, were mentors.... I was 

dead lucky that I met these guys. They trained me to become a ringer and I joined the 

bird-club.” 

In the Danish Ornithological Society members with fewer skills are encouraged to accompany 

experienced  monitors  before  they  undertake  monitoring  alone.  Monitoring  of  tetrads  is 

thought to require a high degree of skill. Within DOPPS, mentors for teaching others how to 

monitor tetrads are specially valued. A DOPPS employee explained “They are our best people 

concerning knowledge of birds.” 

6.2 Protecting nature

Commitment to knowing nature commonly transforms into the urge to protect nature, hence 

as noted in Section 5 there is  a  marked  tendency among volunteer  monitors  to want  the 

scientific knowledge they contribute to be placed at the service of conservation. In seeking to 

achieve this goal PMNs do not fit into easily identifiable patterns according to size or type of 

organisation or criteria based on their styles of participation (Lawrence 2005). However, the 

organisations  represented  here  share  an  approach  to  conservation  issues  that  prioritise 

scientific arguments above moral, political, aesthetic or philosophical ones and are wary of 

being associated with radical strands of environmentalism
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In  Poland,  AfN WOLF  lobbies  policy  makers  and  undertakes  project  work  to  minimise 

conflict between pastoralists and carnivores, but its organisers are keen to stress that WOLF’s 

conservationist  aims are led primarily by scientific research.  One of its two co-ordinators 

said: 

“For me knowledge and learning is the most important and I think it is the same for 

most people in the organisation. We don’t want to protect wolves because we pity 

them.  We  investigate  wolves.  We  want  to  learn  more  about  wolves  and  if  this 

knowledge succeeds in helping to protect them that is great.” 

The point elaborated in the quotation above and amplified in material from informants in 

other  PMNs emerges  from a perception that  conservation without  science is  mere  empty 

rhetoric. Only science can be expected to convince policy makers, developers, farmers or any 

other  parties  whose  behaviour  threatens  species  or  habitats.  The  emotional  aspects,  the 

passion, so audible in our informants’ discussions about nature is modified, and in this Polish 

example virtually silenced, so that identification with, or pity for, the wolf is erased. 

Muting the language of sentiment  is  a  rhetorical  device in itself.  One that  is  consciously 

undertaken to veil volunteers’ emotional attachments to the species they love and to create a 

foil against accusations of bias by reinforcing a “neutral” stance of scientific objectivity. This 

kind of organisational sleight of hand typifies the complex ways and surprising outcomes of 

environmentalism’s intersection with the world of PMNs. 

The case of the BTO is instructive. On the surface the BTO is the least overtly campaigning 

of our nine organisations representing itself as a purely ornithological concern that acts as a 

scientific clearing house where volunteer data is analysed by a core of paid professionals. 

Unlike  DOF  and  DOPPS,  as  a  national  organisation  it  does  not  even  undertake  the 

establishment and management of nature reserves. But none of this prevents the BTO from 

indirectly exerting sufficient impact on conservation policy for the conclusion to be drawn 

that it is “one of the most influential conservation organisations in Britain today” (Lawrence 

2005).

In summary, PMNs need to find ways to reflect and harness volunteer naturalists’ desire to 

follow their love of nature through the acquisition of knowledge and skills. But they must also 

ensure that volunteers - driven by interest and passion - have opportunities to become ever 

more adept at collecting data. Volunteers want assurance that their work carries a sufficient 
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degree of scientific legitimacy to carry weight in policy domains where results drawn from 

data as opposed to expressions of feelings or ideals take precedence. 

6.3 The alternative world of nature

Two important elements of volunteer motivation initially appear contradictory, but on closer 

examination prove reconcilable and interrelated. The first is associated with the attraction of 

being alone in nature, while the second relates to the pleasure of socialising with like minded 

people. 

