
How can a volunteer coordinator recruit, 
train and supervise often three times as 

many people as other 
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agency supervisors ... and 
still find time to complete a 
myriad of other necessary 

tasks? By considering 

The Challenge 
of Delegation 

By Ralph G. Navarre, A.C.S.W. 

__ You work more than 40 hours per 
week. 

__ You leave work feeling guilty at 
the end of the day because you 
have so much left to do, even 
though you skipped a coffee 
break and only took 15 minutes 
for lunch. 

__ You haven't provided the orienta
tion or training your volunteers 
need because you have other 
more important duties. 

__ You would like to spend more 
time planning, but you know you 
have a report that is overdue. 

C AN YOU, AS A VOLUNTEER CO
ordinator, place a checkmark in 
front of any of the above work con

ditions? If so, you may not believe it is 
possible to relieve a// of the above prob
lems. But there is a solution. It can be 
found in one word: delegation. 

Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary 
defines delegation as "empowering one 
person to act for another." We all know 
about delegation and most volunteer 
coordinators do delegate to some de
gree. Yet, we frequently hear comments 
like, "Delegation takes time to train staff 
and I don't have the time to do that train
ing," or "The paid staff would not accept 
volunteers doing part of my job," or "My 
boss would not allow me to delegate 
any of my responsibilities." 

According to the management and 
supervision literature, some delegation 
appears to be giving up power. For ex
ample, if you delegate visitors' tours to 
your volunteers, they could look like they 
are in power. Also, delegation often 
means giving up parts of your job that 
are rewarding, stimulating and exciting. 

Other volunteer coordinators fear the 
results of delegation. What if a volunteer 
makes a mistake or causes a problem? 
And some volunteer coordinators feel 
safe in being behind or overworked. Free 
time for them is scary. 

Ralph Navarre is an assistant profes
sor in the department of social 
welfare, University of Wisconsin
Whitewater. 
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So Why Delegate? 

Let's start by looking at why we 
should delegate authority or specific job 
responsibility to others. The literature in
dicates that executives rarely supervise 
more than eight to 14 subordinates. Yet 
volunteer coordinators often attempt to 
supervise 30, 50 or even hundreds of 
volunteers. The results are predictable. 
Some volunteers are not supervised 
adequately. You can improve your super
vision of volunteers by delegation. 

A second important reason for 
delegation is that a volunteer coordina
tor is actually running a mini-agency 
within the structure of a larger agency. 
The reality that the volunteer coordinator 
does a job that is different from any 
other supervisor in most agencies 
means you are usually on your own in 
terms of planning, training and supervi
sion. You must have time for these func
tions, and therefore you must delegate. 

Finally, small jobs that must be ac
complished often don't get done unless 
you delegate. You, as a volunteer coor
dinator, simply cannot do it all. You must 
delegate. 

Whom Should I Choose? 

You might ask, Where do I find volun
teers whom I can delegate responsibility 
to? They are right there in your agency. It 
just requires a little bit of looking with a 
new eye to discover volunteers who will 
accept and even welcome more respon
sibility. 

Remember that volunteers come to 
your agency with many different motiva
tions. Volunteers who are candidates for 
delegation include those who are bored 
and ask for more responsibility, those 
who are interested in a career in volun
teerism, and those who need more 
responsibility and experience with au
thority to become employable. 

Some volunteers in every agency are 
bored, feeling useless and frustrated 
with the simple tasks they are asked to 
perform. These volunteers are often the 
ones you lose to other agencies. 
Through delegation you often can save a 
volunteer who otherwise would not re
main with your program. 

There are also many people who 
refuse responsibility and authority. Often 
this is because they really lack the in
terest. Others, however, are shy, scared 
or unsure of themselves. With suppor-
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tive supervIsIon, they can be given 
responsibility. 

What Should I Delegate? 

Now that you have people you can 
delegate to, let's look at what tasks can 
be delegated. Small specific tasks or 
responsibility for very small programs 
are the first things that are easily deleg
ated. Jobs like laying out volunteer sign
in sheets and collecting them, unlocking 
rooms volunteers need, and preparing 
program materials for volunteers are all 
tasks that responsible volunteers can do 
easily. 

