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If the whole world is changing, 
how can volunteering stay the 
same? It can’t and it hasn’t. Over 

the last few years we’ve seen count-
less developments in what volun-
teers do and how they do it. Are you 
keeping track of these trends? It’s 
vital to understand what’s percolat-
ing in order to welcome, prevent, or 
adapt the changes to your organiza-
tion’s evolving needs. Here are a few 
trends to consider.

Length of Service
It has become universal for new 

volunteers to want short-term as-
signments. That’s no surprise, as we 
live in a world that expects every-
thing  to be quick, if not instant. 
Consider how we take the speed of 
global communications for granted. 
E-mail zips around the globe, but we 
also want instant messaging, smart 
phone apps, and who knows what’s 
next? So it makes sense that people 
also want their volunteering to be 
fast.

In addition, many people feel 
time-deprived. Due to computers 
and smart phones, their family, 
friends, and employers expect un-
ending accessibility. The financial 
crisis is forcing them into extra jobs 
and delayed retirement. Many are 
caring for aging parents and seeing 
their grown kids return to live with 
them.

Now, along with expectations of 
speed and stress from too little time, 
add the traditional image of volun-
teering that many in the public 
hold. They believe that volunteering 
means:

•  a steady commitment of time on 
a set schedule—endlessly

•  filling an unpaid job slot with de-
fined activities

•  wasted hours in meetings
•  a bottomless pit in which a little 

bit of service leads to additional 
requests for even more time.

The good news is that most people 
understand the need for everyone to 
pitch in and help with important 
causes. They want to serve, but 
don’t think they can.

In response, we’ve seen a huge 
proliferation of “single days of ser-
vice” designed to let people donate a 
burst of energy in a few concentrated 
hours, usually through some sort of 
physical labor project, without 
strings attached. Prime examples are 

the Martin Luther King, Jr. Day of 
Service, Make a Difference Day, and 
the 9/11 National Day of Service and 
Remembrance. More and more such 
days are appearing—from Global 
Youth Service Day to Sewa Day (for-
merly the Gandhi Day of Service), 
plus days scheduled by large corpo-
rations for their employees—and we 
are in danger of over-committing 
people in a new way!

If single days of service make you 
wince, we now have micro-volun-
teering. This is service done in un-
der 30 minutes at a time, most often 
via a smart phone. Really. It’s amaz-
ing what a volunteer can do while 
commuting on a bus or train, or sim-
ply at home in pajamas. Some ways 
nonprofits and micro-volunteers can 
connect:

•  Nonprofits can sign up, at no 
charge, on the Web site of 
Sparked: The Microvolunteering 
Network (http://www.sparked.
com) to get skilled, passionate 

Nonprofit World •  Volume 30, Number 2, March/April 2012. 
Published by the Society for Nonprofit Organizations 
P.O. Box 510354, Livonia, Michigan 48151 
734-451-3582 • www.snpo.org

People want to serve, but 
don’t think they can.

The organization that 
draws on this energy 
may discover myriad 

new ways to serve  
clients better.

New Trends in Volunteering 
– and How to Tap into Them

If you aren’t taking advantage of these trends, you’re missing a wealth of opportunities. 
By Susan J. Ellis
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volunteers for their projects.
•  With the tagline “Got 5 Minutes? 

Do Some Good!”, UK telephone 
company, Orange, gives its par-
ticipants all sorts of “mobile vol-
unteering” ideas (http://www.
mobilevolunteering.co.uk/).

•  Through TechSoup’s “Donate 
Your Brain!” (http://forums.tech 
soup.org/cs/p/dyb.aspx), nonprof-
its can pose computer and soft-
ware questions that are tweeted 
out to volunteer techies who an-
swer them by text or e-mail.

forms of Service
Here are a few of the new ways 

volunteers are serving.
Virtual volunteering or online 

service. Today, if you’re not inviting 
volunteers to participate with you in 
some way online, you’re forfeiting a 
great resource. Cyber volunteers 
write reports, proofread documents, 
do research, and much more. 

Perhaps the most amazing virtual 
volunteering example is the United 
Nations Online Volunteering Project 
(http://www.onlinevolunteering.org/
en/org/index.html). Through this 
project, hundreds of volunteer ex-
perts all over the developed world 
are matched online with counter-
parts in developing countries to give 
advice on everything from building 
wells to starting NGOs.

Pro bono or highly skilled volun-
teering. This form of volunteerism is 

promoted by corporations. Nonprof-
it organizations benefit by receiving 
the professional services of the com-
pany’s employees at no charge. 
These pro bono volunteers usually 
act more like consultants for capac-
ity building than staff assistants de-
livering direct services.

The Corporation for National and 
Community Service is home to “A 
Billion + Change” (http://www.na 
tionalservice.gov/about/initiatives/
probono.asp). This initiative aims to 
leverage $1 billion in skilled volun-
teering and pro bono services from 
the corporate community. As of 
2011, they have obtained pledges for 
50% of this goal. Are you tapping this 
extraordinary source of volunteers?

