
FEATUJI~§_ 

A Standards Framework for Managing Volunteers 
Trevor Boutall and Sarah Pollet 

BACKGROUND 
"Volunteer managers are key players on the 

volunteering stage. It is they who recruit, 
train and support the volunteers, and enable 
them to deliver myriad services to countless 
thousands of people. Less tangibly, they can 
create the environment in which volunteering 
can flourish and expand." 1 

There are approximately 141,000 regis
tered voluntary and community organisations 
in the UK, with over 3 million volunteer staff 
contributing in excess of 90 million hours of 
time each year. 

Since the appointment of the first volun
tary services organisers and co-ordinators in 
the early 1960s, the management of volun
teers has become increasingly formalised, with 
over 80% of UK volunteer-involving organi
sations having a volunteer manager3. 

However, the 1997 National Survey of 
Volunteering found that 71 % of respondents 
agreed that "things could be better organ
ised," and a third of respondents "sometimes 
got bored or lost interest. "4 Volunteer man
agers clearly have the leverage to use the 
resources of volunteer staff more effectively, 
to help volunteers meet their individual moti
vations for volunteering, and to retain the ser
vices of volunteers at a time when high levels 
of employment and government schemes like 
the New Deal are making it more difficult to 
recruit and retain volunteers. 

The Voluntary Sector National Training 

Organisation (VSNTO), the organisation 
responsible for ensuring the availability of 
appropriate training and qualifications for all 
those who work in the voluntary sector in the 
four nations of the UK, identified that three 
quarters of voluntary organisations needed to 
improve their management skills5• VSNTO 
has therefore made the development of 
National Occupational Standards6 and rele
vant qualifications for those who manage vol
unteers one of its three priority areas for 
development ( together with fundraising and 
trustees). 

In January 2002, VSNTO appointed The 
Management Standards Consultancy to 
research an occupational and functional map 
for the recruitment and management of vol
unteers, and to develop appropriate National 
Occupational Standards and qualifications 
(see Figure I). Using a wide range of research 
techniques (desk and Internet research, tech
nical working groups, focus groups, struc
tured interviews, and postal/e-mail question
naires), our first job was to identify the 
nature of management in the voluntary sector 
and define the role and functions of volunteer 
managers. 

The Distinctive Nature of 
Management in the Voluntary Sector 

Although the voluntary sector is so diverse, 
it is possible to make some broad generalisa
tions about what makes the sector distinctive 
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Figure I: 
The Standards Development Process 
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and provides common and parti cular chal
lenges to those mana ging volunt eers. 

Voluntary organisations are organi sation s 
with a very stro ng sense of purpo se. People 
are wo rkin g for the organ isation prim arily 
because they share its values, believe stro ngly 
in its mission , and want to help the organi sa
tion to achieve it. External pressures, particu 
larly the condition s associated w ith contra ct 
funding , may sometim es be in conflict with 
the organisation 's values and purpo se, and it 
is a challenge for man agement to prote ct its 
ethi cal position , or at least to strike a balanc e, 
in ord er to serve its client group without 
compromising its int egrity. 

On e of the values of voluntar y organ isa
tions tends to be a profound respect for d iver
sity; volunt eers oft en volunt eer their services 
ro the organisation w here they are accepted 
for who they are, and feel comfort able in an 
environm ent where unorthodox or idiosyn
cratic behaviour is accepted without com
ment. Anoth er value consistently found in 
volunt ary organisation s is user-focused ser
vice, and a conscious effort to involve users, 
as well as staff, volunt eers, funders, and oth er 
stakeholders, in decision-makin g pro cesses. 

People working for volunt ary organisat ions 
tend to be personally highly mot ivated to 

work and claim that they get a high level of 
job satisfaction . How ever, in a secto r where 
most worke rs are volunt eers an d the ochers 
are compa rat ively low paid , moti vation is the 
key cool used co enable people to perform 
effectively and deliver results. Manage rs need 
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vations, and ensure the 
work th at they are doin g 
meet s their expectation s. 
Because there is no con
tract of emp loyment 
with volunt eers 
(although there may well 
be other forms of agree
ment ), they can qui ckly 
"vote with their feet" if 
dissati sfied. 

