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This book was put together in the sincere hope that is will be of benefit to volunteers and volunteer programs everywhere. Since this could be considered a “how to” book, the author’s personality has not been edited out of the text. This author, additionally, has tried to make sure that she reminds readers that new, politically correct terms for items and organizations do not change what they are, fundamentally. This book strives to be straightforward.
There are very few conventions in this book. Chiefly, both men and women may be included under the term “he”. Additionally, all of the suggestions in this book should work well with individual projects, full programs, etc. While a person desiring information can benefit from this text, it is written primarily with groups (society, organization, chapter, division, etc.) in mind.
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Are you:
starting volunteer programs
taking over long established ones or
resurrecting one from the dead?
If so, this book was written to contain vital information for you. Though the three different types of volunteer chairs above are quite different at a glance, successful ones should all have the same knowledge base. This book should be read from cover to cover by all who are interested. Even if a section doesn’t seem to apply to you at first, it might be surprising what you can learn, what ideas it will spark, or what vital piece of information locks into place.
Also realize that we don’t live in a vacuum. Many of the ideas presented here interlock and may work better in combination than alone. In deciding to work with volunteers rather than fund paid employees, your organization is already thinking “outside the box” – keep it up!
Let’s face it; we all like to make money. With various organizations, there never seems to be enough money to tackle all the worth-while projects. Sometimes there are not even enough volunteers to complete projects, once they are started. What’s the cheapest way to make money when there’s nothing in the treasury? What can you do that won’t cost a thing? Volunteers are an easy target. They are an unpaid workforce with unlimited potential. They are also relatively high maintenance branches of our organizations. However, the bottom line is you can use, or exploit, your volunteers for a number of things.
Identifying Roadblocks to Conquer
Yes, you read right, the last paragraph contained the word exploit. Too often, we forget what our Mammas taught us and only have eyes for “the bottom line”. It’s hard to find a long-time volunteer who hasn’t felt exploited at least once in their service history. It’s funny that there are those diehards who have such a positive outlook that they can do anything to and with volunteers; they are surprised when they find themselves with no volunteers. While this is an all too common occurrence, we should strive never to exploit anyone – even in the name of charity or progress.
In addition to ill-use, overuse and under use are the next big culprits to our dwindling volunteer pool. Those who already realize that volunteers are an organizations unpaid staff already has a firm foundation for working with them. Overuse can lead to quick burn out, while under use can make one feel underappreciated and not needed. Many a conscientious volunteer have broadened their horizons, seeking new volunteer challenges because they felt their time was needed more elsewhere.
The fourth big problem in retaining and “reusing” volunteers that is fairly common is lack of recognition. Our society is such fast paced; very few people automatically get recognized for a job well done. You always hear about those people who are slow or did something wrong, but too many times those who succeed in their jobs work quietly in the background. While satisfaction in a job well done can be satisfying, a project that is recognized for the people who made it happen and the hard work involved is always desirable.
A crackerjack group of volunteers doesn’t spring forth from the ground, ready and willing to mindlessly follow instructions. Very few continue service if there is low or faulty communication. A happy volunteer is a productive volunteer. For some this means a clear set of instructions. However, for most, it means involvement in all levels of a project, including administrative. Some projects go from “run of the mill” to outstanding with the input of the volunteers involved.
Are the volunteer projects or programs in your group encouraging more volunteerism? Would you call the efforts successful, mediocre, or dismal? Can volunteers do more in your area? Are volunteers “being all they can be”? Evaluating past, current and planned future projects and programs should be ongoing. Good volunteerism is not self-sustaining, it needs to be cared for and nurtured.
The golden rule applies when evaluating any volunteerism in progress – would you be happy with the structure as a potential volunteer? What good things can be further encouraged? What things need to be addressed for more success? Ask current and past volunteers what they feel about their work. Attempt to get unbiased feedback from people not involved with your group. Once you have a good picture of any volunteerism associated with the group, you are ready for the next step.
Even in the most highly successful programs, there is always room for improvement. During evaluation, there were probably some weak points identified. If you have not already done so, look to current volunteers for input for ideas on improvement.
Tackle all issues head on. Never assume that roadblocks identified in the initial evaluation will be the last. The improvement “to do” list should be fluid and always updating. Some issues are more difficult to address than others. This shouldn’t automatically mean these be put at the bottom of the list. Additionally, if an issue has stuck around on the list longer than anything else, it should be placed at the top to take care of next. Ignored volunteer issues lead to a weak program and have even been known to tear apart whole organizations – don’t let it happen to you!
Volunteers are unpaid staff – this bears repeating and should never be forgotten. The closest thing to payment you can give them is credit where it is due. Never take them for granted. Remember that time is money and some people give it by the bucket loads. Repay them with kindness and you might be surprised by the results.
Imagine you went to a job interview and the business had no job description, couldn’t tell you the hours, and weren’t sure who you would be working for. Does this sound like a business you’d like to work for?
Some small groups work well with seemingly little or no organization. However, upon careful observation and questioning, organization usually reveals itself. Whether it is a natural leader who has self-organized the group, using good citizenship and ethics, or organization has been in place for so long no one recognizes it consciously anymore – it’s got to be there. Time and consideration should be expended to outline what should be expected of both the volunteers and the parent organization. Define what jobs need done as well as ballpark estimates for timelines. Identify committees that may need to work together. Establish final goals and explanations of why they are important.
Take all this information into account as you begin your volunteer search. Whether it is a community based plea for help, or matching up volunteers with jobs from a list of members willing to volunteer, the more information you can give, the better the fit will be. While it is easy to take the “eny, meny, miny, moe” approach, it is suggested you try to match specific volunteers to specific jobs.
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