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As so often happens, this month’s Hot Topic focus rose to my attention not because it is new, but

because it is affecting several otherwise diverse clients at the same time.  The issue:  overt and covert

resistance to volunteers by middle managers. 

Of course everything begins with top management.  The board of directors and the executive staff set

the tone and establish policy, budget, and other fundamentals.  But they do not do the work!  Every

service, project, and plan initiated at the top must be implemented across and down the

organizational ladder, relying along the way on the often invisible piece of the puzzle: branch/affiliate

directors, department heads, unit supervisors, and other middle managers.  Here are some quick

examples of various chains of command, with the key middle manager highlighted in red:

Hospital Administrators 

            Director of Nursing

                        Nurses

                                    Volunteers on the floor

Police Force Central Command

            Precinct Captains

                        Police Officers

                                    Volunteers working in the station

School District Board and Superintendent

            Individual School Principals/Head Masters

                        Teachers          

                                    Volunteers in each classroom

National Organization Board and Executive

            Chapter Directors

                        Chapter staff
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                                    Volunteers working in the chapter

                       

When it comes to engagement of volunteers, smart organizations have developed training for paid

staff who will do the daily, at-the-work-site supervision of volunteers (the third level in the examples

above) and, of course, for the volunteers themselves.  But middle managers are vital to how effective

the organization’s volunteer engagement will be.  Do they fill this role comfortably and well?  Is

anyone aware of how this key group affects the situation?  Do they even buy into volunteer

involvement? (They are rarely consulted.)  Are they given any training – or even an introduction to –

the principles of volunteer management?

Middle managers can be a support or an obstacle.  Consider:

They convey overt and subtle messages to their direct reports about work expectations, setting

the tone for how things are done in their corner of the organization. So their personal belief in

and attitudes about volunteers will shape the way staff/volunteer teamwork is supported (or

undercut).

 Because middle managers train new employees to do their jobs properly, and evaluate

employee work performance throughout the year, they have substantial influence over how

their staffs approach any area of responsibility, including volunteers.  Do they have the vision

and expertise to mentor well in this area?

 They have the authority to approve work assignments created for volunteers by the staff.  So, if

a middle manager’s image of volunteers is that they are mainly nice but not very skilled, that

unit will design volunteer positions with low expectations (and self-fulfilling prophecy will

produce volunteers who don’t care to be challenged).  Conversely, middle managers who raise

the bar on what volunteers are asked to do will help you to attract more highly qualified people.

 Middle managers set the agenda for staff meetings and individual supervision meetings.  Do

they include regular time to focus on volunteer involvement in their department/unit/branch? 

The inclusion or absence of volunteer-related issues on the agenda sends a message – is it that

volunteers matter or don’t?

 Employees can get the message from their supervisors that spending time with volunteers is a

diversion from their “real job,” to be done (if they wish) only after other, more important work is

completed.  Or, supervisors can visibly recognize and reward staff who help volunteers to shine.

 In a large organization, a middle manager may well be supervising a volunteer program

manager directly assigned to that department or unit.  Are all middle managers consistent in

how they coach and support their VPM?  Do they understand the tension between doing what’s

best for their department and also meshing with the organization-wide volunteer program

goals and policies?



To be fair, middle managers are indeed “caught in the middle.”  Volunteer involvement is probably not

the only organization goal that they have been told to implement without their input.  They, in turn,

are being held accountable for meeting a long list of priorities.  Are their superiors sending the

message that volunteers are important on that list?  Do they get rewarded for supporting great

volunteer contributions to their unit?

Everyone in your organization is undoubtedly overworked and stretched thin already.  Adding

volunteers to the mix, while of great potential value in the long run, is not easy and definitely takes

time.  So the goal is to make sure the benefits of volunteer involvement outweigh the effort. It’s middle

managers who  can best monitor this balance and establish the importance of community

engagement.  They can be your greatest allies.

What to Do?

To tackle this issue we first have to see it.  Consider the middle managers in your organization and

diagnose their degree of support, level of expertise, and willingness to pay attention to volunteer

involvement.  Then answer the following questions…which will lead you to matching strategies:

Do I know what each middle manager knows about best practices in volunteer management? 

How can I find out? 

What opportunities do I have to provide better information and more skill development to

middle managers?   For example, can I:

Provide actual training?

Invite them to an informal discussion in my office?

Speak at a management team meeting?

Take individuals to lunch for a one-on-one meeting?

Create a special guidebook for middle managers?

Prepare regular reports and information specifically for this group?

How can I provide recognition to those middle managers who are doing a great job setting the

tone for volunteers in their departments?  What’s the benefit to them, personally?

Do you have any answers or strategies to share with the rest of us as a response to this Hot Topic? 

Please do.

Related Topics: Employee/Volunteer Relations | Executive Director, Role of | Preparing for

Volunteers | Volunteer Resources Manager, Role of

Submitted on 10 October by John Ramsey, Head of Volunteer Development, Citizens Advice, London,

United Kingdom

This is analogous in some ways to the problems that face organisations working with government
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(certainly in the UK). You can hear the support for volunteering from the likes of Tony Blair and

Gordon Brown; however, often it's the civil service (the 'middle managers' in this context) whose

hearts and minds need to be won, as they will be responsible for the implementation.

Submitted on 10 October by H. Roberts, President, PLNJ, Inc., Keyport, New Jersey, USA

It is easy to find examples for barriers and professional limitations that exist in every trade. Those of

us working in social service are not immune to the constraints and demands placed on every member

of the agency's team. We need to develop less generic training methods, inclusive protocols and day

to day approaches to the ways in which co-workers, paid or unpaid, focus on a MISSION. One

suggestion would be to rely less on the structural confines of a job title and more on the tasks. Job

shadowing is an easy, cost-effective, eye-opening training style that everyone can benefit from.

Imagine the positive result from knowing first-hand what it takes to manage, volunteer, and maintain

your agency! JOB SHADOW! To learn more, visit: www.jobshadow.org/

Submitted on 4 October by Erin Spink, Canadian Cancer Society, Volunteer Development Coordinator,

Waterloo Region, Ontario Canada

In the past, I began a recognition program with supervisors at team meetings called "The Super

Supervisor" award. It involved a silly cape with a Superman-like S in the centre and a trophy. It was a

non-confrontational way to encourage staff to set a good example for others in working with

volunteers, and became something staff looked for.
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