Many of our informants stress the positive feelings gained from being alone “with nature”, 

feelings that they often associate with leaving behind the structured everyday world of work 

and family life, of production and consumption. Typical quotations can be drawn from the 

members of the NTBC. One said of birdwatching: “You can lose all your worry. You can 

totally lose yourself for a day.” Another said “It is a very good pastime because it takes you 

away from your  current  world.  The world with anxieties  and troubles  and puts you  in  a 

different  world.”  Inhabiting  this  different  world  can  also  provoke  a  person  to  see  the 

everyday,  quotidian world as  being one of  “vicious  circles  and haste”  a  consumerist  life 

“without  any sense  and  values”  as  a  member  of  DOPPS explained.  Several  members  of 

DOPPS said that  birdwatching enabled them to experience a richer quality of  life that  is 

unavailable to people irrecoverably stuck in the harsh world of making and spending money. 

The  sense  of  slipping  into  a  “different”  reality  via  an  unusually  intimate  and  absorbing 

connection  with  nature  resolves  the  danger  of  isolation  stemming  from  solitariness. 

Naturalists  are  drawn  into  fellowship  with  others  of  similar  disposition.  Of  all  the 

organisations that we studied the UK Phenology Network stands out as one with the potential 

for  members  to  be  socially  isolated  from  one  another  due  to  a  dispersed  and  virtual 

membership. But even in this example sociality focused on a shared enthusiasm prevails. One 

UK Phenology informant  rallies  other  naturalists  in  a competition centred on churchyard 

surveys,  while  a  second  informant  belongs  to  a  small  group  of  phenologists  who  have 

monitored plants in relation to coppicing cycles at 20 plots in West Dean Woods in Sussex for 

several decades.

Naturalists’ desire to share the meanings nature holds for them is associated with their sense 

of being permitted to inhabit a special and unique world. In this “world apart” everyday social 

boundaries between people weaken. New boundaries might be erected, such as status gained 
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through  expertise  or  professional  amateur  distinctions  (Section  7),  but  normative  social 

distinctions matter less in the alternative world. As one NTBC member put it,

“the  thing  with  birdwatching  it  cuts  boundaries.  It  doesn’t  matter  who  you  are, 

whether you  are a lawyer,  you’ve  never  had a  job in  your  life,  an ex-criminal  – 

nobody cares what background you are from, what sex you are. You are there to 

birdwatch. That’s what you are there for.”

In the three Participatory Environmental Tourism organisations that we studied  people living 

together on a boat or in camps for between two and four weeks formed ties based on mutual 

passion for birds or cetaceans or large carnivores. Bonds are further cemented by the socially 

intense experience of the occasion. These bonds, together with the lack of modern amenities, 

confer a sense of authenticity that informants contrast with their feelings about the artificial 

character  of  contemporary  existence.  One  Tethys  participant  wrote:  “We  are  here  living 

authentically, without air conditioning [and] we have also lived this week without municipal 

water for a day.”

Coping with the practical realities of outdoor life in a disciplined and effective manner is 

tough, but in the words of two volunteers from Akcja Carpatica: “There is nowhere such 

fellowship as during Carpatica camp” and “Even food tastes best at Carpatica camp.” One of 

the Akcja Carpatica organisers expressed the view that getting to know other people is the 

“biggest  motivation”  for  volunteers.  The  degree  of  trust  achieved  in  situations  where 

volunteers rely on one another to supply basic needs for food, water and shelter in difficult 

conditions is a solid source of satisfaction. But even in the less socially intense organisations 

we  found  members’  beliefs  and  confidence  in  social  trust  crucial  to  the  cohesion  of 

organisations  and  members’  loyalty.  In  LOD,  where  social  trust  between  members  and 

organisers has been eroded, the level of volunteering has shrunk; whereas in the Slovenian 

NGO, DOPPS, levels of social trust are high alongside levels of volunteering. 

6.4 Summary 

Motivations  that  spur  volunteer  monitors  consist  of  cognitive  and  social  elements  drawn 

together by sentiment. Emotional ties to species and habitats that come to stand for nature as a 

whole are deepened through the pursuit of knowledge and skills. Further emotional charge is 

experienced  through  engagement  with  others  who  share  similar  enthusiasms  and  among 

whom the differentiating structures of normative social life are curtailed. There are, however, 

threats to the preferred egalitarianism of PMNs embedded in potentially divisive structures 

resulting from processes of professionalisation.
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7. Professionals, amateurs and volunteers.

