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INTRODUCTION 
Organizations often rely on individual vol

unteers to provide a wide variety of services, 
including event staffing, accounting, and even 
strategic consulting. Sometimes, however, 
individual volunteers just are not enough. 
Some jobs, such as developing a web site, 
building a donor database, or launching a 
major marketing campaign, require teams. In 
the past, organizations seeking help with large 
jobs had no choice but to hire a professional 
services company. Today, however, an increas
ing number of organizations are using team
based volunteer programs to deliver an increas
ing variety of broad, complex services. 

As the name implies, a team-based volun
teer program organizes a group of skilled pro
fessionals into a team. The team is assigned a 
specific project, and each team member is 
assigned a specific role. The team is led by an 
experienced project manager, who uses a pro
ject plan to guide the team through the vari
ous phases of the project, which may last sev
eral months or more. 

Team-based volunteer projects can be very 
attractive to volunteers for numerous reasons. 
For one thing, they are inherently social. It is 
well-known that one of the reasons many 
people volunteer is to meet other people, and 
team-based volunteer projects are a great way 
to do this. In addition, team-based volunteer 
projects offer valuable networking and career 

development opportunities, as volunteers 
interact with and learn from other skilled 
professionals on their team. And finally, 
team-based volunteer projects help communi
cate to professionals that their time will be 
well-spent. Individuals who may be hesitant 
to volunteer for fear of getting stuck on an 
ill-defined project that goes on forever will be 
reassured by the presence of project managers 
and project plans. 

CHALLENGES OF MANAGING A 
TEAM-BASED VOLUNTEER PROGRAM 

While team-based volunteer programs have 
many merits for both organizations and vol
unteers, they can be demanding in terms of 
management. In particular, they require orga
nizations to overcome three key challenges. 

The first major challenge involves staffing 
teams. This entails screening volunteers and 
assigning them to specific roles. Many organi
zations may not have the expertise to accu
rately assess whether volunteers have the right 
professional credentials and capabilities to ful
fill these highly specialized roles. For example, 
consider an organization that wants to use a 
volunteer team to build a web site. This orga
nization may likely know that it will need a 
web designer, a web developer, and a copy
writer on the team, but may not realize that it 
should also have a marketing expert as well as 
a project manager to coordinate the overall 
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effort. Further, the organization may not 
know how to assess the web developer's tech
nical expertise, or the marketer's experience 
with interactive technologies. These kinds of 
oversights or knowledge gaps will often lead 
to major problems as a team-based volunteer 
project progresses. 

The second major challenge involves defin
ing project scope and requirements. Consider 
again the organization trying to build a web 
site, perhaps to communicate its capabilities 
to clients or its value proposition to donors. 
It is common for this type of organization to 
dramatically expand its requirements once a 
project in underway. For example, the organi
zation might decide midway through the pro
ject that it wants to include an events calen
dar, or a password-protected section of the 
site. Complex changes such as these can dra
matically lengthen project scope, which in 
turn, can frustrate volunteers. Once this starts 
to occur, a project will often begin to derail 
entirely. 

The third major challenge involves retain
ing team members. Organizations must pay 
special attention to the interactions between 
team members and must work constantly to 
ensure that team members cooperate, respect 
each other, and remain engaged in the pro
ject. Organizations must also· pay dose atten
tion to potential issues, such as sexual harass
ment or cultural differences, that can occur 
within a team and affect team member pro
ductivity. To prevent these types of problems 
from causing volunteers to defect, organiza
tions should begin each volunteer project 
with an orientation session to explain what 
type of behavior is allowed and what type is 
not permitted. Also during this session, orga
nizations should explain the escalation path 
used to resolve all issues and should make 
sure that volunteers know who to contact in 
the event of a problem. 

LEARNING FROM SUCCESS 
While these management challenges may 

seem daunting, organizations can learn to 
overcome them successfully by studying. the 
project and team management techniques 
used by today's leading corporations, particu
larly those within the professional services 

industry (e.g. advertising agencies, law firms, 
etc.). This exercise will reveal that most suc
cessful corporations do two key things. First, 
they hire excellent project managers and rely 
on them extensively. Second, they put in 
place a repeatable project management 
process and allow project managers to 
improve that process over time, based on real 
experience. By emulating these two actions, 
volunteer program managers can greatly 
enhance the chances that their team-based 
volunteer programs will be successful. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF 
PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

It is essential that organizations find excel
lent project managers to lead their team
based volunteering projects. Project managers 
perform a number of critical functions, 
including: 
1. Translating an organization's vision for a 

project into specific requirements and 
deliverables that the project team can 
understand and deliver. 

2. Determining what skills a project will 
require and what number and type of 
individuals will be needed. 

3. Tapping into professional networks to 
help recruit additional volunteers for an 
organization. 

4. Building a realistic project plan and using 
that plan to anticipate and avoid cost 
overruns or time delays well before they 
occur. 

5. Helping an organization circumvent or 
mitigate the numerous pitfalls, such as 
volunteer defection, that can derail even 
well designed professional services pro
jects. 

Project managers must have experience 
managing the type of project they are to lead. 
Inexperienced project managers generally do 
not have the necessary technical or subject 
matter expertise to manage a large-scale pro
fessional services project and often underesti
mate the complexity of the task. If an organi
zation lacks the right kind of project 
manager, it must seek a project manager from 
outside the organization. 