Many volunt ary 
organisations view volun 

teers as custome rs with needs to be mer. They 
make con scious efforts to und erstand volun 
teers' needs and what they hop e to experie nce 
or gain from wo rkin g with th e organi sation. 
Volunte er manager s th en try to find suitab le 
placem ents, either within their own or ot her 
organ isation s, to meet the volu nteers' expec
tation s and mak e effective use of the skills 
and compete nce these volunt ary resources can 
offer. T his is significantly different from the 
recruitm ent of paid staff for an organ isation, 
where the key priority is to fill a vacancy with 
a "qualifi ed" appli cant , and little thought may 
be given to the opportunit ies chat may be 
available for ocher applicant s which are not 
suit ed to the adverti sed post. 

Orga nisations with successful volunt eer 
poli cies also have systems and practices which 
rake full account of the natur e of volunt eer
ing. Volunt eers may be giving a few hour s, 
days, or weeks of their time to the cause and 
client s of the organ isation. T hey do not want 
to spend tim e on bur eaucrat ic form-fi lling, 
trainin g, and meetin gs unrelat ed to their pur
pose for volunteer ing. Howe ver, their creden
tials do need to be checked (quit e rigoro usly, 
sometimes, part icularly when dealing with 
vulnerable gro ups), they do need to be prop
erly indu cted into the organ isation , its pro ce
dures and health and safety requir ement s, and 
they do need to be mad e to feel part of the 
organisation's decision-m aking proc ess, not an 
expendable afterthou ght. Thi s requir es cre
at ive chinkin g to get the right balance and 
flexible schedulin g so that volunteers can be 
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effectively involved in the decisions affecting 
the organisation. 

Working with volunteers can be more risky 
than working with paid staff in a number of 
ways. The same legal and professional safe
guards are not in place (apart from health and 
safety legislation). There is no contract of 
employment, and so there is limited legal 
redress in the event of a gross breach of con
duct or other misdemeanour by the volun
teer, or if the volunteer leaves without notice, 
seriously jeopardising their clients. Volunteers 
may not have the same professional qualifica
tions or work to the same professional codes 
of ethics as their paid colleagues. To minimise 
the exposure, volunteer managers need to 
ensure that volunteering agreements, codes of 
practice, and custom-made disciplinary and 
grievance procedures are in place. 

In the voluntary sector, partnership work
ing, as opposed to competitive activity, is the 
norm. This is partly a function of the sectors 
in which voluntary organisations work, (such 
as health or social care with the need to pro
vide integrated services for clients), partly a 
funding imperative (not having enough cash 
to do everything), and partly a result of Gov
ernment policy promoting partnership work
ing, particularly at local community level. 

While there are as many organisational 
structures as there are organisations in the 
voluntary sector, it is fair to say that, apart 
from the very large charities, they have flat 
structures, i.e. managers have a very broad 
span of control, a wide variety of responsibili
ties to meet, and little opportunity for career 
progression within the same organisation. All 
these factors provide challenges to volunteer 
managers, as does the need to work with 
management committees, most of the mem
bers of which will be volunteers themselves, 
often with a limited grasp of the day-to-day 
exigencies of delivering services. 

THE ROLE AND FUNCTIONS OF 
VOLUNTEER MANAGERS 

Since the first appointment of volunteer 
co-ordinators in the UK in the 1960s, the 
role of volunteer management has increased 
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dramatically due to the increase in numbers 
of volunteers, the greater complexity of the 
functions volunteers carry out, the heavier 
demands of legislation, and the greater 
accountability demanded by project funders. 
The role now includes formalised recruit
ment, selection, vetting and induction proce
dures, appropriate deployment of volunteers 
to tasks, and the provision of support, train
ing and development and mentoring to vol
unteers on personal and career matters. 

Of the 550,000 employees working for 
general charities in the UK, approximately 
112,000 (20%) are in management 
positions 7

• With 3 million volunteers this 
gives a ratio of volunteers to managers of 
27: 1, but only a proportion of these are vol
unteer managers. It is not unusual to find 
that one volunteer manager is responsible for 
well over 100 volunteers. When the volun
teer-involving organisations in the public and 
private sectors are also taken into account, the 
number of paid volunteer managers in the 
UK is estimated to be in excess of 100,000. 
There are no statistics to indicate how many 
unpaid volunteer managers there are, but the 
number could easily double to nearly a quar
ter of a million. However, not all of these will 
adopt the same formal management tech
mques. 