Just as the formal definition of the term volunteer becomes ambiguous in practice (Section 

3.1)  so  do  the  terms  amateur  and  professional.  The Oxford  English Dictionary the  noun 

'professional' as, “[a] person or persons: that engages in a specified occupation or activity for 

money or as a means to earning a living, rather than as a pastime. Contrasted with amateur”. 

In actuality the  definition acts  as a guide rather than a firm rubric,  because as  Ellis  and 

Waterton remark the two categories represent “malleable rather than static structures” (2005: 

673). Certainly professionals can work for free, as do DOPPS employees when they carry out 

voluntary  recording  in  the  field,  while  amateurs  engaged  in  what  Stebbins  describes  as 

“serious leisure” can achieve higher standards of expertise than some of their professional 

counterparts (Stebbins 2001). Serious leisure is: 

“a systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist or volunteer activity that participants 

find so substantial and interesting that, in the typical case, they launch themselves on 

a  career  centred  on  acquiring  and  expressing  its  special  skills,  knowledge  and 

experience” (Stebbins 1992:3) 

Many members of the naturalists organisations we studied fit that description, or come close 

to it. Stebbins sees professionals and amateurs in an overlapping system of relations that links 

them to their publics, which in the case of recording and surveying nature include people who 

want  to  inform  themselves  about  nature,  environmentalists,  conservationists  and  policy 

makers.  Relationships  between  amateurs  and  professionals  can  be  “functional  and 

dysfunctional, conflicting and harmonious” (Stebbins 1992:23). Evidence from our research 

suggests that the balance between these opposites is often difficult to achieve and may swing 

backwards and forwards across the history of an organisation. 

7.1 Effects of professionalisation

Among the professionalised organisations in our study are the National NGOs, LOD, DOF, 

BTO and DOPPS. The current situation of the first three examples demonstrates the various 

outcomes resulting from relationships between professionals and amateurs.

The history of LOD’s decline in funding, and hence in the number and types of projects that it 

undertakes, is narrated in section section 3.3. These circumstances provoke tension between 

the  minority of  professionals  and the  majority of  amateurs  within the  organisation.  LOD 

professionals  consider  amateurs  to  be  capable  of  undertaking  nothing  but  the  simplest 
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monitoring tasks. A LOD organiser remarked of amateurs “they only want to observe birds 

and  are  not  interested  in  their  feeding  habits,  biology or  migration.”  On  the  other  hand 

amateurs  express  their  discontent  with  LOD,  as  admitted  by  one  organiser  who  said: 

“Members complain that there are no activities, members of council also complain that LOD 

is not an active organization and that something has to be done.” It is not only the lack of 

projects that prevents LOD members from participating as volunteers, but also the attitude of 

the Lithuanian government which mistrusts data produced by voluntary monitoring projects. 

This  mistrust  is  echoed by a  university biologist  and former  member  of  LOD, who also 

complains that LOD no longer caters for professionals: 

“There was even a try [by professionals] to cluster into a small group. It happened 

after we felt that we are thinning out and that this existing society doesn’t give us 

anything. So we tried to cluster into separate organization, but I don’t remember why 

it didn’t come off.” 

Clashes between professionals and amateurs within LOD have led to institutional stagnation; 

a state of affairs from which LOD may find it difficult to regain its former vitality and one 

that is disadvantageous to the flourishing of ornithology in Lithuania. Nevertheless, recent 

developments suggest efforts are being made to turn the tide. As part of its involvement in an 

international project SEED Bird Indicators, LOD is seeking to recruit new volunteers. The 

organisation is promising training for beginners. Its website expresses the hope that public 

involvement in the project can act as a tool for developing civil society (Section 3.2).

