Using Volunteers for Research

Question:
We are thinking about how to best utilize our volunteers, in particular those who have a keen interest in pursuing research. Does your institution use volunteers for research? Do they work on larger projects, smaller projects as they come up, or both? Do they respond to research requests made to the institution? Do you charge for research if you have a volunteer do the work? Are there any policies in place regarding this?

Any feedback would be helpful.

Farrah Rooney, June 19, 2004

Curator of Education and Collections, BC Museum of Mining

Responses:
1. Here at the Museum of Anthropology UBC, we are lucky enough to have a very strong and well-run volunteer program. There are several Volunteer Associates working with me in the library, and they often tackle research questions.

The most frequent task is researching responses to public inquiries. These can range greatly from common questions about our collection to requests for specific cultural information about objects owned by the person making the inquiry ('Antiques Roadshow'-type questions). The VAs use the library resources and the knowledge of the curators to compose responses.

Our VAs will also undertake other, larger, research projects as well -- usually ones that serve institutional needs, such as the cataloguing of a certain collection of objects. 

We do not charge for research time, regardless of researcher; responding to internal and external inquiries is part of the mandate of the MOA library. As such we haven't had to draft any specific policies around this.

We are extremely fortunate in that our Volunteer Associate Program incorporates many educational components (courses, lectures, reading groups, specific task training, etc.) so that our VAs are very knowledgeable and well able to handle the research questions given to them. Plus, of course, none of us work in a vacuum and we do all rely on one another to help out when we get stumped or short of time, so there is always research support available.

Justine Dainard, Librarian

Museum of Anthropology

library@moa.ubc.ca
604-822-4834
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