TOP 10 STRATEGIES FOR RETAINING TODAY’S VOLUNTEERS 
Article written by and based on a presentation by Reva Cooper 

It is more difficult to recruit and retain volunteers than in the past. Volunteers have limited time and a multitude of choices about where and how to contribute to their communities. Vibrant volunteer-involving organizations have a plan for volunteer resource management, and a professional approach to retaining volunteers. For voluntary organizations to continue to accomplish crucial community work through the efforts of volunteers, organizations need strategies that ensure ongoing value for both the volunteer and the organization.  These 10 strategies are designed to help organizations gain a strategic advantage to maintain the commitment, enthusiasm and energy of volunteers. 

And, if you are a volunteer leader or a leader of volunteers, or both, pat yourself on the back for a job well done. Your contributions and continued commitment make our communities stronger, safer, healthier and fairer places to live.

1. Understand and meet peoples’ needs 

By identifying why people started volunteering and what needs they hope to meet, organizations can make sure that volunteers are in roles that will motivate and engage them. Knowing why volunteers stay involved helps to ensure that the opportunities for participation and available supports will maintain their commitment. Understanding why volunteers leave may identify problem areas that need to be changed. Methods to gather information on volunteer motivation during the placement include specific questions at volunteer evaluations, occasional satisfaction surveys, and exit interviews.    

2. Be a matchmaker 

Matchmaking involves matching the interests, motivations, skills, and time availability of individual volunteers with specific mission-focused roles in your organization. A formal process for matching includes position descriptions, application forms, interviews, and screening mechanisms such as reference checks, where appropriate. Being available to supervise and support volunteers, particularly early in the placement, is a way to identify if the match is working and ensures that both the volunteer and the organization are benefiting from the placement.  Determine what action to take if a match isn’t working. 
3.    Set people up for success

Provide orientation to the organization and train people so that they have the skills, knowledge and confidence to do a good job. Sharing predetermined outcomes, and measuring volunteer performance clarifies position goals and helps volunteers to see the impact of their work. Volunteers appreciate feedback in the form of sincere praise and honest, constructive criticism. Ensure needed resources are available to carry out the assigned volunteer duties and responsibilities including sufficient space, equipment, ongoing training, and re-imbursement for out-of-pocket expenses.  Volunteers need a support system in order to maximize their potential, and someone who is available when they have questions, concerns, ideas, or suggestions.
4. See volunteers as customers  

Your organization cannot carry out its mandate and programs without them. A 1998 UPS Foundation study found that, like customers buying a product, volunteers make decisions to stay or leave based on their experiences with the organization. Volunteers “talked with their feet”. They left because of poor volunteer management practices including; the charity was not well managed, tasks were unclear, and volunteer time or talents were not well used (www.community.ups.com).  When volunteers are treated like valued customers, their commitment and loyalty will increase, they will recruit others, and they will help accomplish core strategic objectives. 
5. Designate a Volunteer Resources Professional

A designated Volunteer Resources Professional enables organizations to: meet key goals, generate community awareness and support, develop partnerships, and sustain voluntary action. Whether paid or unpaid, full-time or part-time, having one person responsible for overseeing the recruitment and retention of volunteers is critical. Like paid human resource management, this person must have the skills, knowledge, time, focus, training and support to do a good job. From a customer-service perspective, organizational infrastructure is the most common cited form of support provided to volunteers.

6. Foster a Positive Organizational Climate 

The organizational climate expresses shared assumptions, values and beliefs about itself, its members, its paid and unpaid staff, and its clients/participants. High performance and commitment result when there is a spirit of teamwork and trust, a feeling of mutual respect and support with individual freedom and flexibility, open communication, and clear methods for addressing and resolving conflicts. Building on a shared vision and common goals, and ensuring that volunteers are “in the loop” about what is happening in the organization, also contribute to a climate that supports volunteer retention.

7. Welcome Diversity 

Diversity is about welcoming a broad range of people, and valuing every volunteer. Be open and accepting of new ideas, new ways of doing things, and respect wide range of opinions. Incorporating diversity in all aspects of organizational operations, including board composition, recruitment practices, and communication methods will enrich and expand retention opportunities. 

8. Be Flexible 

People’s lives are in constant change today; they are working harder than ever, and often feel like there is not enough time for family and friends. The opportunity is that people still want to contribute and make a difference as volunteers. We need to be sensitive to changes that impact peoples’ ability to be effective as volunteers, and help them to make time and arrangements for their priorities. We also need to ensure that our volunteer positions reflect the time, interests, and motivations of today’s’ volunteer. Being flexible about when, where and how the work gets done will help people fit volunteering into their busy lives. Provide individualized opportunities for changes in degree and type of commitment including breaks and sabbaticals, or chances for advancement and personal growth.  

9. Don’t burn people out.  

In Ontario, 25% of volunteers give 75% of all volunteer hours (National Survey of Giving, Volunteering and Participating, 2000, www.givingandvolunteering.ca). In many organizations, a small core of “supervolunteers” is doing the lions’ share of the work. They are in danger of fizzling out. Help people to identify and deal with causes of stress. Encourage volunteers to be aware of their limits, and match their workload and goals accordingly. Recruit new people, and delegate to others, providing ongoing training and support so that they can help share the load. 

10. Recognize Contributions 

One can never overestimate the power of a “thank you” as a retention strategy. People are committed and will continue to work hard if they feel that their work is valued and that they are making a difference. Take time to celebrate accomplishments, to congratulate people for a job well done and to share successes or positive changes that have come about as a result of volunteer efforts. Identify and build on methods to recognize and reward volunteers both formally and informally throughout the year. 

