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By Dorothy Kelly 

A II of us are energy conscious 
these days. Leaders of volun­
teers must be human-€nergy 

conscious, however, to learn how to get 
the most mileage out of each volunteer. 

Competition for volunteers never has 
been greater. The number of agencies 
and organizations using volunteers is 
skyrocketing. We bemoan the fact that it 
is becoming harder and harder to recruit 
volunteers. But that isn't the only prob­
lem. 

If each of us examines our records 
carefully, we would have to admit that 
volunteer turnover or loss is gravely 
responsible for this human energy crisis. 
We aren't motivating and retaining 
volunteers as well as we should. And re­
cruitment- regardless of how suc­
cessful it is-may end in the volunteer 
revolving-door syndrome. We are all 
familiar with the signs and symptoms of 
that syndrome. It's where a volunteer 
walks through the door, works briefly for 
the organization, then walks out the 
same door-forever' 

Dorothy Kelly is vice chairman of 
volunteers, Mid-Western Field Office, 
American Red Cross, St. Louis, Mo. 
From 1962- 72 she was director of 
volunteers at Barnes Hospital, St. 
Louis. Her rich background in volun­
teering spans 30 years of service 
with the Girl Scouts, Cub Scouts, 
church youth choir, United Way, 
Planned Parenthood, St. Louis Hospi­
ta I Auxiliary, American Cancer 
Society, St. Louis Voluntary Action 
Center. Her article is based on a 
workshop, "Motivating and Retaining 
Volunteers," she conducted at the 
Missouri Volunteer Office's Third An­
nual Conference on Volunteerism. 
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The much quoted ACTION statistical 
study of volunteers in the United States, 
compiled by the Census Bureau in April 
197 4, told us more Americans were 
volunteering for more organizations than 
ever before. But of the 37 million Ameri­
cans over 13 years of age who were 
volunteering, 5.5 million people had 
decided to discontinue. Many had valid 
reasons, such as poor health, age, look­
ing for a paying job, or moving away, but 
others said they had lost interest, found 
nothing useful to do, had no personal 
rewards, or found poor supervision in 
voluntary organizations. Certainly, many 
of those 5.5 million people still would be 
volunteers if thought had been given to 
creating conditions that would have 
allowed them to experience self-fulfill­
ment and satisfy some basic human 
needs. 

Baroness Bertha Von Suttner, a writer 
born in 1848 who must have been a 
volunteer, wrote, "After the verb 'to love,' 
'lo help' is the most beautiful verb in the 
world." The Roman poet Terence, who 
lived 185 years before Christ. wisely 
said, "As many men, so many minds; ev­
ery one his own way." If you reflect on 
those quotations and blend them, you 
might come to this conclusion: "To help 
is beautiful, so they say, but let me do it 
my own way." 

Basically, we are all the same 
biologically and psychologically, though 
none of us look or act exactly alike. We 
are designed in two basic shapes, three 
basic colors and if nature has been kind 
to us, we have the same number and 
kinds of "parts." Our reactions, our 
needs, our emotions are alike unless we 
are mentally ill. Everyone has basic 
needs: to survive, to be secure, to 
belong, to be wanted, and finally, to live 
better and find self-fulfillment. 

Regardless of how much alike people 

are, two people looking at the same 
situation at the same time rarely per­
ceive exactly the same thing. What we 
see depends on our experiences, our at­
titudes, knowledge and beliefs which we 
acquired from one another through 
different personal experiences. This ex­
plains why each volunteer comes to us 
with his/her own set of attitudes, know­
ledge, beliefs and needs. Each needs to 
be treated as a special human being if 
we are to motivate him/her positively. 

Motivation is not mysterious and need 
not be contrived. Motivation will happen 
naturally when you let someone find 
self-fulfillment in a job, satisfying one or 
more basic needs. 

W hy do people volunteer? The 
three most popular reasons 
given in the ACTION survey 

were that they wanted to help others, 
they enjoyed volunteer work, and they 
had a sense of duty. Each of these can 
be related to man's basic needs. 

If asked by a census taker why he/she 
volunteers, it is doubtful that many per­
sons would say, ''I'm looking for self­
fulfillment." Nevertheless, the volunteer 
has some self-interest motives that, if 
satisfied, will lead to a better life. These 
include learning and growing, making 
new friends, belonging to a group, de­
veloping new interests, using particular 
skills, testing career possibilities, com­
ing to terms with one's own conscience, 
becoming a part of the community's 
power structure, using volunteering as a 
form of recreation. 