Slightly more complex tasks include 
leading agency tours and record-keep
ing. Such tasks can be done by most 
volunteers with some supervision. 

More highly complex tasks that can 
be delegated to appropriate volunteers 
include recruitment, orientation and 
training of new volunteers, as well as the 
supervision of on-going volunteers. 
These are jobs that can be done by 
some volunteers in nearly every agency. 

More important, the use of volunteers 
in the recruitment, orientation, training 
and supervision of volunteers automat
ically provides you with a career ladder 
for your volunteers. Those people who 
can perform such roles can consider be
coming a volunteer coordinator or a 
manager in private industry. 

Perhaps the most intricate jobs to 
delegate are public speaking and public 
relations. In this case you are delegating 
not only responsibility, but also control 
of your agency's image. Since volun
teers have various motivations for and 
ideas about volunteering in an agency, 
you retain a responsibility to monitor 
their activities and assure yourself and 
your supervisors that accurate informa
tion is going out into the community. 
Nevertheless, there is no simpler way to 
demonstrate to the community that your 
volunteers are content. It's often said 
that satisfied volunteers are the best 
recruiters for your agency. 

Doing It Right 

There is no process th at can 
guarantee 100 percent success when 
you're delegating responsi bi I ity to 
others, but there are a number of steps 
that can assure you a minimum amount 
of failure. 

The steps that you should use are 
ones that many volunteer coordinators 

employ regularly. The most important 
step is a well-written job description 
that clearly delineates the responsibility 
and authority that goes with a particular 
position. The job description should be 
developed with the input of volunteer 
and paid staff, so both clearly recognize 
the delegation of authority. 

The next step is to ask volunteers and 
paid staff for candidates to be recom
mended or to volunteer for this unpaid 
position. You also can invite qualified 
candidates to apply who might not do 
so otherwise. 

The process of candidate selection 
can be a politically traumatic one if it 
sets up a series of different levels of 
volunteers. If possible, a number of peo
ple might be delegated new authority at 
the same time. The critical point is that 
each position should have a job descrip
tion, and each job description should be 
modified to meet the skills and abilities 
of an individual who will be delegated 
new authority. 

At this point, an individual must be 
oriented and trained to his or her new 
responsibilities. Remember, since this 
volunteer already has proven skill and 
ability, the training should be task
oriented. What special knowledge, skills 
and abilities does the volunteer need to 
do that part of your job that you are 
delegating? 

After training your new volunteer 
delegate, you should offer consultation 
and support, but let the volunteer do the 
job alone. A volunteer cannot accept 
responsibility if you are always behind 
him or her to intercede. Your job is to 
hold regular supervisory conferences, 
and evaluate your volunteers regularly. 

Benefits 

Once you have delegated, there 
should be some clear-cut payoffs to you 
and to the agency. There are both im
mediate and long-range benefits that 
you will receive. 

• By delegating you immediately 
create a situation where more people 
can look at and work bn the problem. 
Because you have added another layer 
of administration, more people can 
analyze and work on solutions to prob
lems without taking your time. 
• As you delegate authority, you also 
generate interest and concern in the 
people who accept the responsibility 
you have given them. This is seen best 
when volunteers who are assisting 
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begin to talk about "their" agency and 
"their" problems. 
• As volunteers develop a proprietary 
interest in the agency, you also will find 
additional help in terms of community 
support, new recruits and expanded 
public relations on both a formal and an 
informal basis. 
• A long-range benefit is the reality 
that delegation allows you to move your 
program from what one person can do 
to what one person can control. You can 
answer six or more questions from 
volunteer supervisors in the same 
amount of time it takes you to resolve 
one problem with a volunteer by your
self. A group of volunteer supervisors 
can make ten or more phone calls, while 
you can make two or three. 
• After you have trained your super
visors, you will have additional time for 
other responsibilities. You will be able to 
start those training programs, new 
recruitment campaigns or new job 
descriptions that you have promised 
yourself you should do one of these 
days. 
• Over time you will discover that your 
volunteers will develop initiative, new 
skills and competence in new areas. 
These new abilities will continue to help 
your agency grow and become more 
proficient. 

Delegation is not a substitute for hard 
work, nor is it an easy way to eliminate 
or reduce your responsibility. You can 
expect a number of problems when you 
try delegation. These problems are no 
different from those that are encoun
tered when paid staff are promoted. 