In a small organisation, one person, per
haps a volunteer herself or himself, may run 
the whole show, getting the funding, recruit
ing and managing the volunteers, supervising 
service delivery, and keeping the accounts. As 
a delegate at one of the focus groups said: "In 
a small agency, the volunteer manager might 
do anything from changing the spark plugs 
on the van to making a lottery bid applica
tion, then meeting the Queen ... and all in 
one day." The time that can be spent on for
mal volunteer management will be minimal. 

In a larger organisation, the volunteer 
manager's role may be more closely defined, 
and indeed there may be layers of manage
ment with voluntary "volunteer leaders" 
working closely with a small team, reporting 
to a volunteer manager who is responsible for 
recruitment, resourcing and rostering, who in 
turn reports to a regional manager or senior 
manager with more of a strategic responsibili-



ty for volunteering. Clearer job description s 
and performan ce management systems 
become evident as the organisations become 
larger. 

Figure 2 was developed as a means of cap
turin g the variety of roles and responsibilities 
different volunteer manager s have to ensure 
these were all taken into account when devel
oping the standards . 

Figure 2: The Roles or Functions of 
Volunteer Managers 
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regularly recruit, select, and support volun 
teers. Individual roles vary significan tly and 
may includ e strategic and policy making 
functions as well as service delivery functions. 

One respondent to the postal consultation 
succinctly expressed her experience of differ
ent volunt eer manager roles: "T he role of vol
unteer co-coo rdin ator/ man ager varies from 

organisation to organisation. In [a large 
national chi ldren's charity] I take no 
part in strat egic development as it is a 
hierarchical culture. How ever, whilst 
working in [a smaller women's action 
group] as a volunt eer co-or dinat or the 
opposite was the case. As part of the 
collective system, I had an equal input 
into all levels of planning and reviewing 
through quite formal processes." 
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In order to tease out of this diversity 
the recognisable functions of volunteer 
manag ers wherever they work, we used 
the functional analysis methodo logy. 
This start s with gainin g consensus 
abo ut the Key Purpose of Volunteer 
Management, which, after a number of 

Figure 2 portrays organisat ions delivering 
on their mission - delivering services to 
clients and other beneficiaries - with the 
help of volunteers. Th e volunt eer contribu 
tion may be co-o rdin ated by unpaid volun
teer leade rs, who in turn are mana ged by paid 
or unpaid volunteer managers. Alternatively, 
the volunteers may be mana ged directly by 
paid or unp aid volunteer managers. All these 
activities are referred to as "volunteer manage-
ment. " 

How ever, organisations also have respo nsi
biliti es for deter minin g volunt eering strategy 
("W hy should we be using volunt eers to help 
deliver our corporate objectives?") and volun
teering poli cy ("How should we be using vol
unteers?"). In smal l and medium -sized organ
isat ions, these may be carried out by the same 
individuals who are directly managing volun
teers, or they may be carri ed out by othe rs 
such as trustees, chief executives, directors, or 
other senior managers with tides such as Vol
unteering Manager or Volunte er Develop
ment Manager . 

Our project covered all individuals , paid or 
unp aid, who as a routine part of their work 

iteration s, was agreed as: 
To enable volunteers to make their full con

tribution to the organisation's goals and provide 
opportunities for them to develop related skills 
and interests. 

To compl ete the fun ctional analysis, we 
consistently asked the question: "W hat has to 
happen to enable volunteers to make their full 
contribution to the organisation's goals and pro
vide opportunities for them to develop related 
skills and interests?"This led to the identifica-
tion of six Key Areas of activity. 

Volunteer managers: 
A. D evelop and evaluate strateg ies and poli-

cies that suppo rt volunt eering. 
B. Promote volunt eering. 
C. Recruit and induct volunteers. 
D.Manage and develop volunteers. 
E. Manage yourself, your relationships and 

you r responsibilities. 
F. Provide supp ort to volun teering. 

For each of these Key Areas, the question 
was asked : What has to happen for this out
come to be achieved? This led to th e identifica
tion of 39 functions or act ivities - a "Fune-
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tional Map,, of Managing Volunteers8 
- for 

which Units of National Occupational Stan
dards would need to be developed. 

National Occupational Standards for 
Managing Volunteers 

The National Occupational Standards for 
Managing Volunteers describe the standards 
of performance volunteer managers should 
achieve when they are carrying out their work 
and the knowledge and skills they need to 
perform competently. 

