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Unfortunately,
you’re not alone.
It’s amazing how
many nonprofit
organizat ions
struggle with

what to “do” with volunteers.
Ironically, it seems to be hardest for
folks to imagine putting high-pow-
ered volunteers to work effectively.
Of course, if these same community
members offered checks for $10,000,
no one would have trouble spending
the cash! But having to deal face-to-
face with someone able to contribute
services of that high a value is some-
thing else again.

A major reason employees hesi-
tate to accept high-skill volunteers is
a lack of creativity in creating assign-
ments for them. The problem is
twofold. 

First, whether conscious or not,
too many staff members have low
expectations of potential volunteers.
Thus, they design work posing mini-
mal risk–and little challenge.

Second, staff most often carve
volunteer projects out of their own
daily activities. Thus, they define vol-
unteers as “assistants” focusing on
the same goals as paid staff.

Both these approaches are seri-
ously flawed. Worse, they lead almost
inevitably to conflict. Consider:

• The people attracted to low-level
volunteer work will likely be, well,
low-skilled themselves. So self-ful-
filling prophecy runs its course.
Employees may appreciate the
volunteer “help” but will hardly
see volunteers as key advisors, for
example.

• If volunteers with higher skills
wind up in these assignments, they
will soon chafe to do something
more challenging. But in their
wish to keep the work simple so
that volunteers (transitory as they
are imagined to be) can be inter-
changeable, employees resist
adding more responsibilities to a
volunteer’s schedule.

I was chagrined when I read your essay, “Moment of Truth” (Vol. 18, No. 1) in which you
chastised nonprofits for turning away people who want to volunteer. Our organization is
one of the guilty ones. We have rejected potential volunteers simply because we have no
jobs for them. After reading your essay, however, I realize we are losing a great source of
support, and I am determined never to brush off a potential volunteer again. Many people
we’ve turned down are quite talented and have had successful careers–but not in areas
that are in line with the work we do. So I’m still having trouble coming up with ideas for
how best to put volunteers to work. Any suggestions?

How to (and How Not to) Put
Volunteers to Work
It’s a matter of creativity.

Q:

ASK the experts

Nonprofit World • Volume 18, Number 3  May/June 2000 
Published by the Society for Nonprofit Organizations   
6314 Odana Road, Suite 1, Madison, WI 53719 • (608) 274-9777
www.danenet.org/snpo

A:

Self-fulfilling
prophecy runs

its course.
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• Volunteer work becomes totally
associated with employee work.
Now if volunteers are substantive-
ly different from the staff in age,
background, or whatever, how can
employees trust the work will be
done as they would do it? And
doesn’t this open the door to vol-
unteers feeling that they’re doing
what employees are paid to do?

Here’s a suggestion. Gather a few
people in your office and run a think
tank called “What if…?”  The object
is to wipe the slate clean and see
what would happen if you started
from scratch. Answer the following
questions:

• What if we asked our clients what
they most wanted from us? What
gaps might they identify?

• What if we extended our client
base beyond the people we serve
now? Might we offer programs to,
say, the extended families of our
target population? Their employ-
ees? Who else?

• What if we provided services on
days and times most useful to our
consumers? What would these be?

• What if we coordinated our servic-
es with those of other nonprofits?
How might we minimize duplica-
tion and maximize resources with
this strategy?

• What if we had no staff at all and
had to hire from the beginning?
What qualifications would we seek
today? What schedule would we
ask?

• What do our clients or their fami-
lies need that no employee is ever
going to be able to offer but that
would strengthen the service they
receive from our organization?

You can see how these questions
open up possibilities. Do any of the
ideas suggest completely new ways
volunteers might be put to work?

If nothing else, try to avoid the
“staff assistant” scenario. Not that
assigning volunteers to help employ-
ees is wrong. It’s just limiting. 

Susan Ellis, President
Energize, Inc.

5450 Wissahickon Avenue
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19144

Calling all readers: Please share
your examples of non-staff-related
volunteer assignments which tap
special talents or higher level skills.
And let us know how you elicit cre-
ativity from your organization
when it comes to volunteer work
design. Contact: Editor, Nonprofit
World, 6314 Odana Road, Suite 1,
Madison, Wisconsin 53719
(muehrcke@execpc.com).

If these same community members offered checks for
$10,000, no one would have trouble spending the cash! 