Evidence from the UK suggests that to increase its pool of volunteers LOD’s professionals 

will need to cede power and responsibility to amateur participants. Since its establishment 

more than 70 years ago BTO has been dedicated to enabling amateur ornithologists. In an 

interview the director of BTO (subsequently retired) explained:

“In  our  case,  it’s  very  much  the  amateurs  coming  together  and  then  employing 

professionals  to  organise  the  work  for  them.  And,  of  course,  with  the 

professionalisation of ornithology which has gone on, the role of the professional has 

become more important in the organisation.” 

But professionalisation in the BTO did not lead to a clash with amateurs. Instead the opposite 

occurred  whereby  emerging  professionalism  was  accompanied  by  an  increase  in  the 

participation  of  expert  amateurs  (Stebbins  1992:9-13),  in  the  form of  the  BTO’s  13,000 

members and the many birders who contribute to its databases. This positive result follows 
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from an institutionalised attitude of trust towards non-professional practitioners embedded in 

the  long  history  of  the  organisation  which  was  founded  by  amateurs.  Importantly,  even 

though the administration is nowadays run by professionals, amateurs sit on the council that 

acts  as  the  BTO’s  main  decision  making  body.  Although  differences  do  actually  exist 

between different sorts of amateurs and professionals, the BTO is keen to downplay them in 

order to stress its philosophy of inclusiveness. One employee declared: “there is no difference 

in skill between the volunteers and professionals.”

DOF is another NGO that represents itself as a vehicle for amateur experts. It seeks to achieve 

this objective by making a powerful distinction between the activities of paid employees and 

those of volunteers who participate at every level of the organisation. All 13 members of the 

governing council are volunteers, while certain routine managerial decisions, such as who is 

employed  to  run the  DOF shop,  are  reserved for  professional  managers.  Hence decisions 

about the direction and philosophy of the organisation are taken by volunteers who employ 

professionals to implement  the decisions and take responsibility for mundane issues.  This 

practice  accords  with  Battersby  and  Greenwood’s  belief  in  the  “advantage  of  having 

monitoring run by voluntary bodies with elected councils and committees that are responsible 

for the governance of the organization” (Battersby and Greenwood, 2004:20).

The clear distinction between voluntary and professional activities in the running of DOF 

exists alongside trust in the competence of amateur birders to enter reliable data into the vast 

database.  Core  values  in  DOF  and  the  BTO view the  main  function  of  their  respective 

organisations as serving the membership, especially the volunteer monitors.

DOPPS  presents  an  interesting  case  whereby  the  balance  of  the  relationship  between 

professionals and amateur volunteers is entering a critical phase of development (Bell et al. in 

press). Members perceive shared trust and egalitarianism to have formed crucial elements of 

DOPPS’ culture since the organisation’s inception in 1979. However, those stable elements 

are threatened with erosion by the gradual professionalisation of the society, beginning in the 

mid-1990s.  Professionalisation  was probably inevitable  for  the  survival  and expansion of 

DOPPS  within  Slovenia’s  new  social  and  political  climate  but  it  transformed  the  basic 

assumptions  of  the  organisation,  especially  the  conception  of  voluntarism  (Schein  1992: 

21-26). However, when DOPPS began to receive external funding, commodifying the data 

exchange process, altruism was perceived to diminish.

Tensions within DOPPS originate in pressures brought about by the degree of systematisation 

and administration necessitated by the receipt of the EU Life Programme funding, the task of 
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managing a wildlife reserve and demands  from the national  government  for  processed as 

opposed  to  raw data.  Professionals  are  often  recruited  from among  the  most  active  and 

enthusiastic volunteers. Raising the numbers of professionals is beneficial for conservation 

activities and fund raising, but weakens DOPPS’ volunteer base since the volunteer-turned- 

professional  has less time  for volunteering.  Professionalisation is  thus sometimes  seen as 

threatening the integrity of the organisation. The president of DOPPS’ supervisory board told 

us that when long-term volunteers turned into professionals “the volunteer side lost the engine 

that made it run”.