We developed these National Occupational 
Standards through focus groups with volun
teer managers and their bosses, helping them 
to articulate what competent performance of 
each function/activity looks like. With such a 

diverse sector, we found a rich variety of 
approaches which we tried to encapsulate 
within draft Units of National Occupational 
Standards. These draft Units were piloted by 
individual managers to test whe.ther they 
accurately described the performance expect
ed of them and the knowledge and skills 
required. A technical working group of vol
unteer managers, trainers, and representa
tives from umbrella organisations helped us 
to resolve areas of conflicting feedback from 
the pilot and develop a standard form of 
expression for the Units. 

Each Unit comprises: 
• Unit Title 
• Introduction - describing what the unit 

is about, who it is for, how it relates to 

Figure 3: An Example of a Unit of National Occupational Standards 
B1 cHAMPiON \iOlJJNTEEalNG WITHIN YOUR QFIGANISATION 

Introduction _ . _ 
As.a: volunteer manager; you ·may wen find that itfall_s to you to acfas the "champioll" forvolunteering 
within yous organisati_on. To do this effectively, you ne~ctto help key people such ~s trus~ees and commit-. 
tee members. managers, and employee representative~-understand the role of volunJE!ers and the contri
bution they can make to tichieving your organisation's goals. You also need tohelp otllE3rmembers e>f 
your organisation, particularly staff and other vol1Jnt~e~, understand their respon$.i~iUty te> support volun
teers ancl -how t~ey_ 9~p doJhis effectively. You may alse> :need to take very practical ·sleps to try to im
prove yr;ur1organfsatior1's:sfructures, policies, and practices if these are prev.enting .yolunteers from mak-
ing tiJ~ir f(JJI c;:bntribution.· J ___ . _·• .__ _ . ___ . ____ . _ ... · · . · _ ._ . ·. _ · _ . 
To champion.volunteering within your organisation,, you need to: .. 
· • 81 ~1 Promote volunteering to key people in your organisation 
• 81 .2 Help members of your organisation support volunteers 
• 81 .3 Identify and reduce barriers to volunteering in your organisation. 
This unit links.closely-With unit 82 Involve, motivate, and retain volunteers which is about promoting vol
unte~ring to the vqlunteers-themsel\les and with unit 83 Develop relationships with'.jhdividuals and or
ganisations that can suppprt your volunteering strategy which covers working with external organisations 
that can support your volunteering work. _ 
This is an optional unit in\tolunteerManagement NVQs and' SVQs at level 4. 

PERFORMANCE STANDARDS 

81 .1 Promote volunteering to key people in your organisation 
To perform to the standard you need to: 
• identify the role of volunteers within your organisation's strategies and plans 
• communicate the role of volunteers and the contribution they can make to the organisation's goals to 

key people in your organisation in ways that gain their understanding, enthusiasm, and support 
• identify, quantify, and communicate the contribution that volunteers make to your organisation's goals. 
81 .2 Help members of your organisation support volunteers 
To perform to the standard you need to: 
• help members of your organisation 
• understand their attitudes to volunteers and the reasons for these attitudes 
• think creatively about how volunteers can make effective contributions 
• adopt attitudes that support volunteers in making effective contributions 
• communicate clearly to members of your organisation the roles and responsibilities of volunteers and 

their roles and responsibilities in supporting volunteers 
• provide appropriate opportunities for members of your organisation to develop the competences they 
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need to support volunteers effectively 
• encourage behaviour that helps and discourage behaviour that hinders volunteers in making effective 

contr ibutions. 
B1 .3 Identify and reduce barriers to volunteering in your organisa tion 
To perform to the standard you need to: 
• monitor the impact of your organisation 's structures, policies, and practices on volunteering 
• monitor the level of support volunteers receive from members of your organisation 
• analyse monitoring information to identify and prioritise any issues that prevent volunteers from making 

their full contribution 
• work with relevant people to identify and recommend improvements to your organisatio n's structures, 

policies , or practices or the support voluntee rs receive to ensu re volunteers are able to make their 
full contribution. 

