
T
he abilicy. of 
an associa
tion to 
achieve its 

goals depends on 
the effectiveness of 
its volunteer leader-

Meshing the efforts of volunteers with staff 
requires careful analysis and planning by 

management and the elected leaders. 

There are some 
management ex
perts who discuss 
what they call the 
"necessary tension" 
between the board 

ship. In most cases, 
associations hire 
only a few employ-
ees to provide the 
day-to-day continui1y of office manage
ment, membership support setvices, 
and fl.seal control. The remainder of the 
work is handled by active association 
members-those individuals who have 
volunteered to accept an assignment in 
support of the association. 

Board officers and members do the 
decision making, while committee 
chairmen act as the "staff" of the associ
ation, actually implementing programs. 
All of this is done on a volunteer basis. 
Yet how to build effective working rela
tionships among salaried staff a(ld vol
unteers-and among volunteers them
selve&-is all too often an invisible 
management issue. Organizing and 
maintaining such a relationship is an 
issue that can be addressed by both 
volunteer leaders and the staff chief 
executive officer. 

To assess whether an association bas 
planned sufficiently for volunteer/em
ployee and volunteer/volunteer interac
tion, its volunteer leaders and its CEO 
should jointly consider the following 
questions: 
• How many of the salaried staff have 
had formal training (not just on-the
job experience) in how to supervise or 
work with volunteers? 
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• How many committee chairmen have 
had formal training in how to run a 
committee? 
• If a dispute develops between a vol
unteer and an employee, is one or the 
other always presumed to be right? Do 
volunteers or employees have "more 
rights" in your association? Why? 
• Who develops meeting agendas and 
how many people know how to place a 
subject of concern on an agenda? 
• How does the nominating committee 
select new leaders and how many years 
must someone be a member before It is 
possible for him or her to be given a 
position of genuine responsibilicy? Is 
thts because of bylaw restrictions or 
because of the low amount of turnover 
in the association's key positions? 
• Are you certain that new members 
know the ways they can become in
volved in the work of the association? 
Can every member accurately identify 
all the committees and what they do? 
• Are there clearly -defined channels 
for members to make suggestions, voice 
critictsms, and so forth? 
• How many members have left the as
sociation in the past year due to dtssatis
faction with the way decisions are made 
or the way participation is encouraged? 

of directors and the 
chief executive. This 
tension arises from 
the checks and bal
ances of the func-

tions of policymaking and program im
plementation. 

There is also tension because of the 
nature of one "side" being volunteer 
and the other salaried. To minimize 
such negative feelings and create the 
teamwork necessary to make the asso
ciation successful, volunteer leaders 
and staff CEOs must understand the 
factors that affect the relationship of 
volunteers and paid staff. 

Teamwork ls key to success 
Try reading between the lines when 

employees and volunteers interact. Are 
there underlying feelings based on mis
perceptions of each other's roles and/or 
background? Do staff members truly val
ue volunteers or do they just "tolerate" 
the involvement of active members? Con
versely, do members value the special 
skills of the association's employees or do 
they treat the staff as "servants" hired to 
do the legwork volunteers dislike? 

In addition, it's important to consider 
the dynamics of what might be taking 
place when veteran volunteers and 
newcomers try to work together. Too 
often new members are stopped from 
becoming active because of the way 
"insider" members control their volun-: 
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teer roles. Associa
tion leaders, both 
volunteer and sala
ried, have to be able 
to diagnose possible 
negative attitudes 
and be able to dilfer-

One way to counteract 
misconceptions is to insist on job 

descriptions for everyone, 
including volunteer leaders. 

• The amount of · 
work expected be
tween meetings, In- · 
eluding such re
sponsibilities as 
reading any prepa
ratory materials be
fore a meeting, the 

en tlate which re-
flect genuine, rea-
sonable concerns 
and which are based solely on habit or 
prejudice. 

One practical stmtegy for counteract,. 
Ing misconceptions ls to Insist on accu
rate job descriptions for everyone, ln
c Jud Ing volunteer leaders. Job 
descriptions are generally acknowl· 
edged as valuable for salaried staff, but 
they are rarely applied to boards of 
directors. 

