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Sam is asked to serve on an Advisory 
Board for a local hospital volunteer pro­
gram. The call came from a member of 
the Advisory Board and two months later 
he receives an agenda in the mail for his 
first meeting. The staff person assigned 
to the board is not at the meeting and 
the chairperson leads the group through 
a meeting with little content and no ac­
tion. Sam leaves the meeting wondering 
why he agreed to do this and what his 
role should be. 

While Sam's experience may be drama­
tic, it is representative of the messages 
sent to volunteers on the importance of 
their contributions to the work of advisory 
groups. Many advisory groups are man­
dated by elected officials or federal, state, 
provincial, or local regulation. Profes­
sional staff working with volunteer advi­
sory groups have the opportunity to 
maximize the work of the volunteers. 

Advisory Board or Committee recruit­
ment and retention is influenced by two 
factors: information about the role and 
responsibility of the group and the staff's 
relationship with the volunteers. Staff who 
are attentive to these two factors can see 
a marked improvement in their ability to 
attract qualified candidates and retain 
qualified members. 

Recruitment begins by insuring that 
volunteers know what is expected of 
them, explanations of roles and respon­
sibilities. It includes such things as duties, 
time commitment, term of service, re­
sponsibility, authority, and staff support 
available. Retention is influenced by the 
partnership relationship that exists with 
staff. This includes a commitment to 

teamwork, clear lines of responsibility, 
and good communication between staff, 
volunteers, and the leadership in the 
larger organization. 

The most important first step is to iden­
tify for the volunteer ways an Advisory 
Board carries out its mission. The follow­
ing are the types of information that 
should be provided to a prospective vol­
unteer. 

I. Identify the purpose of the organiza­
tion. Define the mission that the or­
ganization is trying to accomplish. 

2. How is the purpose carried out? 
What does the organization do to 
meet its obligation to clients? Do 
not assume volunteers know! 

3. Describe the work of the organiza­
tion and all its facets. This is a good 
place for tours or slides to illustrate 
the work. 

4. What are the accomplishments of 
the past? New advisory group mem­
bers need to know how many people 
are served, what is the success rate, 
how many volunteers are recruited 
and retained annually, and awards 
won by programs. 

5. How is money raised, budgeted, and 
spent by the organization? How 
might the volunteers be involved in 
any of these activities? Will the ad­
visory group be advising the leader­
ship on budget priorities? 

6. Provide a brief history of the organi­
zation to new members. This can be 
short and provided in written format 
or attractive audiovisuals. 

7. What is the organizational structure 
and leadership? This is a good place 
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for charts and diagrams with names 
and relationships. 

It is often assumed that volunteers re­
cruited to an advisory group understand 
the meaning of the word "advisory" and 
that their role is different from a Board 
of Directors. These are dangerous as­
sumptions. Volunteers serving on advi­
sory groups need to have their rules and 
responsibilities clearly spelled out and 
these should be reviewed periodically. 

Most advisory groups focus their atten­
tion on known problems and existing con­
cerns. It is easy to move from assigned 
tasks to other problems in the organiza­
tion. In preparing volunteers to serve on 
an advisory group it is essential that they 
understand the limits of their areas of ex­
ploration. 

Members of advisory groups need to 
use their background and experience to 
look for important facts, conditions, or 
changes that can influence the programs 
or services of the organization. Trends in 
the future should be brought to the atten­
tion of the staff by members of the com­
mittee. Members are encouraged to bring 
all relevant information to the attention 
of the group. 

Advisory groups are skilled at deter­
mining factors which influence the condi­
tions or changes affecting an agency or 
organization. It is important to give volun­
teers the opportunity to reflect on a vari­
ety of issues within an organization that 
can affect success or failure. Their obser­
vations can often save both time and 
money. 

Findings of advisory groups should be 
compiled into written statements fol­
lowed by information which points up 
new opportunities or major problems that 
need attention. These reports should be 
given to appropriate staff or governing 
bodies. Sometimes it is important to ask 
members of the volunteer advisory group 
to present oral reports to accompany writ­
ten ones. 

All these activities of volunteer advi­
sory group members should be spelled 
out clearly. A job description for members 
and simple guidelines describing the 
overall duties and responsibilities of the 
group should be shared with new volun­
teers during the recruiting process. These 

job descriptions and guidelines also 
need to be reviewed by the entire advi­
sory group on a regular basis. 

The staff support rule falls into two 
areas. First is the support of "housekeep­
ing" functions that are essential for record 
keeping and continuity. The other area is 
the less tangible role of providing support 
for people who are donating their time 
and deserve timely reporting and recog­
nition for their work. 

The supporting role includes the de­
velopment and maintenance of the gen­
eral structure of the group. The staff 
should provide assistance to the leader­
ship in identifying, selecting, and ap­
pointing members. Orientation of new 
members and in-service training for cur­
rent members is best accomplished with 
staff and current volunteers sharing the 
duties. 

Staff members find meeting space, do 
mailings, compile and distribute meeting 
minutes, gather appropriate information 
for the group to consider, maintain open 
lines of communication, and publicize the 
accomplishments of the volunteers. 

Staffing of a volunteer advisory commit­
tee is not merely providing clerical sup­
port. Staff members provide assistance 
and leadership in the development of op­
erational policies and procedures. They 
do not usurp the role of volunteers, but 
work cooperatively. They encourage and 
motivate members by including them in 
all facets of the work of the advisory 
group. 

The key word to their role is 
"facilitator." During meetings, for exam­
ple, they assume an enabling role and 
leave the leadership to the volunteers. 
They work to keep lines of communication 
open between members, staff, and gov­
erning bodies. 

The volunteers need to rely on certain 
types of behavior from staff. The following 
are the types of expectations volunteers 
have for the staff that work with them. 

STAFF SHOULD: 
I. be objective and open to sugges­

tions from the volunteers. 
2. use the time and talents of volun­

teers wisely. 
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3. exhibit openness in their individual 
and organizational relationships. 

4. adequately prepare for all meetings 
with volunteers. 

5. share leadership with volunteers. 
6. advise the volunteers as to the ap­

propriate role/responsibility they 
have to the organization. 

Attention to details in managing a vol­
unteer advisory group is important. Ig­
nore the details of training or communica­
tion and the retention rate goes down 
and it is more difficult to recruit new mem­
bers. The most effective volunteer advi­
sory groups receive support from their 
staff that is prompt, accurate, and sus­
tained. That support communicates the 
value of the volunteers to the organiza­
tion and assures that the job they do is 
"real" and not just window dressing. 
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