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your volunteers 
his should come as 

no surprise. As nonprofits continue ro 
righten their belts, the idea of using vol
unteers ro accomplish more with less is 
increasingly more appealing. After all, 
people might nor have as much money 
ro give, bur they may be more willing 
to offer their rime and expertise. Yer 
how do you find the right volunteers 
for your organization? Then, once you 
find them, what do you do with them, 
how do you work with them and how 
do you keep them engaged? 

The good news is char there is no 
shortage of people willing ro volunteer. 
The latest statistics from rhe Corpo
ration for arional and Community 
Service (CNCS), an independent fed
eral agency in Washington, D.C. that 
runs Senior Corps, AmeriCorps, and 
Learn and Serve America, demonstrate 
just how deep rhe volunteer pool rhar 
nonprofits can draw from really is. A 
July 2008 srare-by-srare survey of vol
unteers, Volunteering in America: 2008 
State and City Trends and Rankings, 
reported char 26.2 percent of adult -
slightly less than 61 million people-

~ contributed more than 8 billion hours 
of volunteer service in 2007, worth an t estimated $158 billion. Furthermore, 

J between 2002 and 2007, the number 
u; of volunteers grew by more than 1 
~ 
,:! million. A 2006 CNCS report, Volun-
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teer Growth in America: A Review of 
Trends Since 1974 also found char the 
numbers of people volunteering are the 
highest they have been in 30 years, with 
rates of volunteerism among teenagers 
alone rising by more than 200 percent 
from 1989 ro 2005. 

Nevertheless, many nonprofits are 
nor taking advantage of volunteers 
and all they have to offer. According to 

David Eisner, former CEO of CNCS, 
more than one-third of the people who 
volunteered in 2006-nearly 22 mil
lion-did nor volunteer again in 2007. 
Explained another way, CNCS esti
mates rhar the value of this lost volun
teer rime amounted to approximately 
$38 billion. What explains the decline? 
The most common reasons accord
ing to the article "The New Volunteer 
Workforce" (Stanford Social Innova
tion Review, Winter 2009), written 
by Eisner and three others also from 
CNCS (Robert T. Grimm Jr., Shannon 
Maynard and Susannah Washburn), 
include: 
• Failing to provide strong leadership 
• or marching volunteers' skills with 

the duties assigned to them 
• Failing to train and invest in volun

teers and staff 
• Noc measuring the value of volunteers 
• Failing ro recognize volunteers' 

conrriburions 

15 

BY PAUL LAGASSE 
To avoid making these mistakes, 

many experts on volunteerism recom
mend approaching volunteer manage
ment the same way you would proceed 
in any meaningful relationship. There 
are some essential similarities with vol
unteer recruitment and management: 
organizations court volunteers who 
hopefully respond with a formal com
minnent. Then, over time, as volunteers 
and organizations grow more familiar 
and comfortable with each other, they 
help each other to grow and succeed. 
By developing good volunteer manage
ment strategies for each of these phases, 
you will ensure that your organization 
and your volunteers develop and main
tain harmonious-and productive-re
lationships and a solid foundation for 
the future. 

Be Prepared 
Before you begin searching for a vol
unteer, you need an idea of the kind of 
person you are hoping to find. Is expe
rience or enthusiasm more important? 
Do you need someone with technical 
savvy or the ability to do heavy lifting? 
Perhaps you are looking for someone 
with connections? Linda Lysakowski, 
ACFRE, president and CEO of the 
fundraising consulting firm Capital 
Venture (www.cvfundraising.com) in 
Las Vegas, Nev., recommends creating 
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job descriptions for volunteer duties, 
just as you would for staff positions, 
and then communicating those expec
tations to potential volunteers. 

