
® Principles of 
Successful Volunteerism 
New times demand a new definition of 
"volunteer" and new approaches to 
managing a volunteer workforce. 

Throughout American historv, 
volunteers have helped shape 
our nation. Now, as we ap­

proach a new century, the needs of 
our society are changing-and so 
are the responsibilities, needs, and 
identity of our volunteer force. 

A NEW DEFINITION 

To prepare for the 21st century, 
the American Red Cross conducted 
a comprehensive study of current 
issues in volunteerism. The study 
presents a new definition of "volun­
teer." This definition still contains 
all the traditional elements ofvolun­
teerism: 
• service to something beyond one­

self 
• a willingness to contribute time 

and effort without pay 
• a donation of time and effort 

beyond one's normal responsibili­
ties. 
But the new definition broadens 

the traditional concept significantly: 
• It a~knowledges that volunteers 

themselves benefit from their 
charitable activities-yet it does 
not pass judgment on their 
motives for volunteering. 

• It includes employees who volun­
teer on company time if the ser-

This article presents conclusions from the 
Ameriam Red Cross Volunteer 2000 
Study. For more information, unite the 
American Red Cross, 7401 Lockport Place, 
Lorton, Vi>!linia 22079. 

vice they provide is not part of 
their regular job. 

• It encompasses the growing num­
ber of volunteers in government 
programs and in political cam­
paigning or lobbying. 

• It does not rule out training, 
stipends, vouchers, or other bene­
fits meant to assist volunteers to 
overcome financial barriers. 
The new definition of "volunteer" 

EB 

"Oh, good! Another volunteer." 

is nonjudgmental, flexible, and 
inclusive. It takes into account the 
complexities of the volunteer world 
and our rapidly changing society. 

SIX PRINCTPLES 

Keeping this new definition in 
mind, the study developed some 
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damental princi­
ples of successful volunteerism. 
Six of the most basic principles are 
explored here. 

1 ■ Remove Barriers 
. to Volunteering. 
Unfortunately, some potential 

volunteers are largely under-rep­
resented. These include: minorities, 
low-income families, and people 
who are disabled, homebound, or 
without transportation. Before such 
groups can participate, stumbling 
blocks must be removed. Some bar­
riers to volunteerism include the fol­
lowing: 

• Language Differences. The 
words associated with volunteerism 
sometimes don't exist or have differ­
ent connotations in other lan­
guages. Also, volunteer recruitment 
is too rarely conducted in foreign 
languages. 

• Cultural Differences. Certain 
aspects of volunteerism-highly 
structured committees, work outside 
the local community, intrusion into 
other people's private lives, to name 
a few-are alien to some cultures. 

• Economic Hardship. While 
many people from low-income 
households gladly work without pay 
for causes they believe in, they often 
can't afford such expenses as trans-

portation, child or elder care, 
training, lunches, or uni­

forms. 
• Physical Impairment. 

Handicapped people still have 
trouble accessing many work 
areas, and too much communi­
cation never reaches sight­
impaired or hearing-impaired 
people. 

- • Time Constraints. Too 
manyvolun-

ued presence near their phones has 
allowed them to bolster 24-hour 
phone coverage and emergency 
communications and has made 
them central and involv~d members 
of their communities. 

2 ■ Treat Volunteers 
as Professionals. 

Say "Th 
1 ank You" ,,,. ~ 
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Management expert Peter Druck­
er recently observed that more 
and more organizations are 
managing volunteers as "un­
paid staff' rather than as "well­
meaning amateurs." The follow­
ing steps will help to encourage 
professionalism in volunteer pro-
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hours. ' 

• Barriers to··~ogetherness. Too 
few opportunities exist for couples 
or entire families to volunteer 
together. 

• Match volunteers carefully with 
jobs that will take best advantage 
of their skills. Create a job 
description for each job, and be 
faithful to volunteers' expecta­
tions of the work they will do. 