Thirty-six percent of all persons inter­
viewed in the 197 4 census gave enjoy­
ment as their reason for volunteering. 
The results of a recent study of a Red 
Cross chapter by Dr. David Adams, 
assistant professor of sociology at Ohio 
State University, paralleled those of the 
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197 4 study. Dr. Adams found that 36 per­
cent of all chapter volunteers were 
volunteering either because "it's fun" or 
"it does me good." And Dr. Ivan Scheier, 
president of the National Information 
Center on Volunteerism (NICOV), has 
suggested that volunteering competes 
with recreation for the volunteer. Speak­
ing at NICOV's Frontiers '77 conference, 
Dr. Scheier said that volunteers are 
recreated through their work which, in 
turn, motivates them. 

The self-interest motives people have 
for volunteering can benefit an organiza­
tion and its cause if we place each 
prospective volunteer in the job that is 
right for him/her. And the best time to 
find that job is during the interview. Sug­
gest to each new volunteer that he/she 
use volunteering as one means of 
achieving personal goals. Explain that 
the "right" volunteer job might change 
as the volunteer experiences personal 
growth. Assure the volunteer that you 
will help him/her grow and change as 
quickly as desired. Teach each new 
volunteer to set objectives in his/her life 
when making a volunteer commitment. 
Ask questions that will help the in-

dividual assess past experiences, pres­
ent needs, goals, and plans to achieve 
them. Then assign the volunteer to the 
best possible slot in an organization to 
help that person satisfy his/her self­
motivated reasons for volunteering. If an 
organization can't offer the volunteer the 
right job, help find an organization that 
can. When a person is placed in the 
right job, he/she will be motivated and 
retained by a natural process. Remem­
ber: "To help is beautiful so they say, but 
let me do it in my own way." 

Brian O'Connell, executive director of 
the National Association for Mental 
Health and author of Effective Leader­
ship in Voluntary Organizations, writes, 
"Keep action oriented. People are tired 
of going to organizations which seem to 
be caught up in maintaining themselves 
or which are too timid to really bite the 
bullet." What does "action oriented" 
mean in relation to volunteer services? 
Obviously, all agencies cannot foster 
programs that tackle the latest "in" prob­
lems, such as environment, equal rights 
for women or child abuse. Some volun­
tary organizations have to keep feeding 
the elderly, transporting the ill, drawing 
blood, and planning recreation for in­
capacitated persons. These are human 
needs that won't go away. 

A program that fills an honest need 
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will work, sustain itself and motivate 
people. If a program has lost validity, we 
should have the courage to drop it. As 
someone said, "What isn't worth doing, 
isn't worth doing well:' Traditional pro­
grams that are needed should be evalu­
ated and given the proverbial facelift if 
they are to remain action oriented. 
Status quo is not a beautiful concept 
when it comes to evaluating-but imag­
ination is. 

In the early 1960s Barnes Hospital in 
St. Louis, Mo., had volunteers serving as 
"friendly visitors" -volunteers in a tradi­
tional ·hospital nursing home program 
that assumes many ill persons are 
lonely and will benefit from a cheery 
visit from a stranger. In this 1,000-bed 
medical center, which attracts patients 
from all over the world, there was a need 
for someone to run errands and visit 
with patients hospitalized for long 
periods of time without the comfort of 
family and friends. Because of its size, 
Barnes Hospital needed to attract large 
numbers of volunteers. But vast num­
bers of people were not rushing to 
Barnes to become friendly visitors. 
When a new volunteer appeared for an 
interview, expressing a desire for an in­
teresting patient contact assignment, it 
was difficult to be enthusiastic when 
describing the duties of a friendly visitor. 
It was time to evaluate. 

The evaluation produced a new name 
for the program (Hospitality) as well as a 
new job description. Volunteer duties 
were expanded to allow them to arrange 
patient travel reservations, make long 
distance telephone calls for patients, 
work closely with the hospital chaplains 
and social workers when the situation 
warranted it, distribute material explain­
ing x-ray procedures, secure living quar­
ters for families of out-of-town patients, 
develop and distribute information on St. 
Louis' social services and resources, 
conduct a patient care survey to mea­
sure quality of care at the hospital. 

