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DOCUMENTING VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE
MONOGRAPH

Documented volunteer experience can be a valuable tool for the indi-
vidual who volunteers, as well as the organization for which he/she
volunteers. When recruiting volunteers, organizations known for taking
initiative in offering the opportunity for volunteers to document their
contributions and accomplishments, may find that they have a competitive
edge over those organizations which do not, Expectations for organizations
to assist in documenting volunteer experience are growing.

The following questions come to mind when making decisions about docu-
menting volunteer experience:

* Why is it worthwhile for organizations to document volunteer

experience?

* What impact can volunteer records have on the individual volunteer?

* What is the value of volunteer records for the organization and its

clientele?

* How does an organization go about establishing or encouraging

systems for keeping and verifying volunteer records?

*  Whose responsibility is it to keep records -- the individual's or

the organization's?

* What resources are available to help organizations with this

process?

Current trends point toward the heightened need for validating volun-
teer experience. The motivations for people to volunteer are expanding.
Traditionally people have volunteered in order to provide a needed and
valued community service. Today more individuals are aiso aware of their
personal needs or interests which might be nurtured or satisfied through
volunteer experience,

The emphasis on documenting volunteer experience partially has been an

outgrowth of the women's movement. More women are seeking paid employment
and see volunteerism as an avenue toward future employment. Women who
choose not to seek paid employment often view volunteerism as a way to pro-




vide a meaningful contribution to society while continuing to strengthen
their own skills and accompliish personal growth. In addition, economic

conditions have led to higher unemployment for persons of all backgrounds.
Therefore, greater numbers of unemployed persons participate in the volun-
teer work force who are likely to be concerned with career development and
re-entry into the paid labor force. Some employed persons realize that
volunteer activities may be a way to improve job performance or build quali-
fications for career advancement by expanding skills, developing new com-
pentencies, or functioning in new roles. Also, students may use volunteer
experience to gain entry into the job market.

Recordkeeping systems can help to facilitate effective placement of all
volunteers according to their interests, skills, and available time. People
-usually expect to volunteer in Televant and worthwhile jobs, appreciate
appropriate opportunities for advancement in volunteer positions and want to
be involved in planning and decision-making which is related to their
volunteer activities. Documenting volunteer experience can be invaluable in
attaining these objectives,

The specific impact of documenting volunteer experience varies signif.
icantly from volunteer to volunteer. A number of possible outcomes can
result from having accurate records of volunteer work. Some of these out-
comes include verification of volunteer-related training and experience
which might be evaluated by educational institutions for entrance consid-
eration or academic credit, or by employers as they select or promote
employees. The process of documentation often develops greater conscious-
ness on the part of the volunteer about his/her marketable skills and areas -
of personal growth, such as, increased risk-taking, A more confident will-
ingness to take on added responsibilities or meet new challenges may surface
as the volunteer experiences objective evidence of his/her competence. In
addition, volunteer training records can be a vehicle for the development
and monitoring of individual career or training plans and can be a source of
information when writing resume's or responding to requests for references.

In many cases, insurance companies will examine volunteer records when
determining the merits of an insurance claim. While documenting volunteer
experience affords personal benefits to the volunteer, keeping detailed
volunteer records will assist an organization to conduct its business more |
efficiently. The ability to quickly retrieve statistical data, such as




volunteer service and training hours, number of people affected by volunteer
services, and volunteer expenses, will facilitate better program management
and evaluation. Credible volunteer program data will assist in accounting
for expenditures and with program and funding justification. Just as
important is the capability to monitor individual volunteer performance,
know who has a history of successful fulfillment of volunteer job require-
ments and recognize which volunteers are qualified to respond to new needs
as they are identified. Detailed records make possible better volunteer-
clientele "matches".

Volunteer leaders have a responsibilty to create more diverse, chal-
lenging volunteer opportunities and to advocate for the needs and rights of
volunteers. This means helping volunteers to recognize their own skills and
growth potential through career'p1ann1ng, training experiences and involve-
ment in decision-making, It may also mean teaching volunteers how to
transfer their experience and knowledge into the language of the business or
educational communities. The volunteer leader's advocacy role extends beyond
the volunteer program itself, to interaction with potential employers of
volunteers and representatives of academic institutions evaluating competen-
cies of volunteers.

