CHURCH VOLUNTEER ADMINISTRATION:

Similarities and Differences

By Janet Richards

In an article which appeared recently
in VOLUNTARY ACTION LEADERSHIP, Alice
Leppert refers to veluntarism in the church
as a 'half-awake giant', with churches
and their members emerging as change-agents
in community affairs. Ms. Leppert also
mentions that "there is a volume of
activity within the typical congregation
which rightfully can be called volunteex-
ing". I would like to speak to that
contention. Based on two years as a
Coordinator of Volunteers in a church and
many more years as an active church member,
I have readily observed that there is a
notably unrecognized need for coordinating
the services freely rendered by the member-
ship in the programs of the church.

Considering the fact that the number
of paid staff in most churches ranges from
two to seven or eight and the number of
volunteers invelved in any week could easily
run from 50 to several hundred, perhaps it
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is time to consider the church as an
agency, just as one would consider a
hospital, a library, the Red Cross or
any of the hosts of other agencies in
the community which use volunteers. The
contribution of its members to the life
of the church deserves the same fine
quality of administration that those
other agencies are being encouraged to
provide for their volunteers. Churches
have survived a long time with their
present syetems of volunteer involve-
ment. Perhaps the time has come to
look at those systems and question
whether there is a way to improve them.

wWhile there are a number of ways in
which administering a volunteer program
in a church is different, there are many
ways in which it is very much the same as
in any other agency. With the church's
great dependence on a volunteer work
force to keep its programs going, the
same principles of good administration
very much apply. So often churches
have been guilty of calling on the same
core of members to do the bulk of the
work. With a Volunteer Coordinator on
staff, the responsibilities can be spriad‘
out among many people. Mo: : <
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intentional matching of the tasks to be
done and the resources in persons 1s sharp-
ened and focused.

In my own church of 3000 members, there
are 900 jobs where volunteers carry responsi-
bilities in areas such as being choir members,
Sunday Schocl teachers, ushers, acolytes,
Altar guild, Church Council, executive com-
mittees of various church organizations,
persons to count offerings, special greeters
on Sunday mornings, etc. After a year with
a Coordinator of Volunteers on staff, at
least 200 more members were involved in the
church's internal volunteer programs. For
example, the same persons were previously
expected to count the offerings for both
services, which means being on hand 4 to 5
hours. The Coordinator of Volunteers
recruited enough people to make separate
teams for each service for each Sunday in
the month, thus doubling the number of per-
sons involved in that one responsibility
alone. The captains for those counting teams
had previously been Church Council people.
The Coordinator of Volunteers, with approval
from Church Council, recruited other individ-
nals to serve as captains - once more ex-
panding the responsibility among a larger
portion of the congregation. This also
relieved Church Council to invest more time
and energy in the managing of church affairs.
(A side benefit is that this involvement of
evan more members provided a wider field of
potential for recruiting Finance Committee

people.}

Adhering to the principle of recruiting
for a specific period of time, with the con-
tinuation in that responsibility being re-
negotiable periodically, the Coordinator of
Volunteers surveyed several different groups
to give them an opportunity to be relieved
of duties which may have become a burden to
them. This meant exposure to the possibility
of having to do a mass recruiting if many
of these volunteers chose to 'get out'. The
opposite happened, however. In one group,
cut of sixty phone calls, only four asked
to be relieved of duty; three said they'd
stay with it for another six months; and
the balance willingly signed on for another
full year. The response seemed to reflect
an appreciation for the businesslike approach
of negotiation.
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Another principle that has been made
very clear in this situation ie that vol-
unteers have a right to expect assignments
equivalent to their abilities. This means
letting people know that it is perfectly
okay to say "nmo' when asked to do something
they really are not interested in or cap-
able of doing. Many people feel obligated
to say 'yes' when the church aske anything
of them., They also feel very guilty if
they cannot do what is asked, even when
the reason is legitimate. By promising
to call again - and then doing so - the
Coordinator of Volunteers has helped
people realize that it te perfectly accept-
able to be honest about acocepting or
rejecting an assigrment.

One of the tocls from the business
world which has been applied to wvolun-
teering is that of training. In the church
setting, volunteers have been recruited
for responsibilities with little thought
of providing training. Public school
teachers often are asked to teach Sunday
School; therefore, no training is thought
to be necessary. Businessmen are asked
to serve on the goverhing body of the
church and it is believed that they will
bring their several skills from business
inte the managing of the church’s affairs.
The assumption that neither of these groups
needs or wants training needs to be checked
out. Also, when laymen are asked to be
canvassers in the church's annual pledge
campaign, what are the skills they bring?
Usually their major gualification is a
commitment to the work of the church.
communication, interviewing or sales
skills are minimal. These canvassers,
given training for the job they have
agreed to do, achieve a far greater degree
of self-satisfaction for themselves, while
being even more effective for the church.
Opportunities for training to do the work
of the church need to be available and
varied.

But

The task of a Volunteer Coordinator
in a church has some unigue features.
most obvious is the fact that, unlike
almost any other setting, the clients and
the volunteers are one and the same. Among
other things, this means that volunteers
are their own bosses, in that the church
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operates solely on the financial contri-
butions of its members. Volunteers, then,
who are working with paid staff are also

in the position of being the boss. It is
unlikely that many volunteers in the church
even think of it in these terms or would
let it affect their work, but in subtle ways
it is in the air when volunteers and staff
work together.