Long-term active  members  of  DOPPS  yearn  for  what  they  feel  to  have  been  the  more 

egalitarian early days of the association, while both employees and volunteers are worried 

that  over-professionalisation  might  alienate  voluntary  participants.  The  current  president 

remarked: “We can’t say ‘You did it. We don’t need you any more'… The volunteer is not a 

slave to exploit.  He or she is worth the same – or even more - than an employee.” Here 

DOPPS’  president  asserts  a  moral  dimension  –  something  fraternal  and  fundamentally 

levelling – within the pursuit of ornithology that will need to be addressed in the next stage of 

DOPPS' development.

In the case of the three Participatory Environmental Tourism organisations, we have seen 

previously (Section 6.3) how intense social bonds are formed by all participants and these 

minimise  the  distinction  between  professionals  and  amateurs.  Those  with  the  greatest 

expertise such as the supervisors and licence holding ringers at the Akcja Carpatica camp or 

the professional marine biologists at Tethys are sought after as teachers. The NTBC has no 

paid employees and the influence of professional ornithologists is largely restricted to setting 

scientific  standards  for  amateur  birders  to  aspire  to.  There  is  a  similar  quiet  relationship 

between the members of the UK Phenology Network and the professional ecologists who run 

its database. 

It  is  clear  from the examples  discussed above that  the  management  of  relations  between 

professionals and amateurs in monitoring networks in favour of  amateurs is  an important 

mechanism  for  achieving  institutional  stability  and  continuity.  If  processes  of 

professionalisation result in the degrading of amateur status and denial of opportunities for 

amateurs to build expertise through participation in monitoring projects the organisation will 

suffer from dissent and eventual decline. One way in which PMNs seek to prevent this from 

occurring is the topic of the next section. 
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8. Collaboration with other organisations

All of the PMNs have connections with other organisations for the sharing and management 

of data (Section 5) and some collaborate for other purposes, such as building awareness of 

conservation issues across international boundaries. The National NGOs, for example, are all 

associated with BirdLife International,  thus linking members at local level to international 

perspectives.

In the UK there is one other large ornithological NGO, the Royal Society for the Protection of 

Birds (RSPB). Unlike the BTO it is a campaigning organisation with one million subscribing 

members.  Volunteer  input  to  RSPB surveys  tends  to  be  restricted  to  a  single  event  and 

involve very large numbers of observers. Confusion sometimes occurs between the BTO’s 

Garden Birdwatch and RSPB’s Big Garden Birdwatch. Many people send RSPB record forms 

to BTO by mistake, despite fundamental differences between the two garden surveys. RSPB’s 

Big Garden Birdwatch happens once a year whilst BTO’s Garden Birdwatch is ongoing. 

Relations between the two organisations are constructive despite the fact that they might be 

competing for volunteers. One BTO informant said, 

“We’re occasionally concerned that RSPB local offices decide they want information 

on something and organise things at a local level and we’re constantly worried that 

this will actually detract from the national level schemes that we’re doing by taking 

volunteers away, but on the whole we haven’t had demarcation disputes. Largely, I 

think, because the BTO got in there so long ago.”

For its atlas work, the BTO involve the Scottish Ornithologists Club and Birdwatch Ireland. It 

is currently developing links with other nature organisations such as Butterfly Conservation, 

Froglife, and the British Herpetological Conservation Trust. 

Despite its name the BTO Garden Birdwatch enables people to register observations of other 

animals apart from birds and this material needs to be shared. The head of Garden Birdwatch 

explains how the project is developing: “We’ve been identifying ways in which the Garden 

Birdwatch mammal data can be used to fit into national mammal monitoring programmes. So, 

we’ve been testing them, looking at the statistics to make sure they’re robust enough, to find 

out what sort of levels of population change we can detect…. because we’re self-funding then 

we can just produce this data with very little extra cost. We do have a separate recording sheet 

that observers use but those people who do it online just treat it as a bird species. They can 
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select a mammal, a butterfly, a reptile and tell us about it in exactly the same way as a bird so 

there’s no additional cost there at all.”

