Susans' Tip of the Month: Creative Roles for Volunteers

The key to success in volunteer involvement is meaningful and attractive roles for volunteers to fill. Volunteer work design is the basis for recruitment because what you ask people to do directly leads to who will want to volunteer to do it. So the more creative and varied the activities you have for volunteers, the more diverse and skilled a volunteer corps you will have. 

Often an obstacle to developing innovative volunteer positions is resistance from paid staff. If you find that all requests for volunteers center on low-level or unimaginative work, this may be a symptom of negative attitudes that need attention. After all, an effective volunteer resources office is offering the staff the amazingly unlimited potential to "tap the community" for any and all available skills. What's stopping the staff from making the most of this treasure?  Here are some possible reasons why someone might not be able or ready to be creative about volunteer work design: 
· Not sure how to design work for someone who can only offer a few hours at a time. 
Crafting an assignment requires skilled task analysis. And perhaps this paid staff member is inexperienced at creating any type of job description, even for an employee.
· Lack of vision about the potential of volunteer involvement and/or outdated information about today's volunteers. 
If you can't picture someone other than a little old lady or a teenager becoming a volunteer, it's hard to design work for the sorts of people who could become involved if the right assignment attracted them. Low expectations about who might apply to volunteer leads to creating work for the lowest common denominator, "just in case."
· Not comfortable in sharing one's own job.
In order to accept partners in accomplishing work, you have to be willing to accept different ways of approaching it -- not necessarily better or worse, but perhaps not "your" way.
· Wanting help, but not input. 
Hearts and hands welcome; eyes and mouths closed, please.

· Fear of risk and liability.
-- or possible violation of confidentiality. Yet there is no evidence that volunteers inherently pose more risk than employees.
· Questions about who will be held accountable if something goes wrong. 
Is the staff right or wrong that the agency will blame them if a volunteer does not follow through or does something wrong? Are volunteers held to high standards of performance? 
· Bad experience with volunteers in the past.
This is the "history-you-didn't-create" syndrome. But you'll have to convince someone about the value of volunteers if s/he had a problem before (even in another place of work).
· Not wanting to be the first to experiment. 
If you are trying to initiate new volunteer assignments, there may be few role models and some people just don't like going into untested waters. Of course, others relish the challenge, so find those staff members instead.
· Getting mixed messages from management.
One of the hidden sources of resistance is middle managers. Do these key people value the contributions of volunteers to their unit or do they see their staff members spending time with volunteers as a diversion from the "real work" of that unit? If so, there will be little recognition or reward for a staffer acting creatively. 
So the next time you encounter resistance, try to diagnose why this particular person is unwilling -- or unable -- to find new ways to involve volunteers. The more accurate your diagnosis, the more likely you'll be to resolve the issues.    For more about the connection of volunteer position design and recruitment, see The Volunteer Recruitment (and Membership Development) Book.   From Energize Volunteer Management Update November 2007