When a volunteer is promoted to a 
supervisory level, for instance, he or she 
could presume more authority than ac
tually was transferred. Or the new volun
teer supervisor could presume his or her 
domain included paid staff. Just remem
ber that if you, as volunteer coordinator, 
are proficient at picking good volun
teers, you can also choose good volun
teer supervisors. 

Delegation is not abdication. As the 
volunteer coordinator you are still 
responsible, accountable and in charge. 
While you delegate some responsibility, 
you alone are the paid staff person 
responsible for the actions and work of 
volunteers and volunteer supervisors. 

A year from now ask yourself if you're 
still working too hard, still feeling guilty, 
and still not doing the job you could do if 
you had more time. The choice is yours. 
Delegation is an answer. 
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What is Supervision? 
By Dick Hodgkins 

IN THE HENNEPIN COUNTY DEPART
ment of Court Services, supervision re
mains the key to successful volunteer 

services. But what exactly is appropri
ate supervision? And what does it en
tail? 

For volunteers, supervision is the vehi
cle that conveys what their job is and 
how to do it best. Supervision offers 
volunteers the opportunity to grow 
through self-awareness. It provides con
structive feedback on work performance 
from the people volunteers help (clients, 
paid staff), which is necessary if they 
are to feel an integral part of the agency. 
Supervision also affords volunteers 
recognition for their work while holding 
them accountable for providing ser
vices. A volunteer once told me, "If I am 
to be given an important role, I want to 
be told when I am doing the job well 
and, more important, when I am not." In 
essence, this volunteer was defining ap
propriate supervision. 

For professional paid staff, supervi
sion of volunteers is a means by which 
they can intensify the services of their 
caseloads. Offering both personal and 
professional growth, supervision de
mands skills in the areas of teaching, 
consultation, brokerage and case man
agement. Most of our probation staff are 
involved in some form of volunteer 
supervision and have found great benefit 
in being able to use a community-wide 
fund of knowledge, skills and abilities. 

In our department's experience, an 
essential part of the supervisory re
lationship between paid and unpaid 
staff is setting up an initial contract. This 
contract includes addressing several 
questions. 
1 . What does each of you expect of 
the other? What are your personal and 

Dick Hodgkins is the director of 
volunteer services for the Hennepin 
County, Minn., Court Services. He 
also is an advisory committee mem
ber of the Minnesota Governor's Of
fice of Volunteer Services (GOVS). 
His article is reprinted. with permis
sion, from the GOVS newsletter. 

professional motivations for being here? 
What do you need to continue? How 
does the other person influence your 
decision? How much time, energy, 
knowledge and skill does each party 
have? How can each party develop his 
or her talents? By when? Is the other 
party available at any time? Who initi
ates contact? Is each willing to watch 
and help the other grow? 
2. What does each of you have to 
offer? How much time and energy? 
How much skill and experience as an in
terviewer, a diagnostician, a consultant, 
a supervisor, an educator? How about 
personal responsibilities? What are your 
strengths. weaknesses? 

3. How do you define your relation
ship to each other? What words do 
you use to describe relationship, volun
teers. colleagues, team, supervisor. 
boss, subordinate, clinician, street
worker, unpaid staff? What do they 
mean? Do you have to be personal 
friends to do the job 7 Can you respect 
each other and not socialize or even 
have many interests in common? Do 
you need to be liked by your counter
part? 
4. How are you going to handle 
differences or conflict? Can you 
differ openly? How does each react 
when another disagrees? How do you 
avoid win-lose battles? Can you involve 
third parties as one technique for resolv
ing problems? Should one party be an 
advocate and when? What factors are 
important to decision-making? What is 
consensus? How much are you able to 
risk? When does one party make a final 
decision? Who is responsible? 
5. How does each handle the au
thority component in the relation
ship? When is it important to ask 
before acting? When can action be 
taken immediately? What needs to be 
reported. not reported? 

A partnership based on a sound 
supervisory relationship has been 
formed by the paid and unpaid staff of 
our department. This team relationship 
has developed to the point where on any 
given day over 500 volunteers are in
volved in 18 different staff roles serving 
six operating court service divisions. 
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