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❖ This is where we get crazy. This is nuts. We actually—we 
don't have a database of our volunteers…. I shouldn't say 
that. We have probably seven databases for volunteers. 
All of them have different information. It took us three to 
four months to even figure out who had what databases. 

❖ - Volunteer Coordinator at a Human Services Nonprofit (P1) 



❖ Method  
❖ Homebrew Databases: Example & Definition 
❖ Homebrew Databases: Configurations & Challenges 

❖ Personal Office Applications as “Databases” 
❖ Paper-Based “Databases” 
❖ Enterprise & Custom Databases 

Your Whirlwind Tour of 
Homebrew Databases 



Method 

❖ Semi-structured Interviews 
❖ 23 Volunteer Coordinators 

❖ Variety of Job Titles, Locations within the Organization 
❖ Variety of Sizes (& Maturity) of Volunteer Programs 
❖ Variety of Domains for Nonprofit Work 

❖ Iterative, Inductive Data Analysis 





















Challenges with a 
Multiplicity of Systems 

❖ Redundant data entry... have to (manually) re-enter a 
different subset of the data in every system 

❖ Version control issues... information falls out of sync 
across multiple “databases” 

❖ Information management systems are abandoned 



❖ …and at the point when you have to do multiple entries is 
when you don’t do entries. You know, it just is so time-
consuming and redundant that you have so many other 
things to do, that you just don’t have the time to enter it.  

❖ - Volunteer Coordinator at a Housing & Shelter Nonprofit (L2) 



Homebrew Database 

❖ An assemblage of information management resources 
that people have pieced together to satisfice their 
information management needs. 

❖ Involved multiple systems 
❖ Sometimes included actual database software but more 

typically consisted of other resources 
❖ Participants referred to it as their “database” or 

“databases” 



Types of Systems in the 
Homebrew Databases 

❖ Personal office applications as “databases” 

❖ Paper-based “databases” 

❖ Enterprise or custom databases 



Personal Office Applications 
as Databases 



Personal Office Applications 
as Databases 

❖ The allure... 
❖ Readily available 
❖ Already familiar 
❖ Can be used flexibly 



Personal Office Applications 
as Databases 

The problems that arise... 
❖Failure to scale 

❖ Number of users 
❖ Number of records 
❖ Dimensions of data 

❖Inaccessibility 
❖ Access and aggregation 
❖ From off-site locations 

The allure... 
❖Readily available 
❖Already familiar 
❖Can be used flexibly 



❖ We were crashing the system for a year and a half and 
no one told us. Our network would go down every time 
we sent an email out to all the volunteers, but there was 
never the connection made. And one day I was pulled 
over to the data room and, “Do you recognize these email 
addresses?” I’m like, “Yes, those are our volunteers!”  

❖ - Volunteer Coordinator at an Animal Welfare Nonprofit (D2) 

 



Personal Office Applications 
as Databases 

❖ The allure... 
❖ Readily available 
❖ Already familiar 

The problems that arise... 
❖Failure to scale 
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Paper-Based Databases 



Paper-Based Databases 

The allure... 
❖Supports collaboration 
❖Tangible “master” copy 
doesn’t fall out of sync 
❖Serves as a lowest common 
demoninator  
❖Provides a shared 
awareness of process 



Paper-Based Databases 

The allure... 
❖Supports collaboration 
❖Tangible “master” copy 
doesn’t fall out of sync 
❖Serves as a lowest common 
demoninator  
❖Provides a shared 
awareness of process 

The problems that arise... 
❖Failure to scale 
❖Inaccessibility 
 

...but magnified! 
 



Enterprise or Custom 
Databases 



Enterprise or Custom 
Databases 

❖ The allure... 
❖ Ability to handle scalability 

of data and users 



Enterprise or Custom 
Databases 

The problems that arise... 
❖Overhead & setup cost 

❖ Developing the system 
❖ Training people to use 

the system 
❖ Initial data entry 

❖Inaccessibility of the data 
❖Ongoing overhead with data 
entry 

The allure... 
❖Ability to handle scalability of 
data and users 



❖ So, I guess that’s part of the daily [work], too, is the input 
of the night before’s volunteer hours, which is a little 
backed up right now… My volunteer who does that has 
been sick for a while…. We try to keep up with it and it 
just gets away from you. We could use extra hands, but 
that means extra computers and extra spots to sit. 

❖ - Volunteer Coordinator at a Food & Nutrition Nonprofit (K1) 

 



The Cycle of Reconfiguration 
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