Ly akow ki recalls the time when, as j 
a museum development officer, she ap
proached a CEO about serving on her 
organization's corporate appeals board. 
The CEO had just arrived in town and 
had already been approached by other 
organizations-all of which he had 
declined co support. However, Lysa
kowski came armed with a recruitment 
packer that included a case for support, 
a job description, a Ii r of ocher busi
ness leaders serving on the project and 
a rimeline. Within 40 minutes, the CEO 
agreed to serve on her museum's corpo
rate appeals committee. 

"I've been in rown for two weeks 
and about a dozen ocher development 
officers have come to ask me tO give 
money or serve on their boards," the 
CEO cold her, "bur you're rhe first one 
who's been really well prepared." 

"For ome reason, when it comes 
to volunteer , people usually use the 
exact opposite approach," observes 
Lysakowski, who has authored or 
co-authored six books, including Re
cruiting and Training Fundraising 
Volunteers (Wiley, 2005). "They look 
around and ay, 'Oh, he's a nice guy (or 
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Tom McKee of Volunteer Power propos
es a four-stage volunteer management 
strategy based on appropriate levels of 
trust and guidance as volunteers gradu
ally gain experience. 

he has lots of money or is a big name), 
let's get him on the board.' Then the 
fellow shows up ar a meeting, they tell 
him what the expectations are and he 
realizes char he didn't know any of rhat 
going into it." 

Assuming the volunteer doe nor 
quit outright, Lysakowski points our, 
it is unlikely that the new person will 
rake on many duties or assume much 
responsibility. 

"You need to be honest wirh volun
teers up front and tell them how much 
rime is required o char none of this 
comes as a surprise later in the pro
cess," she urge . "A person who volun
teers for an organization has a reason 
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Future Farmers of America members 
and adult volunteers pack food items to 
be distributed to needy families in the 
Indianapolis community as part of the 
National Days of Service. 

for volunteering. Ir's easy to write a 
check, bur it's harder to give up hours 
of your precious time. If people know 
going in what's expected of them, then 
there's no need to be afraid to ask them 
ro make a commitment." 

Lysakow ki stresses the importance 
of understanding people's expecta
tions and motivations for volunteering. 
"Sure, there's always a need for people 
ro scuff envelopes for the direct-mail 
appeal, but there are a lot more people 
our there who want co use their skills 
and ralenrs in other ways." 

Volunteer recruiters and managers 
therefore need to understand how these 
expectation and motivations vary. 
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Indiana Sports Corporation volunteers 
prepare for halftime during the 2003 
Big Ten Women's Basketball 
Tournament. 

Volunteers of All Ages 
To start, use the age of volunteers as 
a useful indicacor of expectations and 
motivations. According to CNCS, most 
volunteers currently fall into one of 
four broad generational cohort : 

Silent Generarions (born mid-1920 
to early l 940s) rend to seek service
oriented opportunities rhar are fun and 
social; they are willing to be managed 
and directed. Volunteerism among thi 
age group is increa ing significantly. 

Baby Boomers (born mid-l 940s 
through mid-·1960s) often prefer op
portunme that draw on their pro
fessional skills and require minimal 
oversight; rhey enjoy collaboration and 

CASA volunteers nationwide, saw that many 
African-American commurnties were under· 
represented. In Chicago, for example, where 
95 percent of the children 111 foster care are 
African American, only 7 percent of the vol
unteer advocates are African American. 

Terene Bennett, an NCASM training spe
cialist, explains that 1mprov111g volunteer d1-
vers1ty means making no prior assumptions 
about communities and their stakeholders. 
"It's about gomg to the neighborhood meet
mgs and listening," she says. "You have 
to identify the champions, 1dent1fy how to 
speak to their needs and connect their pas
sion with yours." 

Dodd White. program specialist for 
NCASM's Mid-Atlantic region, notes that 
the most effective advocates are those who 
want to share with their community. "Volun-
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negotiation. Although they currently 
repre enc 75 percent of the people who 
volunteer in midlife, they have higher 
attrition rates than other generations 
(roughly three in IO annually, accord
ing co CNCS) and may give less time 

as they age. 
Generation Xers (born mid-1960s 

through early L980 ) al o prefer not to 
be closely managed. They often eek vol
unteer opporcunicie that engage their so
cia I consciousness and are eager co seek 
positions of increasing responsibiliry. 