Now the pressure is on employers and higher education institutions to
give credit for volunteer experience., Volunteer leaders must be prepared to
advocate assertively for credit for volunteer experience as it relates to
qualifications. Point out to employers and representatives of academic
institutions that they can support citizen participation and thereby improve
the quality of life by recognizing skills and knowlege acquired through '
volunteer work. Encourage them to look for significant learning and
competence which comes from carefully designed volunteer experience. Ask
them to distinquish the volunteers who have focused their time and effort in
a few significant areas in order to achieve results, from those whose
services are shallow and fragmented. Motivate them to think functionally,
instead of by title or position. For example, they might consider “how" a
person did a job as well as "what" he/she did.

Similar questions can be used to evaluate volunteer experience as well
as a paid work history, Some of these questions are:

* How many hours per week did the volunteer work?
- * What were his/her responsibilities?




-

* What skills and knowledge were utilized?

* What was the method of volunteer supervision and evaluation?

* In what training did the volunteer participate?

* What did the volunteer accomplish?

Emphasize that volunteers are generally self-starters, highly
motivated, dependable and people oriented. It is usually more cost-
effective to train a generalist in technical areas than it is to teach
a technical expert how to relate well with people. Volunteers know the
community well, have many contacts and have a well developed sense of public
relations. Reenforce the idea that well-chosen volunteer placements can
help a current employee expand skills, develop new competencies, or provide
opportunities to function in new roles which lead to improved job perfor-
mance or the chance for advanceﬁént.

Volunteer leaders and agency representatives will be called upon by
employers and academic institutions to provide verification of volunteer
experience and volunteer performance evaluations. It 1is incumbent upon
individuals who are providing references for volunteers, to offer accurate
and reliable information., This will enhance respect for the volunteer
community and strengthen reliance upon references from volunteer leaders and
supervisors. Be aware of data privacy and internal personnel policies which
relate to releasing information from employee/volunteer files., OUbtain per-
mission in writing from the volunteer prior to releasing evaluative or other
data which is not considered to be public information.

In order to provide the best possible support to vounteers, it is
necessary to carry out the following tasks:

* Maintain time records for volunteers which specify the date and

hours volunteered and types of work performed.

* Develop volunteer job descriptions with well defined responsibili-

ties and tasks, as well as performance standards.

* Establish a supervisory plan for each volunteer, including clear

lines of communication and supervision.

* Determine methods for creating individual training plans and keep

records of sessions in which volunteers participate along with
learning outcomes of those sessions.

* Identify and implement a schedule for volunteer performance
evaluation and provide written job appraisals.




* (Offer an exit interview when volunteers discontinue service, in
order to communicate about job performance, skills and achievements.

* Provide letters of reference for volunteers, which are factual and
written according to the same standards as applied to references for
paid staff.

Sample volunteer recordkeeping forms are available through a number of
resource organizations serving the volunteer community including the
Minnesota Office on Volunteer Services and Voluntary Action Centers,

There has been discussion in the volunteer community about whose
responsibility it is to maintain volunteer records. For the previously
described reasons, it is strongly recommended that organizations maintain
volunteer records in their own files. In situations where this is not pos-
sible, volunteers will want to Keep their own records with verifying signa-
tures from organizational representatives, Whether or not the organization
has a master file, it makes sense for volunteers to keep track of their own
histories and retain copies of materials from the organization's files.
This is particularly important since many volunteers donate services for
more than one organization, or move on to responsibilities at other settings
over a period of time.

To summarize, there are many reasons for documenting volunteer
experience which directly benefit both volunteers and organizations,
Increasing competition for volunteers places more pressure on organizations
to develop detailed recordkeeping systems and be sensitive to the support
needs of volunteers. These recordkeeping systems enhance organizational
efficiency in the delivery of volunteer services. It is the responsibility
of leaders and supervisors of volunteers to be advocates, both within and
beyond their own organization, to educate others about the benefits of
volunteer experience.