Some executives believe that an asso
ciation's bylaws provide sufficient role 
definition. Bylaws usually outline gen
eral functions and specific powers of 
the board and officers, but do not actu
ally clarify all of the expectations of 
these roles. Without separate job de
scriptions that enumerate the many 
tasks of board members, It Is difficult to 
hold any volunteer accountable for ful
filling this demanding posltlon---<1nd It 
Is easy to understand why the Jines of 

authority between volunteers and em
ployees are often blurred. When the 
organization does not define what It 
wants from Its leaders, each new set of 
leaders (and every employee) will Inter
pret roles differently. This sets up possi
ble conflicts with the salaried staff, who 
must adapt to new officers every term. 

Some associations have job descrip
tions for volunteers, but only for offi
cers and committee chairmen. This 
creates the impression that only the 
"top" volunteers are really expected to 
do any work. 

An association's volunteer leaders 
should begin the task of assigning job 
descriptions for other volunteers by de
fining the role of every member of the 
board (or of a committee). This job 
description should include statements 
about: 
• Expected attendance at meetings. 

possibility of having 
to do follow-up work 
as assigned during 

meetings, and so forth. 
• Reporting requlremen-how often 
and In what form reports will be expect,. 
ed from a member on work delegated to 
him or her, Including the expectation 
that reports will be submitted even If the 
member ls not present at a meeting. 

If a potential board member Is re
cruited with an understanding of the 
full responsibilities of the job, compli
ance ls more likely. If scmeone accepts 
a volunteer position with only a vague 
sense of what his or her responsibilities 
are, It Is very hard to demand perform
ance later. While It is true that some 
nominees may not wish to serve the 
association after reading the job de
scription, those people clearly would 
have served on the board In a minimal 
fashion anyway. Far better to screen 
them out before giving them a three
year term. 

Where can you meet in a cill ft. saddle, 
and the next 
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Surprise! 
It's Calgary, 
Alberta, 
Canada -
home of 
the 
legendary Calgary Stampede, the 
1988 Winter Olympic Games and 
your next meeting. 

You'll find 600,000 square 
feet of prime convention and trade 
show space, including Calgary's 
first-class convention centre and 
Stampede Park, home of the 
surprising Olympic Saddledome. 
And it's all right in the heart of the 
city, close to every amenity. 

After your 'meeting winds 



Once the roles of 
all individual board 
members have been 
defined, the next 
step is for the asso
ciation's leadership 
to write the officer 
Job descriptions. 
These can begin 

If a potential board member is 
recruited with an understanding of 
the full responsibilities of the job, 

compliance is more likely. 

ment of tasks based 
on the Interests and 
skills of the people 
in the various posi
tions-both volun
teer and paid. The 
key Is to spend time 
discussing how ev
eryone wan ts to 
work together In the 
coming months. 

with the statement, 
"will fulfill all the 
responsibilities of a board member, and 
In addition will ... " 

For committees, the overall purpose 
of each commltee should be described 
In writing by the board. Then the 
board---0r the newly formed committee 
Itself-can write the Job descriptions of 
the members of that committee. Next 
come the Job descriptions of the com
mittee chairman, the secretary, and the 
other committee leaders. 

Finally-and very critically-a Job 
description should be written for the 
role of liaison salaried staff. In develop
Ing such a Job description, you should 
consider such Important questions as 
these: 
• Is the employee considered a full 
member of the committee or is he or 
she a "support" person (and what does 
that mean)? 
• Can the employee vote? 

• Will the staff' member or a volunteer 
take the minutes? 
• Is the employee liaison expected to 
do the follow-up work of the committee 
or will the members themselves handle 
such tasks? 
• Can the staff' member refuse work 
delegated by the committee, and can 
the staff member ask a volunteer to do 
any of the work? 

It takes only a few minutes at the 
start of each year to clarify such ques
tions-and think about how much easi
er It will then be to work together. 
Instead of assumptions about every
one's roles, which can lead to friction, 
division of labor becomes an open topic 
of negotiation. 

