
SIX KEY FACTORS IN 
MANAGING 

VOLUNTEERS 

V
olunteers are a vital portion of the 
workforce of many organizations. In 
fact, some organizations would not 

be able to sustain themselves if it were not 
for the tremendous effort put forth by their 
volunteers. 

The cultivation of personal relationships 
is one of the most important aspects of a 
volunteer manager's job. Once the man­
ager becomes sensitive to the volunteer's 
motivational, developmental and job-re­
lated needs, and the volunteers develop a 
sense of trust in "their staff," a good, mutu­
ally productive working relationship can 
begin. 

This article focuses on six key factors in 
volunteer management as they pertain to 
the operation of Youth For Understanding 
(YFU), an international high school ex­
change organization. YFU has offices in 
over 29 countries. YFU-U.S.A. has about 
2,000 volunteers (in addition to 5,000 vol­
unteer host families). They are supervised 
and supported by approximately 50 paid 
regional staff members located in ten re­
gional offices around the country. Each 
regional office, with an average of five 
paid staff, has between 150 to 250 volun­
teers to manage. The U.S. national office, 
located in Washington, D.C., has a paid 
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staff of around 40 who administer all as­
pects of YFU's program. 

Some of YFU volunteers' responsibil­
ities include 
■ recruiting U.S. host families, matching 
international students with these families, 
■ providing support to both the host family 
and international student to maintain a 
good relationship and address any prob­
lems that arise, 
■ orienting both families and students, 
■ interviewing American students who 
want to study abroad, 
■ acting as local public relations staff, 
■ coordinating alumni activities, and 
■ conducting training sessions for other 
volunteers. 

Because the organization's revenue 
comes primarily from tees paid by Ameri­
can students going abroad and interna­
tional students coming to the United 
States, the role of the YFU volunteer is 
crucial to the financial sustainability of the 
organization. 

Factor 1: Job Descriptions 
YFU has developed 13 written job de­
scriptions for individuals interested in be­
coming volunteers with the program. Be­
fore making a commitment to volunteer, 
each individual decides which "job" 
would be the most appropriate and inter­
esting. These job descriptions are useful 
in defining specific responsibilities of a 
given volunteer position, clarifying expec­
tations of the organization with regard to 
the volunteer's involvement and assess-

ing a volunteer's performance over time. 
The job description also provides an 

appropriate means for suggesting that a 
volunteer, who has not been able to per­
form the duties attached to a chosen posi­
tion, reassess his or her involvement with 
the organization. Job descriptions are an 
effective tool in monitoring the quality of 
volunteer participation, and they enable 
the organization to maintain the standards 
with regard to the service provided. 

Factor 2: Motivation 
What motivates a volunteer? To keep a 
volunteer interested in working with an or­
ganization, it is essential that a volunteer 
manager understand the motivating 
forces behind the individual's involve­
ment. If one consults Maslow's hierarchy 
of needs, the categories of "belonging" 
and "self esteem" best coincide with the 
needs of the volunteer. 

YFU volunteers have indicated a variety 
of reasons for their involvement with the 
organization. Some say they want to learn 
about another culture. Others want to 
share their own culture with students from 
another country. Some want to make a 
contribution to society by promoting 
peace and understanding. Still others are 
interested in building a network, getting to 
meet people, and simply having fun in 
their community. 

It is important to acknowledge the rea­
sons why a volunteer is participating and 
to recognize the time, effort and signifi­
cant contribution that each individual 
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Volunteers make presentations to high school students, and also get publicity about local 
exchange students. 

makes to the organization. YFU volunteers 
work around the clock, sometimes during 
their normal working hours, to seek advice 
on how to handle an adjustment problem, 
to assist with an emergency health situa­
tion, to comfort a homesick student, to try 
to explain cross-cultural differences as a 
mediatory in a host family/international 
student dispute, to explain YFU's over­
seas program to interested American stu­
dents and their parents, and to arrange 
educational and social events for students 
and families. 

Factor 3: Recognition 
The YFU volunteer is the "frontline" of the 
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organization. YFU volunteers need to be 
recognized and thanked continuously for 
all of the time and energy they devote to 
the organization. Appropriate reco9nition 
helps to satisfy Maslow's hierarchical 
need of "self-esteem." At annual volunteer 
training conferences, volunteers receive 
international flags, one for each interna­
tional student they have placed or 1\meri­
can student they have interviewed. Some 
regions also award certificates for efforts 
made to work through very sensitive ad­
justment situations, for years of service 
with the organization, for recruitment of 
new volunteers, or for special community 
involvement. 

