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I
t’s amazing the questions people ask about volunteers. At 
our organization, which specializes in volunteerism, we’re 
often taken aback by the questions we receive. Here are four 
actual questions people have asked us:

•  What are valid tasks for a volunteer to do?

•  How do we make sure a volunteer doesn’t get romantically 
entangled with a client?

•  What are acceptable retention rates for volunteers?

•  How can we prove that recordkeeping software will make 
our volunteer management system more effective?

WoRD iT ANoTHeR WAy

The attitude underlying all these questions is that there’s 
something unusual about volunteers. The best way to come up 
with an answer is to rephrase the question. Substitute the word 
“employee” for “volunteer” and see if this alters the premise:

•  What are valid tasks for an employee to do?

•  How do we make sure an employee doesn’t get romantically 
entangled with a client?

•  What are acceptable retention rates for employees?

•  How can we prove that recordkeeping software will make 
our employee management system more effective?

When we put the question this way, the perspective suddenly 
changes. We realize that we wouldn’t draw conclusions about 
all employees. Why, then, do we so often make assumptions 
about all volunteers?

For instance, few paid staff earn a gold watch after 25 years 
on the job anymore. Retention of employees, while important, 
is hardly the first question on everyone’s mind. What makes 
this such a hot button when it comes to volunteers?

In the case of romantic involvement, the question isn’t 
about volunteers or employees but about human beings. We 
understand that an organization needs to maintain propriety 
and protect vulnerable people but can’t prevent emotions. 

So the issue becomes one of policies regarding how any 
representative of the organization should behave (not feel).

Finally, some questions would never be raised at all in the 
context of employees. When managers ask for something, be 
it computer software, time to attend a conference, or anything 
else they deem necessary, the main question is whether the 
cost is covered in the budget. Most managers don’t expect to 
be challenged on the legitimacy of their requests. Yet, over and 
over, volunteer resource managers must defend their purchase 
requests, not on grounds of cost but on “is this really worth it?” 
The old myth “volunteers are free” rears its ugly head when 
money needs to be spent.

DoN’T oVeRReAcT

It’s alarmingly common for organizations to overreact when 
it comes to volunteers. Recently, for instance, a volunteer at a 
tutoring program was accused of unwelcome advances toward 
a student. Naturally this is serious and, until the facts were 
determined, that volunteer should have been asked to stay 
home. But what happened? All the volunteers were barred 
from doing any tutoring! 

Can you imagine a school furloughing all teachers if one was 
accused? Or a church closing its doors to all its clergy? Absurd.

Some organizations are so afraid of any risk, no matter how 
slight, they decide not to engage volunteers at all. Because 
someone might get hurt or do something wrong, services 
needed by clients are stopped before they start. 

Risk assessment is always valid. An organization should keep 
all participants safe. It makes sense to minimize volunteer 
risk, but decisions should not be made based on worst-
case scenarios. Unfortunately, however, some executives 
automatically say “no” to new volunteer initiatives, even if the 
same risks apply to paid staff. This is not risk management, 
it’s risk avoidance. And what are the consequences to serving 
clients if volunteers are always stopped from doing something 
new or difficult? 
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cReATe BALANceD PoLicieS

It’s common, too, for organizations to devise illogical volunteer 
policies. Many of their rules actually keep volunteers from 
being effective.

In one instance, an organization put key information on 
an intranet with no system for giving volunteers access to 
it. Another organization gave passwords to a discussion 
forum to employees but not to volunteers. Sometimes it’s 
the IT staff that resists allowing volunteers entry to what 
they consider sensitive online information, but the policy 
from the top should be to give every team member – paid or 
not – access to the information and tools necessary to do the 
work assigned. Barring volunteers from online information 
is counterproductive for the whole organization, making it 
difficult to accomplish projects. And it conveys a negative 
message about the value you place on volunteers. 

It’s simple to correct such problems. Simply keep volunteers in 
mind whenever you initiate policies or procedures, and make 
decisions based on the work they do and not on their pay level. 
Here are some other ways to be sure you’re not treating your 
volunteers as second-class:

•  Designate special spaces for your volunteers. Set aside 
desks, computers, and other needed tools for their use. Don’t 
make them hunt for an open work space.

•  Provide an official e-mail address, letterhead stationery, 
and business cards for volunteers who are working as 
representatives of the organization.

•  Give volunteers a secure storage area where they can leave 
purses, briefcases, and other personal items while on duty.

•  Invite volunteers to meetings that are relevant to their 
assignments. There’s no reason to exclude volunteers 
from staff meetings, conference calls, or planning sessions 
involving volunteer projects.

USe yoUR LoGic

Take a close look at how you and your organization treat 
volunteers. Ask yourself:
•  Do you give volunteers the same opportunities, 

consideration, and respect as your paid workers?
•   Do any of your policies demonstrate misunderstanding 

about what is or isn’t “different” about unpaid workers? 
•  Have you educated your paid staff about ways to ensure 

that volunteers feel included and valued?

Root out any rules or actions that make it difficult, 
uncomfortable, or awkward for volunteers to do their work. 
Give them the appreciation they deserve. Let’s hear it for basic 
common sense!

And there’s one more question that’s well worth asking: 
When would it be more effective to treat our employees the 
way we should treat volunteers? For example, how often do 
you do something special to recognize good work by the paid 
staff? (A paycheck is not a “thank you.”) How much choice or 
flexibility do employees have in the things you expect them 
to do? The practices of good volunteer management actually 
make your workplace more welcoming and productive to all 
of your team members. 

Susan J. Ellis is president of Energize, Inc., an international 
training, consulting, and publishing firm specializing in 
volunteerism. Based in Philadelphia since 1977, the firm has 
helped a wide diversity of clients to start or expand volunteer 
efforts. Ellis has written 14 books on volunteerism and 
dozens of articles. She is co-publisher of the international 
online journal, e-Volunteerism (e-volunteerism.com) and 
dean of faculty for the online volunteer management training 
program, Everyone Ready®. Browse the 1200+ pages of free 
volunteer management information on the Energize Web 
site: energizeinc.com.

More common-Sense Solutions
You’ll find more ways to involve volunteers with these 
articles (www.NonprofitWorld.org/members):

Where Are your Volunteer Leaders? (Vol. 30, No. 6)

How to (and Not to) Put your Volunteers to Work 
(Vol. 18, No. 3)

Are you Boring your Volunteers to Death? (Vol. 24, 
No. 3)

Maximizing Volunteer Participation (Vol. 28, No. 2)

How to create a Staff-Volunteer Team (Vol. 18, No. 4)

Free Webinar Recording for Members: Welcome, 
Adapt, or Avoid? Responding to Trends in 
Volunteerism. This webinar offers an overview of 
key trends and the issues they raise for volunteer 
engagement.

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