KNOWLEDGE, UNDERSTANDING, AND SKILLS 

To perform to the standard, you need the following knowledge, understanding , and ski lls. 
Analytical techniques 
• how to quantify the contribution vo lunteers make 
• how to assess the impact of policies and practices 
• how to analyse information 
• how to identify priorities 
Communication 
• how to com municate complex issues in ways that gain understanding , enthusiasm, and support 
Involvement and motivation 
• the importance of involving relevant people in activities and how to do so 
• methods of encourag ing helpful and discouraging unhelpful behaviour, how to select appropriate meth

ods or combinations of methods, and how to use them effectively 
Learning and development 
• methods of helping people understand their attitudes to voluntee rs and adopt attitudes that support 

volunteering and how to select and use appropriate methods 
• methods of helping people think creat ively about how volunteers can make effect ive contributions and 

how to select and use appropr iate methods 
• the competences people need to be able to work effective ly with volunteers 
• the range of opportu nities for developing competences to work effectively with volunteers and how to 

select appropriate opportunities 
Monitoring and evaluation 
• methods of mon itoring and evaluating volunteers' contributions to organ isationa l goals and how to se-

lect and use appropriate techniques 
Organisational context 
• your organisat ion's goals 
• your organisation's strategies and plans and the specific roles and contributions of vo lunteers within 

them 
• key people in your organisation - e.g. trustees and comm ittee members, managers , emp loyee repre

sentatives, and others - who can influence and support voluntee ring 
• member s of your organisatio n - e.g. trustees and committee members , managers, staff, volunteers 

and supporters - who can help volunteers make effect ive contributions to the organisation's goals 
• your organisation's structures, polic ies, and practices 

VOLUNTEERING 

• the variety of different roles volunteers can play and the different ways they can contribute to organisa 
tiona l goals 

• your organisation's policies and practices relating specifically to volunteering 
• the different ways in which organisational structures, policies, and practices can help or hinder volu n

teers 
• the importance of clear ly stating people's roles and respons ibilities in support ing volunteers and the 

competences they need and how to do so . 

10 THE JOURNAL OF VOLUNTEER ADMI NISTRAT ION 
Volume 21, Number 3, 2003 



ocher Units, and where it fits in the qua li
fications framework 

• Perform ance Standards - two or more 
Element s, the main activities within the 
Unit, each with a series of Performance 
Cri teria, whic h show what is required of 
volunt eer managers when they are carry
ing out the acciviry 

• Knowl edge, Understanding, and Skills -
listing what volunt eer mana gers need to 
know and understand and the skills they 
need to possess to be effective in the Un it. 

Figure 3 is an example of a Unit , Bl 
Champion volunt eering within your organi
sanon. 

USIN G T HE NAT IO NAL OCCUPA
TIONAL STANDARDS 

Th e Nationa l Occupational Standards have 
now been approved by the Project Steering 
Group and will shor cly be accredited by the 
Departm ent of Education and Skills for use 
within the Nation al Qua lifications Frame
work. Work is already und erway with the 
Institut e of Leadership and Management to 

award Nat ional Vocational Qualifi cations and 
ocher certificates and diplomas to volunt eer 
managers who can demon strate they consis
tently perform to the standards. 

Qualification s provide an objective mea
sure of volunteer managers' performanc e, but 
they are on ly one way in which we intend to 
use National Occupat ional Standard s to 
impro ve performan ce, enhan ce the profes
sionalism and status of volunte er managers, 
and help chem meet their key purpo se to 
enable volunteers to make their full contribu
tion co the organisation's goals and provide 
opportuniti es for chem to develop related 
skills and int erests. Now that the preparator y 
work has been completed , we plan to use the 
National Occupat ional Standards for the 
Recruitm ent and Manag ement of Volunt eers 
throughout the Human Resour ce Manag e
ment and Development cycle, as shown in 
Figure 4, and as well as to assure qualiry, 
develop organisational cultur e, and impro ve 
partn ership working throughout the volun
tary sector and in our relation ships with the 
pub lic and private sectors. 

Thi s art icle discusses work undertak en by 

Figure 4: The Uses of National Occupational Standards 
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(Figure courtesy of the Custodial Care National Training Organisation9
) 
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The Management Standards Consultancy for 
the UK's Voluntary Sector National Training 
Organisation during 2002 and 2003. For full 
details of this work, refer to A Standards 
Framework for Managi,ng Volunteers: A Report 
to the Voluntary Sector National Training 
Organisation, The Management Standards 
Consultancy, 2002 and National Occupational 
Standards for Managi,ng Volunteers, Voluntary 
Sector National Training Organisation, 2003, 
both downloadable from www. voluntarysec
torskills.org. uk. 
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