According to Janet Simoni, regional di­
rector of YFU's Southeast Regional Office, 
for volunteer recognition to be effective, it 
must be an on-going process-not just an 
annual recognition event. It is important to 
maintain phone contact with volunteers to 
acknowledge their individual contribu­
tions. 

In addition to YFU-specific contribu­
tions, regional office staff try to keep 
abreast of volunteer birthdays, births of 
children and grandchildren, marriages, 
illnesses, unusual family situations, and 
deaths giving support or kudos as called 
for. Special acknowledgements at these 
times help to satisfy the need that Maslow 
describes as "belonging." YFU volunteers 
are, in essence, the "extended family" of 
the regional office. 

Factor 4: The Volunteer 
Management System 
How does one best manage an extended 
family of approximately 250 who are 
spread over a seven-state area? YFU has 
developed a very effective system of vol­
unteer field managers who are located in 
areas with concentrations of volunteers. 
Field committees are formed in these ar­
eas. In the Southeast Regional Office, for 
example, a field committee could consist 
of three to 25 volunteers. 

YFU's volunteer field managers are fre­
quently managers by profession. They act 
as an extension of the regional office and 
are able to provide "on-site" support for 
other non-manager volunteers. Because 
they have more frequent face-to-face con­
tact with volunteers than the regional of­
fice staff, the field managers are able to 
keep the regional office informed about 
important situations that may be taking 
place in a volunteer's YFU or personal life, 
which may have an effect on the volun­
teer's work for the organization. 

Thus. it is important for the office to 
maintain a personal relationship with 
each volunteer. The volunteer field man­
agers help to make this relationship possi­
ble with the volunteers they supervise on 
behalf of the regional office. 

How can the regional staff best influ­
ence the work of its volunteers? In 1959, 
J.R.P. French, Jr. and B. Raven developed 
a taxonomy that classifies managerial 
power into five distinct types, including 
authority, reward, coercive, expert, and 
referent power. The latter, referent power, 
is particularly applicable in managing 
volunteers. It is defined as subordinate 
loyalty to the leader and desire to please 
him or her. 
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To continue with the idea of an extend­
ed family, the regional office staff can be 
most effective if they are able to cultivate 
the loyalty of their volunteers. Loyalty must 
develop over time. Therefore, it is impor­
tant to acknowledge that a low turnover 
rate of regional staff is a key factor in effec­
tive use of referent power. 

As volunteers establish relationships 
with the regional staff, and vice versa. loy­
alty develops. Because a "personal" rela­
tionship then develops, the volunteer will 
assist with a situation, in part, as a favor to 
the regional staff person. The more com­
fortable a volunteer is with a regional staff 
person, the more effective and efficient 
the working relationship will be. Volunteer 
management is a very personal business, 
and by nature of this fact, it consumes a lot 
of time. 

In other situations, such as handling a 
difficult cross-cultural adjustment prob­
lem, preparing to deliver an orientation to 
host families/students, or matching a spe­
cific student with a host family, expert 
power is very applicable. Again, it takes 
time for the volunteer to build a sense of 
trust in and respect for a given staff mem­
ber's task-relevant knowledge and com­
petence. However, once established, ex­
pert power is effective in giving support to 
the volunteer and in maintaining the quali­
ty of the program. 

Which models of organizational behav­
ior can be applied to volunteer manage­
ment? In "Evolving Models of Organiza­
tional Behavior," published in the Acade­
my of Management Journal, March 1968, 
Keith Davis describes four models, in­
cluding autocratic, custodial, supportive 
and collegial. The two latter models are 
applicable to YFU's volunteer manage­
ment system. 

The supportive model emphasizes the 
manager's primary role as one of provid­
ing psychological support and indicates 
that individuals are more content and pro­
ductive when they perceive that they are 
working in a supportive environment. In 
the 1940s-50s, Rensis Likert and his asso­
ciates explored the "employee-oriented 
supeNisor." Likert's description of the 
support model can be applied to YFU's 
approach to volunteer management: 

The leadership and other processes of the or­
ganization must be such as to ensure a maxi­
mum probability that in all interactions and all 
relationships with the organization each mem­
ber will, in light of his background, values and 
expectations, view the experience as support­
ive and one which builds and maintains his 

Winter 1991 VOLUNTARY ACTION LEADERSHIP 

Educators sometimes become Youth For Understanding International Exchange 
volunteers after seeing how much their students gain from exchange. 

sense of personal worth and importance." (New 
Patterns of Management, New York: McGraw­
Hill, 1961. pp.102-103) 

The supportive model also addresses 
the volunteer's need for affiliation by culti­
vating a sense of personal worth and im­
portance in the volunteer. As the individu­
al's personal needs are met, the organiza­
tion hopes that he or she will be motivated 
to work toward the organization's goals 
and objectives and remain an active vol­
unteer for a period of time. 