Friendly visitors became action­
oriented volunteers. Many volunteer 
leaders and hospital auxiliary officers 
began their volunteer career in Barnes' 
Hospitality service. There is little doubt 
that good programs recruit, motivate 
and retain volunteers. 

0 ne definition of a motivator is 
someone who causes another 
person to act, but this does not 

mean someone who assigns a person to 
a job, telling him/her how to act. It also 

does not mean we should cause volun­
teers to respond negatively. For in­
stance, many people believe TV crime 
shows motivate some persons to com­
mit acts of violence. We should strive to 
reinforce volunteers' self-esteem if we 
want to motivate them in a positive way. 
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Dr. Sidney B. Simon, a leader and 
pioneer in Values Clarification, devel­
oped a clever illustration of negative 
motivation. It's an allegory of the put­
down called I AL AC. These letters 
stand for an invisible sign we all wear: I 
Am Lovable and Capable. Everyone who 
considers volunteering wears an invisi-
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ble I AL AC slgn to represent good feel­
ings about themselves and the prospect 
of new experiences as volunteers. In this 
allegory the director of volunteers is 
seated behind her desk writing a report 
when a volunteer, wearing her I AL AC 
sign, arrives for an interview for recruit-
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ment chairperson of the volunteer 
department. 
DIRECTOR OF VOLUNTEERS. Come in, 
Carol, and have a chair. Martha Lippert 
recommended you for the recruitment 
job, and I want to get to know you better. 
I'm running a little late today and am in 
the middle of writing a monthly service 
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report. I'd like to finish these last pages 
so I suggest you find a magazine to read 
and I'll be with you in a little while. I 
wasn't sure you'd be on time. 
PROSPECTIVE VOLUNTEER (in an 
aside to herself). I wonder why she 
assumed I'd be late for this meeting? 
She mustn't think I'm very responsible. 
(Tears away part of her I AL AC sign.) 
DIRECTOR OF VOLUNTEERS (ten 
minutes later). Now, that's completed. 
These reports are important so I try to 
get them out on time. Let's see, where 
were we? Oh, yes, you are here to talk 
about your new assignment as recruit­
ment chairperson. I thought the best 
way to get started was to write a job 
description for (the telephone rings) .... 
Oh excuse me, Carol, while I get the 
phone. (Talks to a friend at great length 
about plans for a luncheon at the golf 
club.) 
PROSPECTIVE VOLUNTEER (aside). 
She can't think I'm a very important per­
son. If she did, she'd cut this social call 
short and stick to business. (Tears off 
another piece of her I AL AC sign.) 
DIRECTOR OF VOLUNTEERS. Sorry 
about that call, Carol, but that was a 
friend of mine who doesn't have enough 
to keep her busy so she is forever call­
ing-say 1 she'd be a great person to 
serve on your committee. Speaking of 
your committee, I've asked about ten 
people to serve and some are in­
terested. Here's the list and they are ex­
pecting to hear from you. (Hands list to 
Carol.) 
PROSPECTIVE VOLUNTEER. Thanks. 
(Aside.) I have my own ideas about the 
kinds of people I want for my commit­
tee. I'm beginning to wonder why I was 
picked as the new recruitment chairper­
son. (Tears off more of her I AL AC 
sign.) 
DIRECTOR OF VOLUNTEERS. As I said 
before, the most important thing for you 
to have for your new job is the job 
description. (Hands over a very thick 
stack of papers to Carol.) Here it isl I 
gave this job description much thought, 
researched past recruitment plans and 
spent days and days writing it. 
PROSPECTIVE VOLUNTEER (while flip­
ping through the many pages of 
paper). Only days?!!! (Aside.) This job 
description tells me more than I ever 
wanted to know about the job. I did have 
a few ideas of my own but there isn't 
room for them. (To volunteer director.) 
Thanks a lot for considering me for this 
important new job, Mrs. Smith, but I 

don't think I'm the person you are look­
ing for because I don't think I could 
cope. (Drops the last piece of her 
I AL AC sign and walks away.) 

A Ziggy cartoon by Tom Wilson pic­
tures a totally defeated little man saying, 
"It's not the big failures one minds so 
much-it's the constant pitier-patter of 
little defeats!" The prospective recruit­
ment chairperson certainly had her 
share of little defeats in that interview. 
That was an exaggerated example of 
negative motivation but with more than 
a grain of truth in the message it con­
veyed. 