Millennia ls (born early l 980s 
through 2000) prefer shorter, episodic 
engagement and seek opportunities that 
promise autonomy, variety and a chance 
ro engage in meaningful work, especial
ly through online social nerworking. 
The rise in school-based volunteer op
portunities bas helped drive an increase 
in volunteerism in this age group. How
ever, CNCS has found that more than 
rwo-third of teenage volunteers engage 
for less than 100 hours a year. 

Regardless of rheir age, however, 
volunteer require feedback and em
powerment to sray engaged. 

Maintaining and Retaining 
Thoma W. McKee, founder of the free 
on line resource Volunteer Power (www. 
volunteerpower.com) and co-author, 

teers want to give as well as get. There's 
reciprocity." 

By bemg an advocate for foster children 
from your commurnty, White explains, you 
are showmg that you are committed to them 
as much as they are committed to you. 

The diversity irntiabve has helped boost 
African-American part1c1pation in NCASM 
programs from 9.5 percent a decade ago 
to 11.6 percent 111 2007. 

Bennett and White attribute NCASAA's 
success to ,ts grassroots approach. "It has 
required not only a 'top-down· component, 
but also a 'down-top' piece, too." Bennett 
says. "You can't start at the top without the 
bottom knowmg." 

White agrees. "D1vers1ty is broader than 
Just race and ethrncity," he adds. "It's about 
engaging the community as a whole." 
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with his son Jonathan, of The New 
Breed: Understanding & Equipping the 
21st-Century Volunteer (Group, 2008), 
has seen administrators make plenty of 
mistakes trying ro retain volunteers. 
First among chem is simply not asking 
volunteers how they like-or dislike
their assignment . 

"The competition for volunteers i 
huge, and if you don't keep them, the 
organization down the street will get 
them," he says. "Without feedback 
[from volunteers!, you don't know 
where you stand." 

McKee, who has been a trainer, con
sultant and author specializing in vol
unteer management for 35 years, notes 
chat even something as rudimentary as 
keeping a Ii t of volunteers at your desk 
and making a check mark every time 
you talk to them about their work can 
make answering their questions easier. 

"The old question 'How can you 
help me?' should be 'How can J help 
you?"' McKee says. 

That assi ranee can include laying 
out a project's scope, rimeline and bud
get at the beginning; including volun
teers in planning decisions; scheduling 
regular progress meetings in advance; 
and then turning the volunteers loose 
on their project. When they come to 
you with questions, be available ro 
answer rhem. Show them they are an 
important part of your organizarion. 
As volunteers gain experience and earn 
more trust, the experience will be mu
tually rewarding. 

Another common mistake is thinking 
that if a volunteer seems happy doing a 
task, that person can keep doing that 
same task indefinitely. Walter P. "Bud" 
Pidgeon Jr., CFRE, president and CEO 
of the U.S. Sportsmen's Alliance (www. 
ussportsmen.org) in Columbus, Ohio, 
points out that taking volunteers for 
granted is a sure way to drive chem 
away. "You can retain volunteers much 
longer if you can diversify their experi
ence over rime. Volunteer have to feel 
like they're pan of the heart and soul of 
the organization." 

To prevent volunteers from "aging 
in place," Pidgeon recommends re
viewing other opportunities within the 
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organization with volunteers every two 
years or so, around the time their pas
sion begins to peak. Volunteers see this 
as an acknowledgement of their value 
and they appreciate the time and effort, 
he says. 

As with donors of money, donors of 
time and skill deserve meaningful ac
knowledgment, although the forms can 
vary with the ages of the volunteers and 
the types of services they offer. Popular 
forms of acknowledgment include writ
ing and sending personalized thank-you 
letter ; reading names aloud at presen
tations; printing names in publications, 
annual reports or invitations to events 
(especially those in their honor); and 
awarding plaques or trophies that com
memorate milestones. 