The collegial model is also particularly 
applicable to the work of the YFU volun­
teer. Most YFU volunteers work out of their 
homes with no direct supeNision. They 
must be self-disciplined and personally 
responsible for completing assignments. 
Each volunteer must feel that he or she is 
making a worthwhile contribution to the 
organization, which in turn contributes to 
the development of the volunteer. 

In the collegial model, it is important 
that each volunteer feel needed and want­
ed. Regional staff spend substantial time 
ensuring that this feeling is enhanced. An 
effective regional director is not seen as a 
"boss" by volunteers, but as a member of 
the extended family. The regional staff 
and field managers work hard to preseNe 
an enthusiastic feeling among volunteers, 
and morale is measured by the volunteer's 
commitment to the task and to the field 
committee. 

Factor 5: Managing Burnout 
Just as volunteer retention is important to 
the organization, so is burnout an impor­
tant issue to address. There are a number 
of factors that contribute to burnout. These 
factors include over-stimulation, personal 
problems, mismatch of volunteer to job 
description, insufficient training, regional 
staff turnover, and insufficient regional or 
field support. 

Over-stimulation may result from a 
shortage of volunteers in a given area, or a 
very difficult and time-consuming situa­
tion with a host family/international stu­
dent. Or it may be the result of over-enthu­
siasm on the part of a new volunteer, 
which sometimes results in the need to 
give support in too many situations at one 
time. 

Regional staff turnover, insufficient 
training, and lack of regional or field man­
ager support may lead to frustration on the 
part of the volunteer. In the former case, 
frequent change in staff positions requires 
that the volunteer "prove" himself or her­
self all over again, and decide whether 
this new staff member is to be a "trusted" 
expert. Insufficient training leads new vol­
unteers to feel overwhelmed, and lack of 
support requires them to be more respon­
sible than they want to be. 

An effective volunteer manager tries to 
nip burnout in the bud. This can be ac­
complished if the manager has a good 
sense of what is going on with a volunteer 
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personally. It is important for a manager to 
be aware of what each volunteer's "case­
load" is and to try to recruit an appropriate 
number of volunteers in a given area. 
Field managers are relied on heavily by 
regional office staff to indicate specific 
situations where burnout may occur. 

If burnout has occurred, there are a few 
routes a manager can take to correct the 
problem. Trula Duane, former regional di­
rector and current program director for 
American Overseas Admissions at YFU's 
U.S. national office, has a few suggestions 
for treating burnout. She says it is always 
important to acknowledge the problem 
with the volunteer and discuss the causes. 

Duane believes that a change of roles 
(a new job description) can often help to 
rejuvenate a volunteer. A suggested sab­
batical from volunteer responsibilities can 
give volunteers time to reassess their pri­
mary interest in volunteering and to de­
cide if they want to continue in the future. 
And, sometimes, said Duane, it is just as 
important to acknowledge all that the vol­
unteer has contributed to the organization 
and allow him or her to say good-bye. 

Factor 6: Human Resource 
Development 
Human resource development means 
providing training and education for the 
volunteer. YFU's on-going process of 
training and educating both new and 
more experienced volunteers needs to 
serve a number of purposes, so the orga­
nization has developed a comprehensive 
training program for volunteers that en­
hances their skills in a variety of areas, 
such as cross-cultural communication, 
problem-solving and effective presenting. 
Through training, volunteers develop con­
fidence in the work they do for the organi­
zation, and they are able to provide higher 
quality service to YFU participants. 

Improved volunteer performance with 
host families, for example, means that 
families will receive the assistance they 
need and may decide to host again in the 
future. (Assistance is non-financial, since 
all YFU host families are volunteers.) As 
host families are difficult to find, host fam­
ily retention is a very important factor in 
the sustainability of YFU's exchange pro­
gram. 

Training also provides the volunteer 
with the opportunity to grow personally. 
Skills acquired at YFU training workshops 
can be transferred to the volunteer's pro­
fessional career. and in some cases may 
lead to promotions or new professional 
positions. ■ 
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A volunteer host family in North Carolina found hosting a Norwegian exchange student to 
be fun and educational. 
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lntercultural training makes Youth For Understanding International Exchange volunteers 
better able to assist families and students. 
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