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ask the experts

Does Workers’ Comp Protect

Your Volunteers?

How can you be sure your volunteers — and
your organization — are protected from
financial risk in the case of illness or injury?

I know that workers’ compensation law protects our
organization and our employees if they sustain job-related
illnesses or injuries. But what about our volunteers? Are
they also protected if they become sick or hurt during their
service? What can we do to assure that our organization
isn’t liable?

The answer depends on the state where the injury or
illness occurs. State law varies widely on these matters. So,
the first thing you must do is check your state law to see how
its statutes address this issue. For example, California allows
employers to “opt in” for workers’ compensation coverage
for their volunteers. However, the states of Washington and
Georgia don’t cover volunteers unless they receive something
of monetary value in exchange for their work.

Meanwhile, Wisconsin’s official website states: “Volunteers
cannot be covered under a workers’ compensation policy
and cannot collect workers’ compensation benefits if
they incur an injury or illness during the course of their
voluntary service. The workers’ compensation law has
no jurisdiction over any other form of relief that may be
available to a volunteer.”

The litmus test in many states is if the volunteers receive
any benefit for their service. This benefit can be almost
anything. For a volunteer working in the hospital gift shop, it
could be a discount; a volunteer starter at a golf course might
receive a free round of golf for a certain number of hours
volunteered. If volunteers receive any benefit in exchange
for their service, they could qualify for coverage under the
organization’s workers’ compensation policy.

Exceptions and special situations

Most states have some exceptions to the statutes for
volunteers. A common exception is the volunteer firefighter.
For example, Florida stipulates that volunteer firefighters
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injured in the line of duty are considered employees of the
municipality; however, Georgia law says that volunteer
firefighters are eligible for coverage only if the local
municipality elects to provide coverage for them.

Workers’ compensation benefits for
voluntary workers

Workers’ compensation policies typically have three
elements: (1) They cover medical costs of workers who
become injured or ill on the job. (2) They offer indemnity
for lost wages when an employee cannot work. (3) They
provide a death benefit for workers losing their lives during
the course of their employment.

‘When states allow volunteers to be covered under a workers’
compensation insurance policy, they usually provide the
same medical benefits afforded to employees. However,
states vary on the indemnity for lost wages. Some states
provide no indemnity benefits; others require the calculation
of a benefit based on an average per hour wage rate; and
still others require payment of the state’s minimum weekly
indemnity benefit.

Beware confusion over the “voluntary
coverage” policy endorsement

Some nonprofits mistakenly believe that the so-called
“voluntary coverage endorsement” can be added to a workers’
compensation policy to provide coverage for volunteers.
That’s typically not the case.

The voluntary coverage endorsement enables an organization
to extend benefits provided by the Workers’ Compensation
Act to its employees who may not otherwise be entitled
to benefits under the terms of the Act. These include:
executive officers, partners, sole proprietors, farm workers, or
employees traveling overseas. If such employees are injured
in the course of employment, they may elect to accept the
scale of benefits provided by the workers’ compensation
law or pursue common law remedies.

The key point is that volunteers are permitted to be covered
under a workers’ compensation policy only when allowed
by state law. So, in Georgia, for example, adding this
endorsement doesn’t supersede Georgia Law, which excludes
volunteers. However, if your state does allow inclusion of
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volunteers receive any benefit
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volunteers, then you can choose to purchase the voluntary
coverage endorsement to protect your volunteers.

A possible alternative: volunteer
accident insurance

In situations where the voluntary coverage endorsement
cannot be used to provide insurance for voluntary workers,
there is another alternative. Some insurance companies
offer volunteer accident insurance. Most of these policies
provide medical benefits only and no indemnity benefits.
For the medical costs, the typical per-claim limit is $25,000
per person.

In brief

To sum up, you can extend workers’ compensation benefits
to your volunteers if (1) it is permitted in your state and (2)
you qualify by providing volunteers some form of benefit. In
other circumstances, the best option might be to purchase
a volunteer accident policy.

You must be vigilant about reviewing your state laws and
checking with your insurance advisers and insurance
company to see whether you can cover volunteers under your
workers’ compensation policy. An experienced insurance
advisor can help you navigate these issues and develop
an approach that protects your organization and your
volunteers.

Steve Heinen (sheinen@pjins.com)
Risk and Insurance Advisor, Pritchard & Jerden

Don’t Let Volunteers Put
Your Organization at Risk

For more on the topics of volunteers and risk, see
articles such as these at NonprofitWorld.org:

Volunteer Protection Act: What Does It Mean for
You? (Vol. 16, No. 2)

Foreseeable Harm (Vol. 20, No. 3)
Volunteers: Resource or Risk? (Vol. 15, No. 5)

Setting the Stage for an Abuse-Free Organization
(Vol. 30, No. 6)

What Is the Board’s Role in Managing Risk? (Vol. 15,
No. 5)

Volunteer Screening: Changing Trends in Changing
Times (Vol. 34, No. 2)
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WHAT’S UP ONLINE?

To broaden online discussions on nonprofit topics,
we’re expanding our Discussion Forum with a
ListServe, provided by Yahoo Groups. To join, you can
either click on the “Yahoo” button at:

NonprofitWorld.org/social/
(free Yahoo login required)
or send a blank e-mail to:
NonprofitWorld-subscribe@yahoogroups.com

If you have any questions, contact Jason Chmura

at jchmura@NonprofitWorld.org

We would love to hear your response to anything in
Nonprofit World, your comments about any
aspect of the nonprofit sector, and your concerns
about your daily work. Please get in touch in any of
the following ways:

Drop us a note at: Letters to the Editor,
Nonprofit World, P.O. Box 44173, Madison,
Wisconsin 53744-4173.

E-mail to: muehrcke@charter.net

Please include your name, organization, address,
phone number, and e-mail address. If you'd like
your comments to appear anonymously, please let
us know. We look forward to hearing from you!

Also, we hope you’ll join the discussion on the
Nonprofit World Discussion Forum. Just go to
NonprofitWorld.org, sign in as a member, and click
on the Nonprofit Forum link.
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