Avoid the put-down when talking with 
any volunteer. We frequently try to patch 
pieces of our own I AL AC signs back 
together by ripping off a piece of some­
one else's. The put-down is one of the 
quickest and best ways of tearing off a 
piece of someone's I AL AC sign. 

Put-downs are as American as apple 
pie. Many TV comics-Don Rickles, 
Johnny Carson, Bob Hope-make a for­
tune by using the put-down form of com­
edy when they talk about celebrities. 
The Dean Martin Celebrity Roast is built 
on the put-down. But for celebrities 
there is compensation-publicity! 
Remember the saying, "I don't care what 
you say about me-just pronounce my 
name right." Or better still, Liberace's 
quote when asked if he was upset by 
some of the things people said about 
him, "Why no, I laugh all the way to the 
bank." 

But what compensation does a volun­
teer have for any form of put-down? A 
person's self-image is perhaps the most 
important factor in how he or she relates 
to others. We must help each volunteer 
build self-esteem. Avoid such phrases 
as, "We've tried that idea, but it didn't 
work," or "She's just a volunteer." 

W hat factors contribute to posi­
tive motivation of volunteers, 
and what characteristics and 

abilities lead to the personal growth and 
effectiveness of a director of volun­
teers? Keep in mind that personal effec­
tiveness is the degree to which people 
use their potential 1 Those of us who are 
directors or leaders of volunteers will 
motivate volunteers to perform 
positively if we realize we are coordina­
tors, supporters and growers of volun­
teers. 

Find volunteers to develop and ex­
ecute programs, services and projects. 
We develop volunteer commitment 
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through sound volunteer department 
personnel policies. These policies con­
sist of those familiar words-recruit­
ment, interviewing, placement, orienta­
tion, training, job descriptions, career 
development for volunteers, record 
keeping, recognition and evaluation. In 
each of these functions volunteers with 
training and support can do well. Ideally, 
directors need only correlate, advise and 
administer most of the policies. 

Volunteer directors are responsible for 
the development of guidelines for good 
staff/volunteer relationships. As you well 
know, we may motivate volunteers to the 
best of our ability only to see staff take 
away the "I Am Lovable and Capable" 
feeling we give volunteers. In an ex­
cellent article in the Fall 1977 VAL on 
staff nonsupport of volunteers ("A New 
Look at an Old Failure"), Dr. Ivan Scheier 
asks, "Can we really improve recruit­
ment, screening, training and motivation 
of volunteers if staff doesn't care? It can 
turn off the best-screened recruit, waste 
the best volunteer training and demoti­
vate any volunteer." 

Who owns the problem? Schei er 
asks. "We tend to assume staff does," he 
writes. "Even if it's true, it's unproductive. 
We had better assume some blame. In 
other words, we have met the enemy and 
it is us." We need to plan with staff, 
rather than for them, regarding all as­
pects of volunteerism in the agency. A 
staff advisory board is a good first step 
to develop better staff/volunteer re­
lationships. 

Some directors fail to use maximum 
feasible volunteer involvement to set 
goals. We pay no salary, so we can't 
compel volunteers to accept our goals. 
Edward Lindaman, educator and writer, 
said, "Volunteers give obedience to the 
unenforceable." In other words, they will 
work for an organization only to the ex­
tent they choose. People work harder for 
a goal they've set, as no one wants to 
see their own plan fail. Develop the art of 
participatory action. Business finds this 
works best because someone is apt to 
discover something overlooked and a 
way to do it better. 

We must learn to use effective com­
munications to motivate and retain 
volunteers. Keep asking yourself, "What 
do our volunteers want to hear, and need 
to learn and read about our organiza­
tion?" Use every possible form of media 
to keep them informed regarding organi­
zational structure. activities, policies, 
training opportunities and future plans. 
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Many volunteers give service away from 
the agency and may be the last of staff 
to receive information which affects 
them. A well informed volunteer who 
knows about the policies and activities 
of the total organization is more apt to 
be an involved volunteer. 

If a study were made to discover what 
traits of character were most valuable 
for a director of volunteers to possess, 
high on the list would be: a sense of or­
ganization. a sense of humor, the good 
sense to be optimistic and above all, 
flexible. Without organization a director 
is lost. Without a sense of humor a 
director is dull. Without optimism a 
director will despair. Without flexibility a 

director shouldn't have accepted the job 
in the first place. 