• When assigning volunteers a new 
task, be sure that they immediate­
ly receive orientation, training, 

supervision, 
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• Distance. Despite strides in com­
munications that permit a decen­
tralized workplace, too many pro­
grams still reqmre that volunteers 
work on-site at central locations, 
thereby excluding people who are 
homebound or without trans-

N
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portation. 
Fortunately, with some effort 

and imagination, these barriers 
can be eliminated. For in­
stance, one of the Red Cross's 
most exciting success stories 
involves homebound volun­
teers who have become "com­
mand centers" for disaster 
relief operations. Home­
bound volunteers' contin-
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hands-on experience, and evalua­
tion. 

• Establish apprenticeship stages 
when teaching skills that take time 
to develop. 

• Design a performance manage­
ment system for volunteers that 
parallels the system for paid 
employees. This helps guarantee 
across-the-board quality control in 
services and leadership. 

• Be sure that volunteers have accu­
rate job descriptions, a straightfor­
ward succession plan for leader-

that no major initiative will move 
forward without volunteer input. 

4 ■ Place the Right 
Person in the 
Right Job. 

Nowadays, the heightened compe­
tition for volunteers often obscures 
the fact that successful recruitment 
should not be measured by volun­
teer numbers alone. It is more 

There are government-funded and 
government-administered volunteer 
programs at federal, state, and local 
levels. There are state and munici­
pal commissions and councils on 
volunteerism and government vol­
unteer coordinators on federal 
installations. 

The words associated with volunteerism 
sometimes don't exist in other languages. 

Less obviously, but more signifi­
cantly, government affects volun­
teerism daily through its decisions 
on such matters as tax policy, tort 
liability regulation, and government 
hiring practices, among others. 
Government action or inaction 
determines the nature of the envi­
ronment in which volunteerism 
functions. It is up to the nonprofit 
sector to offer its best thinking to 
public officials to ensure that they 
create an environment that is sup­
portive ofvolunteerism. ship jobs, and responsive 

grievance procedures. 
• Avoid wording that implies volun­

teers are not professional, such as 
the unfortunate phrase "volun­
teers and professional staff." 

3. Consider 
Volunteers as 
Managers. 

The Red Cross study reveals that 
volunteers can handle any job, 
including middle and senior man­
agerial positions, if they have the 
necessary time and skills. Some of 
the benefits of placing volunteers in 
management positions include the 
following: 
• A weH-matched management team 

of paid and volunteer staff offers 
broader expertise, geographic 
representation, management 
style, and perspective. 

• Management positions "empower" 
volunteers to design, influence, 
and-in some cases--control pro­
grams. Such empowerment is an 
important element in retaining 
capable, dedicated volunteers. It is 
also a source of great strength to a 
volunteer organization. 

• Having volunteers with manage­
ment and supervisory experience 
may eliminate the need to hire 
more paid staff every time a new 
program is introduced or the 
activity level increases. · 

• Volunteers in senior management 
and governance roles help ensure 
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important to place the right person 
in the right job than to attract vol­
unteers at random. Tools to recruit 
and hold on to volunteers include 
• targeted recruitment to fill specific 

jobs 
• recruitment from within the orga­

nization (this produces well­
rounded volunteers and less 
burnout) 

• immediate opportunities for volun­
teers recruited via media appeals 
(nothing discourages volunteers 
more than responding to an 
appeal and being turned away, 
even if only temporarily) 

• clearly assigned responsibility for 
recruitment, to pinpoint account­
ability 

• careful job preparation, including 
adequate training and supervision 

·s. Collaborate With 
Other Nonprofits. 

The number of organizations 
served by volunteers has skyrocket­
ed. The increasing numbers are in 
some ways advantageous because 
they provide diversity, specialization, 
and healthy competition. The draw­
backs are duplication of effort, a 
scattering of resources, and an over­
whelming number of choices for 
financial contributors and volun­
teers. 

Collaboration among nonprofits 
is the key to effective volunteer man­
agement and participation in the 

Too few opportunities exist for couples or 
entire families to volunteer together. 

• awareness of a volunteer's motiva­
tions and expectations so as to 
provide a satisfying volunteer 
experience. 