Another way in which this fact has a
bearing on the administration of a velun-
teer program in the church is that a way
must be found to utilize the skills - however
limited - of all of those who volunteer.
Because the church 'belongs' to all its
members, those who volunteer must be pro-
vided with the opportunity to be meaning-
fully involved. On occasion this can be a
problem, particularly when a member feels
competent for a certain assignment, but in
reality is not. The Volunteer Coordinator
then is faced with the challenge of finding
a way to use the existing skills and of
making the individual feel the importance
of an alternate assignment.

Still another unique feature of the
volunteer program in a church is that there
really are no reeruiting problems in the
usual sense. ALl of the membere of the
chureh are potential volunteers to be called
for any project or program. What other
agency has such a readily available recruit-
ment scource?

After two vears of sensing that this
arrangement was not as ideal as it looked
on the surface, I recently identified the
preclse problem: since all staff are as
familiar with the potential volunteers as
the Coordinator of Volunteers is, they can
freely recruit the veolunteers themselves.

Iin other agencies this volunteer source is
somewhat removed from staff and they find it
expedient to work through the volunteer
office. In a church, where the function

of a Volunteer Coordinator is somewhat
foreign, staff tend to by-pass the office
to f£fill their own needs. This complicates
the jobs of coordination and record keeping.
The major role, then, of the Coordinator of
Volunteers in churches becomes one of
identifying the variety of skills available
and encouraging the use of as many members
as possible.
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The efficient utilization of volunteers
is just as important - though not always
recognized - in churches as it is in any
other situation. Think of the amount of
time the clergy would be able to devete to
pastoral care if they had Volunteer
Coordinators to handle the recruiting in
their churches. Traditionally, no matter
what size the congregation is, the minister
is presumed to know the people and their
skills best. When need for volunteers
ariges, it is the minister who. is most
frequently asked for recommendations (or
to actually make the contact). The
minister is the one who meets with and
gets to know the new members as they join
the church, and is therefore the one most
often held responsible for passing these
members' interests and skills along to the
right group. How helpful it can be to
have a Coordinator of Volunteers to take
care of these details.

Not everyone who belongs to a church
WANTS to work in the church, but people
join a particular church because they
have found something there that appeals to
them. Usually in the flush of new member-
ship, .they are eager to get involved. If
that eagerness does not find an outlet,
it will drift elsewhere to find acceptance.
Involving new members as quickly as
possible in the life of the church will
help retain them as active, contributing
members. To take it a step further, that
involvement deserves the same respect and
efficient care that community agencies
would give it. ©No volunteer likes to be
taken for granted. Volunteers like to
find work waiting for them when they are
scheduled to come in. Volunteers like
meaningful involvement that meets their
capabilities. Volunteers like to feel they
have options and choices regarding what
they do and how long they will be
involved.

What little has been written about
coordination of volunteers in churches
seems to have taken the stance that the
church population is a tremendous poten-
tial resource for community agencies to tap
for volunteers in their programs. By
daveloping thoroughly the concept of a
volunteer program within the church itself,
building good management practices and
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efficiently utilizing those resources for Management principles from the business

the work within its own walls, the church world are being applied to volunteer admin-
could more feasibly expand those practices igtration. We need to carry it a atep

to help in the recruitment of volunteers for further and apply those same principles to
other community agencies. volunteer administration in churches. It

ig long overdue, considering the numbers of
volunteers in churches.

Letters to the Editor:

Dear Editor,

I recently received a copy of Volunteer Administration (Volume X1, Number 2, Summer
1978) which contains an article entitled "Tapping the Untapped Potential: Towards a
Canadian Policy on Voluntarism". This article is incorrectly attributed to Novia Carter
and the presentation of the report that I prepared is highly misleading. What you have
done is extract material from my report, included an Executive Summary of Novia Carter's
report, Tapping the Untapped Potential (Appendix A of my report), led your readers to
believe that the policy recommendations are based on the material in the Executive
Summary and finally attributed the whole article to Novia Carter without either her
permission or mine. This is most disturbing especially as your journal has gained a high
~eputation for the qguality of its work.

Henry Chapin, Ottawa, Canada.

Editor's Note: My apologies to Mr. Chapin. In our eagerness to share this exciting study
we short-circuited the normal and accepted procedures. Sorry!

*kk
Dear Editor,

I just became aware of the article "ADVISORY BOARD TRAINING: DESIGN FOR A TEAM
APPROACH", in the 1978 Summer Issue of Volunteer Administration, and am interested in
using it for an advisory council guideline.

We, the Oregon State University Extension Service, require each of our 36 Oregon
counties to use a County Extension Advisory Council. -Currently we are preparing guide-
lines for the establishment and use of these lay councils. The artic®é (noted above)
would provide an excellent supplement to these guidelines as an appendix item.

John A. Kiesow, Oregon State University, Corvallis, Oregon

* %k
Notes on renewals -
“Super publication - gets better and better!" Mrs. Chase C. Davies, St. Paul, Minnesot
"Thank you - they are very good issues." Paul W. Johnson, Los Gatos, California
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