Anyone working with volunteers will 
agree with what Eva Schindler-Rainman 
and Ronald Lippett said in their book, 
The Volunteer Community: "A volunteer 
administrator wears the following hats: 
the administrative hat, the public re­
lations hat, the consultant's hat, both 
within the organization and to organiza­
tions in the community, the training hat, 
both to volunteers and staff." There is 
another hat that should be added to that 
list-the free psychiatrist's hat. There 
are some days a director doesn't have 
time to wear any of the other hats. 
Listening is very time consuming, but an 
important part of the job. 

The final motivational factors we want 
to explore are the image and climate of 
the organization. Image is visible and in­
visible when projected through the men­
tal picture people get when your organi­
zation's name is mentioned. A poor im­
age is certainly not a positive motiva­
tional factor to attract volunteers. 

John Stoeckel, when he was director 

of court programs in Minneapolis, illus­
trated this point so well at the 1975 
Missouri Conference on Volunteerism. 
"Mention institute of corrections:· he 
said, "and people think, 'dangerous peo­
ple.' Say Red Cross and the community 
thinks, 'disasters, coffee and doughnuts.' 
Drop the word hospital volunteers and 
everyone sees 'pink ladies delivering 
flowers and the mail.' We need to be 
aware of the stereotypes and clarify and 
correct them." 

What can we do to improve and 
change the image of our organizations 
so volunteers will be motivated to work 
with us? Public education is the answer 
to stereotyped image problems. And 

volunteers can play an impressive role 
as public information disseminators. 

If you are having difficulty motivating 
volunteers to work with you because 
your image problems are more tangible 
ones, such as unattractive surroundings, 
poor parking facilities, or the com­
munity's confused and vague idea of the 
services your agency provides, try doing 
what some organizations did, with the 
help of volunteers, to improve their im­
ages 

St. Louis State School and Hospital, 
for example, improved its surroundings 
by having high school students and 
church groups paint buildings and 
rooms and plant gardens in the yards. 
Another St. Louis hospital lacked safe 
and free parking for volunteers. Every 
time volunteers couldn't find a place to 
park, even on lots where they were will­
ing to pay, they made a point of telling 
the administrator, staff or a board mem­
ber. A year of this action brought free 
parking across from the hospital for all 
volunteers and auxiliary members. Pro-

VOLUNTARY ACTION LEADERSHIP Summer 1978 



viding this parking was solid recognition 
of the contribution volunteers were mak­
ing to the hospital, making recruiting 
easier. 

Many years ago a state psychiatric 
hospital administrator and staff felt the 
hospital lacked public support because 
of lack of public understanding. The 
volunteers and auxiliary conducted 
tours of the hospital, opening up previ­
ously mysterious areas to the public. Im• 
proving and correcting your organiza­
tion's image should be and can be 
among the goals set by the volunteers 
and the director. 

Image can be caused by fact or fic­
tion, but the climate of the volunteer 
department depends on administration, 
staff and the director of volunteers. The 
climate we establish as volunteer coor­
dinators or directors is an important fac­
tor in motivation and retention of volun­
teers. Climate may be described as 
what volunteers experience once they 
start to work with a director of volun­
teers and become acquainted with the 
organization and the director's leader­
ship style. If they like what they feel, 
they'll stay. If they don't feel comfortable, 
they're apt to move to a better climate. 

While an organization's climate may 
not be controlled as simply as we can 

move a thermostat in our homes, we can 

influence the comfort index by feeding 
the system an organizational plan that 
allows each volunteer a place in the sun, 
a place that challenges a volunteer to 
the extent he or she chooses. We can 
keep the volunteer comfortable through 
means of education, warmth, concern, 
understanding, support, appreciation, 
new approaches, reasonable expecta­
tions and trust. 

If the moment should come when a 
volunteer is ready for a new climate-in 
this age of mobility and changing life­
styles it is bound to happen rather Ire· 
quently-don't find yourself in a position 
where, because of what you did or didn't 
do, you'll have to admit you "lost" a 
volunteer. Be able to experience the 
satisfaction of knowing you nurtured the 
people your organization serves and 
your organization through the services 
of that volunteer and that this person will 
not be "lost" to the world of volunteer­
ism. Rather, because of the climate you 
helped create that volunteer willingly 
will reenter that world again in different 
capacities. You did not contribute to 
creating the human energy crisis. You 
grew a volunteer I 
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