Pidgeon's study, The Universal Ben
efits of Volunteering: a Practical Work
book for Nonprofit Organizations, 
Volunteers, and Corporations (Wi
ley, 1998) has been out for a decade. 
Changes in volunteering since then, he 
says, offer some valuable lessons for 
volunteer managers today. For exam
ple, he sees fewer active volunteers from 
the G.I. generation (born between 1901 
through J 924 ), and he has noticed that 
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baby boomers are gradually becoming 
less involved. Thar make the job of the 
volunteer manager thar much harder
and that much more important. 

"What we have to emphasize to 
organizations today is that they have 
to be adaptable," Pidgeon says. "You 
really have ro focus the volunteers on 
what they can get out of the !experi
ence] and also on what rhe organiza
tion gets out of it. Thar kind of finesse 
and talent is what you need in order to 
get things done." 

Using Particular Skills 
Adaptability and finesse become even 
more importanr when the honeymoon 
period ends and the volunteer/staff 
interaction starts to experience the or
dinary ups and down of any relation
ship. Good volunteer managers expect 
the occasional friction and misunder
standing and know how to identify and 
address them without causing a break
up, says Susan Spero, MA, principal of 
Spero and Company Consultants LLC 
in Denver (www.speroandco.biz). 

"No one walks in the door saying, 
'I'm intending ro be an ineffective vol
unteer or board person,"' she explains. 

18 

"The problem is what happens between 
the intention and the execution. Can the 
board create a culture where people are 
open, honest and trusting, where every
body remember that they're working 
for the same cause?" 

Despite the need for excellent man
agement skills when working with staff 
and volunteers alike, fewer than half of 
the nonprofits that rely on volunteers 
have adopted volunteer management 
practices, according to the study Vol
unteer Management Capacity in Amer
ica's Charities and Congregations: 
A Briefing Report (Urban Institute, 
2004 ). Your organization is likel)' ro 
save more money in the long run if you 
have in place effective volunteer man
agement srraregies to recruit, develop 
and keep rhe best volunteers. 

Spero notes rhe following common 
problems in volunteer management: 
• Confusion over who is really in 

charge 
• Resenrmenr or competition between 

paid and volunteer staff 
• Resistance to change 
• Unclear accountability or expectations 
• Bias from staff members who consider 

volunteers unreliable or uncommitted 
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• Personality conAicrs and "power trips" 
• Burnour due co insufficient resources or 

upporr 
Overcoming rhese problems comes 

down to good planning, clear communi
carion and sharing respon ibiliry, Spero 
points out. "Fiefdoms form in non
profits, just like they do in the corpo
rate world. You have to rap volunteers 
collecrively on rhe shoulder and ask, 
'What are the reasons you are here?' 
And given char, 'What do we need to 
do to work together better to accom
plish our goals?"' 

Legal liability i another porential 
source of conflict between sraff, board 
and volunteers, according ro Flor
ence May, presidenr of TRS (www.the 
registrarionsystem.com), an Indianap
olis-based agency rhar upplie online 
volunreer registrarion system to major 
evenrs across orth America. "There 
are a lor of parameters," she says. "Ex
pectarions have robe very, very clear." 

For example, May a ks, if a museum 
volunteer breaks an irreplaceable arti
fact, or a volunreer cleaning a homeles 
shelter throws our his or her back, who 
is liable? "Usually rhere's no lawsuit, 
but all ir rakes is one," she warn . 

Managers also need to avoid unin
renrionally placing volunreers in com
promi ing iruations, May advi e . For 
example, booster organizations can run 
afoul of the IRS when rhey ask volun
teers to work at fundraiser in order to 
offset dues by the value of rime they 
worked. or only chat, volunteer man
agers muse be able to assure volunteers 
char their personal informarion is pro
tected and help volunreers understand 
how the data are being used. 

Mose important, however, is to re
alize just how crucial volunteers are to 

your organization. 