Although it is a separate entity, the Virtual Network Organisation (UKPN) is run through a 

partnership between the Woodland Trust and the UK government’s Centre for Ecology and 

Hydrology (CEH). The Woodland Trust provides office space and four members of staff to 

run the  UKPN.  Similarly,  AfN WOLF members  work in  association with the  Polish Bat 

Protection  Network  (Porozumienie  dla  nietoperzy)  by  collecting  and  passing  on  data 

concerning bats.

Such examples  of  monitoring programmes  being  interrelated,  or  even nesting  within one 

another,  could  prove  extremely  efficient  and  cost  effective  model  for  future  monitoring 

programmes  elsewhere  in  Europe.  Cooperation  in  all  forms  brings  benefits  because,  as 

Battersby and  Greenwood advocate,  “[o]thers  are  involved  and  collaboration  is  frequent, 

having the benefit not only of drawing in the different pools of volunteers associated with the 

different organisations but also of bringing together complementary expertise from their staff” 

(2004:18).
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9. Key Messages

We present our conclusion in the form of key messages that emerge from the body of the 

report.

9.1 Contexts

Success is a relative term and any evaluation of the performance of PMNs has to include an 

understanding of the socio-political background and cultural status of amateur naturalists. For 

example, the current success enjoyed by DOPPS owes a great deal to the recent discourse 

associating nation building with environmental awareness (Sections 3.2, 3.3).

9.2 Recruitment 

The characteristics of  an organisation generally lend itself  to certain types  of  recruitment 

methods (Section 4). For example, Participatory Environmental Tourism organisations rely 

heavily on word-of-mouth. Volunteers often make repeat visits and involve their friends and 

family – the quality of their experience becomes part of the recruitment. Any PMN should be 

wary of recruiting more volunteers than it can manage. If numbers become unmanageable, 

communication and interaction can suffer leading to negative experiences and de-motivation 

amongst volunteers. Good communication is a key attribute of vibrant PMNs.

9.3 Acquiring knowledge

A major motivation for volunteers is to acquire more knowledge. Formal training can fulfil 

this need but requires much investment in the form of time and resources. An informal source 

of training emerges from ‘mentoring’ where the more experienced act as teachers or mentors 

to the less experienced. This provides a source of satisfaction for all involved and contributes 

to the creation and nurturing of social bonds thus strengthening solidarity within the PMN 

(Section 6.1).

9.4 What happens to the data? 

Volunteers care about what happens to the data they collect, particularly how it used and what 

it is used for. Volunteers’ records are their gift to a PMN and this gift requires reciprocation 

in  the  form of  acknowledgement  and  feedback,  both  informal  (such  as  newsletters)  and 

formal (scientific reports). Among larger organisations such as National NGOs, interpersonal 

relations should be used to mediate the feedback (see below; Section 5).
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9.5 Motivating and retaining volunteers

The motivation of volunteers involves a synthesis of wanting to learn, passion for nature and 

the desire to be with other like-minded people. PMNs need to cater for the combination of 

these factors and find creative ways of addressing them. National NGOs like DOF and BTO 

have created networks where volunteer representatives act as advocates and intermediaries for 

organisations, working to recruit other volunteers and managing monitoring schemes at the 

local level (Sections 4.3 and 6.2). 

9.6 Professionalisation

While  professionalisation can benefit  certain types  of  PMNs, particularly national  NGOs, 

potential  negative  effects  need  to  be  acknowledged  and  managed  to  create  a  balanced 

relationship  between professionals  and  volunteers  so  that  neither  category of  people  feel 

undervalued or isolated (Section 7).

9.7 Work with what you have

Biological  monitoring  methods  often  require  adaptation  to  suit  the  particular  habitat  and 

species requirements of each country. It is the same with building, nurturing and maintaining 

a  network  of  volunteers.  PMNs  should  inform  themselves  of  schemes  in  other 

organisations/countries and adapt models to suit their own circumstances. 

9.8 Look for what else might be out there

The case of the UK Phenology Network reveals that people may have accrued long data sets 

on their own account. These data present a valuable resource. Those in search of data to meet 

monitoring requirements should advertise and go in search of unknown amateur recorders 

(Section 5.1).