Ideally, project managers should be hired, 
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Volunteer project managers can be 

found by asking board members for 

pro cess should consist of 
the following five major 
project phases. 

but for organizations with 
small staffs and small bud 
gets, volun teer project 
mana gers are the only real-

1 referrals, working with local volun-istic option. Vo unt eer l. D efiniti on - Ir is 
teer centers, approaching local cor- crucial for organization s 

to create at the outset of 
porations and professional associa- each team -based volun-

tions , and posting help wanted ads 

project managers can be 
found by asking board 
memb ers for referrals, 
workin g with local volun
teer cent ers, approa chin g 
local corporation s and pro- on community web sites. 

teerin g project a list of 
requir ement s and desired 
outcom es. Project man 
agers can aid in thi s fessional association s, and 

posting help wanted ads on community web 
sites. A good exampl e of one such communi
ty web site is www.craigslisr.org, which is 
available in 18 major metropo litan areas and 
allows users to post want ads free of charge. 
Oth er good web sites includ e www.idealisr.org 
and www.volunt eermat ch.or g. 

Wh en evaluatin g project man agement can
did ates, som e of the key criteria to con sider 
are experience, personali ty, and cultural fir. 
Ideally, organizations should select candidat es 
who have at lease thr ee years of general pro
ject man agement experience, as well as at 
least on e year of experience man aging th e 
specific type of proj ect to be condu cted. In 
terms of personali ty, optimi sm , energy, and 
chari sma are essential since project manag ers 
will be respon sible for moti vatin g the rest of 
the volunt eer team. Lastly, it is import ant for 
organization s to ensur e that their project 
manag ers are good cultural fies. One good 
way of checking chis is co ask candid ates to 
state their expectation s for how decisions will 
get mad e and how mu ch rime all int erested 
individual s wi ll spend on the project. Candi
dat es who disagree with th e organi zation 
about the se issues are not likely to be good 
cultural fits and should probab ly be passed 
over, even if they have the right experience 
and personality. 

IMPLEMENTIN G 
THE RIGHT PRO CESS 

Finding a core group of skilled proj ect 
mana gers is a critical step for any organiza
tion seeking to establish a team -based volun 
teer program , but it is equal ly important for 
the organization to put in place the right 
process for proje ct manag ers to follow. This 
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proc ess, but addition al organi zational 
invo lvement (especially at the boa rd level) 
will always be requir ed . Qu estion s to 
an swer durin g the D efiniti on ph ase 
includ e: 
• What are specific deliverab les of th e 

proj ect? 
• W hy do we need these deliverables? 
• How long will it cake to produ ce the se 

deliverables? 
• W ha t int erim mi leston es can we estab

lish to measure th e progre ss of the pro
ject ? 

• W ha t will be the cost for the deliver

ables? 
• Wha t type of staffing does the project 

requir e? 
• Who is respon sible for th e project? 
• How will th e project 's success be mea

sured? 
• How will we !mow when the project is 

compl ete? 

2. Staffin g - On ce a team-based volunt eer
ing proj ect has been defined, it is tim e to 
recruit and screen volunt eers. On e effec-
rive way for organi zations to recruit volun
teers is to establish ongoin g relationship s 
with local corpor ation s and volunt eer cen
ters. Project man agers should also help 
recruit volunteer s and shou ld play a cen
tral ro le in screenin g candidate s and 
assignin g th em to parti cular roles. 

3. Manag ement - Before proj ect delivery 
begins , an organization needs to deter
min e whi ch senior manager within che 
organization is ultim ately accountable for 



the project, and who is responsible for 
managing the project manager (this will 
often be the same person, but not always). 
These are critical responsibilities. Even 
though the project manager will perform 
most of the day-to-day management tasks, 
at least one senior manager needs to 
remain intimately involved in every pro
ject. This entails attending periodic pro
ject update meetings and spending time 
with volunteers to express direct apprecia
tion for the work that is being performed. 

4. Knowledge Transition - Once project 
work is complete, there needs to be a 
clean transition of both knowledge and 
tools from the volunteer team to the staff 
of the organization. A good transition will 
ensure that the organization knows how to 
benefit from the project deliverables and 
understands how to modify them if neces
sary in the future. For example, at the end 
of a web development project, volunteers 
should train the organization how to 
maintain and update the web site and 
should transfer to the organization all pro
ject-related documentation and assets, 
such as image files. While transition 
requires some additional effort on the part 
of the volunteers, the extra time spent can 
save the organization valuable time in 
their day-to-day operations and allow 
them to focus on their mission. It can also 
save the volunteer from having to come 
back and fix small glitches or make minor 
changes. 

5. Assessment -After a project is complete, 
it is imperative that the organization 
spend at least an hour meeting in person 
with all members of the volunteer team, 
especially the project manager, to discuss 
how the project worked and identify 
opportunities to improve the process. 
This meeting is also a great opportunity 
for the organization to recognize great vol
unteers. Organizations that wish to main
tain relationships with star volunteers may 
want to ask them to serve on an ongoing 
committee that assesses the organization's 
volunteer needs and programs and helps 

attract other volunteers and project man
agers. 

CONCLUSION 
Team-based volunteer programs offer orga

nizations an effective way to procure the kind 
of large-scale professional services that most 
organizations need but cannot afford. Orga
nizations seeking to create a team-based 
volunteer program should concentrate on 
devoting resources up-front to recruiting 
experienced project managers and imple
menting a sound project management 
process. They should also continue to study 
the best practices (and pitfalls) of successful 
professional services companies1

• By following 
these steps, organizations can create a team
based volunteering program that delivers 
high-impact, professional services at relatively 
low cost. 
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ENDNOTE 
1 Several leading business journals, including 
Knowledge @ Wharton, The Harvard Business 
Review, and The McKinsey Quarterly, regular
ly publish articles describing project manage
ment best practices and pitfalls from the pri
vate sector. Gartner (www.gartner.com) is 
also a good resource, especially for articles 
about managing technology projects. Finally, 
The Project Management Institute 
(www.pmi.org) offers a wealth of informa
tion about project management, as well as a 
community web site for registered visitors to 
exchange information with each other. 
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