Unwavering Support 
ft is a common misrake to as ume thar in 
rough economic times fewer people can 
afford ro volunreer and, rherefore, an 
organization can save money by cutting 
volunreer and ourreach activiries. ln
sread, nonprofir leader must be willing 
to maintain support for rheir volunreer 
programs, say Su an Ellis, presidenr of 
Energize Inc. (www.energizeinc.com), a 
Philadelphia-based con ulring firm spe
cializing in volunreeri m-relared is ues, 
and aurhor of Fro111 the Top Down: 
The Executive Role in Volunteer Pro
gram Success (Energize lnc., 1996). In 
a budger crunch, the volunreer coordi
naror posirion is ofren among the firsr 
ro get cur becau e ir i seen a a "sofr" 
po icion. 

"Volunreers, by definirion, are pare
rime worker with a wide range of 
skills and chedules, so they can'r easily 
coordinate them elve , " Elli explains. 
"A creative volunreer program man
ager can focus on attracting the besr 
people and rhen a sure rhey conrribure 
mosr effectively. So why eliminate rhe 
one po irion rhar can provide new re
sources, regard le of money?" 

Organizarions should assess rhe 
rerurn-on-inve rmenr of rheir volun
reer program , Elli ugge rs, ro ee rhe 
enormous value of volunteer services 
again r rhe relarively low cosr of creat
ing and managing an effecrive volunreer 
program. In From t/Je Top Down, she 
suggests assigning a dollar value ro vol
unreer rime and in-kind conrriburions 
using rhe following formula: 

Cash expenses + rhe value of con
tributed time and marerials = the true 
cost of service 

Eilis's book include a worksheet to 

help you calculare rhis number for your 
organizarion, alrhough she warns rhar 

The AFP International Conference on Fundraising in New Orleans, March 29-April 
1, will offer several sessions on volunteers, including "How to Turn Your Volun
teers into Your Fan Club" presented by Florence May; "Board, Staff and Volun
teers: Can This Marriage Be Saved and Even Thrive?" presented by Susan Spero, 
MA; and "Volunteerism: Supporting the Covenant with Black America Through 
Greater Community Involvement" presented by Terene Bennett and Dodd White. 
For more information, visit http://conference.afpnet.org. 
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Resources 
The reports cited in this article can be 
found on the following websites: 

Volunteer Growth in America: A Review of 
Trends Since 1974 
www. national service. gov/pdf /06 
_1203 _ volunteer _growth. pdf 

Volunteering in America: 2008 State and 
City Trends and Rankings - Research 
Highlights 
www.volunteeringinamerica.gov/as 
sets/resourcesjVIA_Brief_FINAL.pdf 

Volunteer Management Capacity in Ameri• 
ca's Charities and Congregations: A Brief
ing Report 
www. nationalservice. gov /pdf /vol_ ca 
pacity_brief.pdf 

the "value" of rhe e conrriburions is far 
greater rhan a simple cosr-replacemenr 
calcularion. "People wanr the 10 sreps 
rhar work," Ellis admir . "The poinr is 
thar ir is far more complex rhan people 
ofren rhink it i . The good news is char 
roday you don'r have ro reinvenr rhe 
wheel. Learn from or hers." 

Make sure your volunreer man
agement program is prepared for 
the e complexiries before courring 
volunteers. In rhe wake of 9/ 11, Hur
ricane Katrina and orher narural and 
man-made disasters, volunreerism has 
surged as people seek ro make a differ
ence wirhin and beyond rheir commu
nities-and most experrs predict that 
rhe falrering economy will increase, 
nor dampen, rhar spirir. While finan
cial donarions may stagnare, dona
tion~ of rime and services are likely ro 
increase. ln other words, rhere are a lor 
of people our rhere looking for serious 
relarionships. I your nonprofir ready 
to make rhe commirmcnr? (ia) 

Paul Lagasse is a freelance 
writer in Baltimore. 
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