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1. Introduction

In recent decades, the increasing frequency and intensity of economic, political,
environmental, and social crises have drawn global attention to the pivotal role of
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in addressing complex societal challenges.
As governments often face capacity limitations in responding to these multifaceted
issues, NGOs have emerged as complementary actors delivering humanitarian aid,
social welfare services, and community development programs (Kandilige &
Ampah, 2022; Malik et al., 2019). With their flexibility, grassroots orientation, and
rapid responsiveness, NGOs serve vulnerable populations across diverse domains,
including disaster relief, healthcare, education, poverty alleviation, and
environmental protection (Wisner & Gaillard, 2009; Chowdhury et al., 2020).
Central to the functioning of NGOs is their dependence on volunteer human
resources. Volunteers not only provide critical manpower but also contribute
valuable skills, local knowledge, and commitment to social causes (Bartram et al.,
2017). However, managing volunteer human resources presents unique challenges
compared to conventional workforce management. Unlike paid staff, volunteers
often exhibit diverse motivations, limited availability, and varying degrees of
professional expertise, posing significant hurdles in recruitment, retention, role
assignment, and performance evaluation (Abiddin et al., 2022; Raschke et al., 2022).
In this context, understanding the human resource supply chain (HRSC) of NGOs
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has become an emerging area of scholarly inquiry, particularly in developing
countries like Iran, where empirical evidence remains scarce. The present study aims
to fill this research gap by identifying key barriers and challenges faced by Iranian
NGOs in managing their volunteer HRSC and proposing actionable insights for
improvement.

2. Literature Review

The concept of the human resource supply chain has evolved as a theoretical
framework linking strategic HR practices with organizational performance,
especially in contexts where human capital forms the primary resource base (Allen
et al, 2013; Zhu et al., 2011). In the NGO sector, HRSC management entails
forecasting volunteer needs, developing effective recruitment pipelines, ensuring
proper onboarding and training, allocating tasks based on skills and preferences, and
continuously monitoring volunteer satisfaction and performance (Korkmaz et al.,
2019; Batti, 2014).

Prior studies highlight both internal and external barriers to effective volunteer
management. Internally, NGOs often suffer from a lack of formal HR policies, weak
leadership, limited supervisory capacity, and underinvestment in staff development
(Farndale et al., 2010; Lorente-Ayala et al., 2019). Volunteers may face role
ambiguity, insufficient training, and limited career development opportunities,
which contribute to high turnover rates (Gupta, 2019). Externally, NGOs encounter
financial instability, political restrictions, and inconsistent public policies that hinder
long-term workforce planning (Fosso Wamba, 2020; Rahman et al., 2022).
Moreover, coordination among multiple NGOs remains fragmented, especially in
crisis settings where sudden influxes of volunteers often overwhelm organizational
capacity to effectively allocate human resources (Falasca & Zobel, 2012; Lekorwe,
2007). While global research has advanced models for lean and agile HRSC
management (Shafiq & Soratana, 2019; de Camargo Fiorini et al., 2022), their
application within the unique sociopolitical and cultural context of Iranian NGOs
remains limited. Existing Iranian studies have predominantly focused on NGO
typologies, governance structures, and service outcomes (Mazhawidza, 2021;
Mohammadjani & Dastgheib, 2018; Beigi-Rad & Margir, 2016), leaving significant
gaps in HRSC-specific analyses.

3. Methodology

This qualitative research employed a thematic analysis approach to explore the
HRSC challenges faced by Iranian NGOs. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 10 senior managers, board members, and HR directors of
active NGOs using the snowball sampling method (Parker et al., 2019). Interviews
were transcribed and systematically coded using MAXQDA software, allowing for
the emergence of themes and subthemes grounded in participants lived experiences.

4. Results
The analysis identified 8 main themes, 17 sub-themes, and 27 primary concepts.
Challenges were categorized into three main groups:
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- Individual challenges: conflicts between volunteer and organizational interests,
ethical traits of volunteers, and the demanding nature of volunteer work.

- Organizational challenges: lack of cooperation among NGOs, shortage of
managerial volunteers, and inefficient networking mechanisms.

- Environmental challenges: budget constraints, restrictive national policies, and
absence of a unified governing authority.

These challenges collectively produce inefficiencies in the volunteer supply chain,
leading to recruitment bottlenecks, high turnover rates, inconsistent service quality,
and wasted organizational resources.

5. Discussion

The findings highlight the need for Iranian NGOs to adopt a strategic, data-driven
approach to volunteer HRSC management. This includes developing competency-
based recruitment frameworks, providing structured onboarding and continuous skill
development, implementing performance appraisal systems, and fostering
collaborative networks among NGOs to share best practices (Kosnik et al., 2006;
Dong et al., 2008; Gresh et al., 2007). Additionally, policy-level interventions are
required to create enabling legal frameworks, offer financial stability, and establish
national platforms for volunteer coordination. Addressing these challenges will not
only enhance NGOs’ operational resilience but also contribute to broader social
development goals.

6. Conclusion

This study offers an in-depth exploration of the HRSC challenges within Iranian
NGOs, bridging a significant gap in the existing literature. By adopting integrated
HRSC frameworks and fostering multi-stakeholder cooperation, NGOs can
strengthen their volunteer workforce, minimize resource wastage, and better fulfill
their social missions. The study also provides a roadmap for future empirical
investigations to validate and expand upon the proposed model in other developing
contexts.

Keywords: Crisis; Non-Governmental Organization (NGO); Volunteer Human
Resources; Challenges.
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