Entrepreneurial volunteering. 
This form of service has evolved in 
response to what Baby Boomers and 
Millennials want—and what they 
don’t want. Both the older and 
younger ends of the age spectrum 
resist volunteer roles that are con-
structed like paid jobs. They don’t 
want a pre-determined position de-
scription, a set schedule of regular 
shifts, and so on.

What they do want is a chal-
lenge—an opportunity to make a 
difference about a community need 
in innovative ways. Just as business 
entrepreneurs are excited by open-
ing new frontiers, entrepreneurial 
volunteers will donate long hours if 
they feel some control over their as-
signment. The organization that 
draws on this energy may discover 
myriad new ways to serve clients 
better.

To harness the enthusiasm of 
these entrepreneurial volunteers, 

you may need to market in a slight-
ly different way. For example, take 
the traditional (and hard to sell) 
volunteer role of friendly visiting. 
This is usually defined to the public 
as a set task: “We need people to 
visit homebound older people once 
a week.” But consider this alterna-
tive approach:

Our community has a long list 
of elderly people living alone 
with few family members or 
friends for support. We’re provid-
ing services such as visiting 
nurses and home chore service, 
but this doesn’t meet the need for 
socializing, or for feeling valued 
and wanted. So we are seeking 
volunteers with some great ideas 
for putting smiles on our clients’ 
faces. What can you do to make 
this happen? 

Suddenly the volunteer is asked to 
define the position. As a result, se-
niors may be helped in innumerable 
new ways. But this will work only if 
you believe that someone outside 
the organization may, in fact, have a 
great idea no one has yet developed 
inside it!

People who participate in crafting 
the goals and strategies of their work 
are always more vested in the out-
comes. So entrepreneurial volun-
teering may be a counterbalance to 
the single-day service trend, which 
says, “Here’s my energy for a few 
hours, but not my commitment.” 

Your Call to Action
It’s up to you as a nonprofit leader 

to let the public know how volun-
teering has changed. Make it clear 
that volunteering can fit into peo-
ple’s busy schedules—and be fun 
and useful, too. Some ideas:

•  Position volunteering as skill 
building, career development, or 
a way to meet new friends (and 
even, potentially, lovers).

•  Show people they can multi-task 
continued on page 24

It’s amazing what a 
volunteer can do while 

commuting.

Are you tapping this 
extraordinary source of 

volunteers?
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by pointing out ways they can 
integrate volunteering into 
things they’re already doing or 
want to do. For instance, they 
can volunteer with their kids 
and gain the quality family time 
they’re craving.

•  Find ways for people to contrib-
ute their skills online or on their 
own schedule.

•  Create short-term projects with 
a clear beginning and end.

•  Advertise creatively, focusing on 
how the efforts of the volunteer 
will make a real difference to 
those served. But also describe 
what the volunteer will gain from 

the experience personally.
•  Enlist people’s creativity by put-

ting them to work on solving 
problems and adding their di-
verse perspectives to your orga-
nization’s goals.

Such ideas do more than accom-
plish important work for your orga-
nization. They also foster evolving 
loyalty. As a result, you’ll have satis-
fied people returning for new volun-
teer projects. 

continued from page 23

Moving?
Let Us Know!
Send old AND new address, with mailing label if 
possible, to:

The Society for Nonprofit Organizations
P.O. Box 510354
Livonia, MI 48151

The post office WILL NOT forward copies of Nonprofit 
World.  So let us know BEFORE you move so that you 
won’t miss any issues.

What to Read Now
For more on tapping into volunteer energy, see these Nonprofit World 

articles at www.snpo.org/members:
•  Volunteers: Recruit, Place, & Retain the Best (Vol. 29, No. 6)
•  How to Create a Motivating Environment (Vol. 28, No. 5)
•  Why Be Boring when You Can Celebrate in So Many Ways? (Vol. 26, 

No. 5)
•  How to Create a Staff-Volunteer Team (Vol. 18, No. 4)
•  Regular People, Spectacular Results (Vol. 23, No. 4)
•  Managing Your Volunteers: 19 Ways to Work Wonders (Vol. 25, No. 

6)
•  Webinar by Susan Ellis: Welcome, Adapt, or Avoid? Responding to 

Trends in Volunteerism (www.snpo.org/lino).

Also see Learning Institute programs on-line: Volunteer Management 
(www.snpo.org/lino).

You may need to 
market in a slightly 

different way.

Susan J. Ellis is president of Ener-
gize, Inc., an international training, 
consulting and publishing firm spe-
cializing in volunteerism. Based in 
Philadelphia since 1977, the firm 
has helped a wide diversity of clients 
across North America, Europe, Latin 
America, Asia, Israel, and Austral-
asia to start or expand volunteer ef-
forts. Ellis has written 12 books on 
volunteerism and dozens of articles. 
She is co-publisher of the interna-
tional online journal, e-Volunteerism 
(www.e-volunteerism.com), and 
dean of faculty for the online volun-
teer management training program, 
Everyone Ready®. Browse the 1200+ 
pages of free volunteer management 
information on the Energize Web 
site: www.energize.inc.com.