5. Help Shape 
Government 
Policies. 

Government interest in volun­
teerism has grown in recent years. 

next century. Ideas for expanding 
collaboration include the following: 
• Volunteer Referral. Volunteer 

Action Centers have sprung up in 
many communities, and many mil­
itary installations now have volun­
teer referral positions. Neverthe­
less, volunteer agencies can do 
much more to place volunteers in 
org ·nizations other than their 
own. 

• Volunteer Loans and Exchanges. 
Nonprofits can promote volunteer 



• 

loans and peer exchanges similar 
to college programs that allow a 
semester at other schools. 

• Shared Training. Nonprofits bene­
fit by sharing their expertise 
through frequent joint training 
ventures. National organizations 
already provide such opportuni­
ties at national conferences. Now 
it's time to create more local and 
regional training ventures and to 
prepare more local instructors. 

• Recognition of Each Other's 
Strengths. Nonprofits hoping to 
share each other's expertise must 
find better ways to keep abreast of 
what is happening in other orga­
nizations. 

• Shared Infrastructure. The emer­
gence of national umbreHa 
groups is a great leap forward for 
nonprofits. Organizations save 
money by sharing resources, while 
joint policy pronouncements raise 
the profile of the entire national 
sector. Similar initiatives should 
be explored at the local level in 
areas such as joint child care. 

• Idea Labs. As experts develop new 
ideas in volunteerism, hands-on 
nonprofits might conduct small 
pilot projects and make the 
results available to all. 

• Crosscutting Opportunities. More 
organizations are creating unusu­
al collaborative programs. In one 
imaginative program, museum 
volunteers have joined forces with 
volunteers helping the homeless. 
Together they conduct museum 
tours ,~_ur the homeless, in the 
belief that hearts and minds need 
as much nurturing as bodies. 

• Linking Up With Other Sectors. 
Nonprofits need to share their 
expertise with the government 
and corporate sectors and, in 
turn, learn from the creative vol­
unteer activities evolving in those 
sectors. 

THE NEXT CENTURY 

In the best of all possible worlds, 
each of us is a volunteer. Volunteers 
deserve support and infinite 
respect. By applying the principles 
of sound volunteerism, by thinking 
creatively, by testing new paths, and 
by working together, we can ensure 
that volunteerism will continue to 
flourish in the 21st cennny. ■ 
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♦•♦ ♦ ••• ♦ 

Tools for Today's Volunteer Managers 
with Marlene Wilson 

15th Anniversary Audiovisual Sale/ 

NEW Videos and Audios 

♦•♦ ♦ 

• How to Recruit Today's Volunteers 

♦•♦ ♦ 

This live one-hour workshop with Marlene Wilson will teach you 
what you must know in order to recruit today's volunteers. 
1/2' VHS Vldeo-Annivenary Prlcel-$89.95 
Audio tape: $14.95 

• How to Delegate to Today's Volunteers 
Delegation is the key to success for today's managers. This live 
one-hour workshop with Marlene Wilson will teach you how to 
do it effectively. 
1/2' VHS Vldeo-Annivenary Prfce/-$89.95 
Audio tape: $14. 95 

Classic Videos and Audios 

How to Plan for Volunteer and Staff Success 
How to Motivate Volunteers and Staff 
Recruiting and Interviewing Volunteers 

• Creativity and Leadership 
• Mobilizing Church Volunteers 
1 /2' VHS Vldeos--Annivenary Price/-$89.95 
Audio tapes: $14.95 

Special Anniversary Offer/ 

Purchase five videos and get a sixth one FREE. We'll also send 
you a copy of the book Survival Skills for Managers as a FREE gift. 
That's a value of over $1001 Act now-offer expires soon. 

To Order Call TOLL-FREE: 1-800-944-1470 

Or write: Volunteer Management Associates, 1113 Spruce St.. 
Suite 406-C. Boulder, CO 80302-4049. Ask for our complete 
catalog of volunteer management books, audios and videos. 
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