Job descriptions should be reviewed 
annually, or at least as often as associa
tion leaders rotate their terms of office. 
It is reasonable to revise the assign-

Another management technique that 
cannot be underestimated is orienting 
volunteers when they accept an assign
ment on behalf of the association. No 
one is "above" some trslning; regard
less of a person's status In the associa
tion's profession or trsde, he or she will 
need help getting started In a new role. 
In fact, It is more embarrassing to have 
to ask for information (and admit lack 
of knowledge) than to be provided with 
a matter-of-fact orientation. This also 
saves the association from the embar
rassment of discovering that a volun
teer is representing the organization in 
an uninformed and possibly incorrect 
way. 

It may also be worthwhile to train 
people In the skills of working together 
as volunteers. A person may be a top
ranking professional yet not aware of 
how to accomplish work through the 

find thundering chuckwagons 
Olympic Games? 
down, we've got more great surprises in store. 
Explore Alberta's spectacular Canadian Rockies. 
Dine at a gourmet restaurant. Or discover the 
authentic flavor of the Old West at one of 
Alberta's rough n'tumble rodeos. 

_ Bring your next meeting to Calgary. Or 
check into Edmonton, home of the world's 
largest entertainment and shopping;:omplex. 
Both cities have excellent international airline 
connections. And both offer some surprising 

values, too. Your 
dollar's worth more 
in Canada. And to 

· make it even better, 
Alberta has absolutely 
no retail sales tax. 

For more Alberta 
surprises, call Travel 

Fdrrmrn CalVaml O:me 

Alberta's Meetings Team: (403) 427-1905. Or write: 
Travel Alberta, 
Dept. B, 
Box 2500, 
Edmonton, 
Alberta.Canada 
T5J 2Z4. 

SURPRISE! 
it's Alberta 

CANADA 
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motivation and en
couragement of fel
low association 
members. In fact, 
some of the quali
ties that are found 

A volunteer association leader is 
responsible for the tone of the 
organization as well as for the 

achievement of its goals. 

doing their Jobs 
well. 

A volunteer asso,. 
ciation leader is re
sponsible for the 
tone of the organiza-
tion as well as for 
the achievement of 
its. goals. Encourag
ing other members 
to become active 

in a successful 
business person 
may actually be 
counterproductive 
when It comes to leading volunteers. 

Recognition is an area that many 
associations handle well when it comes 
to formal expressions of appreciation 
for selVice. But recognition is also a 
powerful day-to-day motivator, Volun
teers will do more for an organization 
when they feel that someone notices 
their efforts. For association leaders, a 
good rule Is to spend more time reward
ing volunteers who are doing their 
work well than covering for those who 
are not doing their fair share. Here are 
some ways this rule can be applied by 
volunteer leaders, 
• Start meetings on time. This recog
nizes the people who are prompt rather 
than making them wait for late comers, 
whose tardiness is actually reinforced 
by the delay. 
• Expect reports from people who are 
not able to come to a meeting; other-

wise, you send the message that nonat
tendance permits nonaccountability. 
• Follow up the very first time some
one misses a meeting-this shows you 
noticed the person's absence and em
phasizes that the meetings are impor
tant. 
• Thank people for their efforts after 
each report. 

A volunteer leader should confront 
other volunteers who are not complet
ing their assignments. Remember a 
simple fact, No one volunteers to do a 
bad Job. Asking volunteers to improve 
their performance implies that you re
spect their ability to do better. 

The volunteer who is not handling 
his or her share of the workload creates 
tension as well as extra work for every
one else. By not permitting poor work 
to continue uncorrected, you provide 
recognition to the volunteers who are 

and to accept positions requiring work 
on behalf of the association Is a chal
lenge that requires an understanding of 
what motivates volunteers. The more 
definition of roles, the more opportuni
ty for member participation and less 
rule by veteran cliques. The more rec
ognition ofmenibers who·work hard for 
the association, the less acceptance of 
people who take titles without produc
ing results. And the more visible the 
concern for clear working relation
ships, the less friction between staff 
and volunteers and among volunteers 
themselves. llJ 

Susan Ellis, president of Energize As
sociates, Philadelphia, is a consultant 
in the jwld of volunteerism. This arti
cle is based on her book, From the Top 
Down, available from Energize Asso
ciates at (2115) 438-8342. 
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