9.9 Collaboration

Collaboration with other organisations has many benefits and can be an efficient and cost-

effective tool for monitoring programmes. Collaboration provides a means for PMNs to pool 

volunteers and expertise of their staff and share the financial burden. There is also an added 

benefit of creating wider networks for greater dissemination of information and results. 

9.10 Enthusiasm

The most important driver for the expansion and sustainability of volunteer participation in 

PMN-led monitoring is enthusiasm. We have found that enthusiasm for nature is encouraged 

through collaboration and social interactions within and between PMNs. Thus, management 

efforts  should  be  geared  towards  enlivening  and  inspiring  participants  and  providing  an 

environment where trust, respect, recognition, value and enjoyment can flourish.
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APPENDIX A: METHODS

Figure 5:   Qualitative Research Output

Organisation Participant 

Observation

Interviews Focus Groups Method

Akcja  Carpatica 

(UJAG)

23 days 20 

(24 people)

1 In depth

DOPPS (ULFF) 14 days 30 2 In depth
LOD (KU) 13 days 19 1 In depth
NTBC (UDUR) 20 19

(22 people)

1 In depth

AfN WOLF (UJAG) 0 6 1 Rapid Appraisal
BTO (UDUR) 1 day 9

(11 people)

0 Rapid Appraisal

DOF (KU) 1 day 9 1 Rapid Appraisal
Tethys (ULFF) 1 day 1 1 Rapid Appraisal
UKPN (UDUR) 1 day 5

(7 people)

0 Rapid Appraisal
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APPENDIX B: THEMES

Organisation

 Structure.

 Hierarchy.

 Friendly versus not friendly.

 Formal versus informal.

 Precedence given to monitoring.

 Precedence given to other activities.

 Use of volunteers and methods for volunteer recruitment.

 Relationship with national and international NGOs (influence of practices from other 

countries).

 Relationship with local, national and international government bodies.

 Participation in networks.

 Legal requirements, especially in regard to use of volunteers (i.e. insurance).

 Change.

 Wider social context.

 Nationalism.

Volunteerism

 National and cultural context, public self perception of volunteers.

 Class, gender and age.

 Rhetoric and discourse of volunteerism.

 Types of volunteer monitoring schemes.

 Other types of opportunities for volunteers (i.e. office work; money raising).

 Rewards systems for volunteers.

 Respect and provision of facilities indicating respect.

 Trust, friendship and friendliness.

 Training.

 Relationship with professionals.

 Why choose this organisation?

 Time-spans spent volunteering.

 Social activities and their importance.

 Types of knowledge and attitudes to data.

 Sources of knowledge.

 Skill (i.e. field skills/ protocols) versus knowledge, or in relation to knowledge.
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 Feelings about own knowledge and that of others – attitudes to professionals.

 Status and achievement of positions within the organisation (formal and informal).

 Motives.

 Participation as social and cultural capital.

 Acknowledgement by government,  universities and research institutes of volunteer 

significance.

 Meanings to volunteers of the species being monitored.

 Preferences for monitoring over other activities.

Professionalisation

 Rhetoric and discourse of professionalisation.

 Hierarchy of professional practice: who sets the agenda?

 Class and gender.

 Motives.

 Skills versus knowledge.

 Validation of volunteer data.

 Effect on attitudes to volunteers.

 Movement from amateur to professional – how does it happen? 

 Relationship to amateurs.

 Blurring of distinction, i.e. professors volunteering.

 Construction of social gap.

 Communication of protocols to amateurs.

Material

 Handling of data.

 Meanings attached to data objects such as cards, electronic data.

 Ownership  of  data  objects  –  volunteers  or  organisation?  How  is  ownership 

transferred/ treated.

 Legal position re who own data – if no legal position then how decided?

 What happens to data? How is it moved and manipulated?

 Volunteers' awareness of and satisfaction with what happens to data.

 Symbolic meaning of data.
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