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The first section will cover ways in which you contribute to the PLANNING stages of 
the volunteer program. Volunteers are the gears that allow the machine of your 
organization to operate. Much of your success is based on those who believe in your 
mission and choose to invest their time into your work. 
 

5 



The first thing you can do in your position is to have an idea of how many volunteers 
currently contribute to your organization. Take some time to update this slide with 
your organization’s information. Share this information with your staff and include 
what current volunteer opportunities exist, where your volunteers come from and 
what type of training is involved in those roles. This will give your staff a good outline 
of what volunteers expect from your organization and may inspire them to think of a 
position that doesn’t currently exist.  
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Identifying the motivations of your volunteers will help you to better define the roles 
that you create for them. Now take a second to think about some of the motivations 
that drive YOU to volunteer time with an organization.  
 
As you can see from this graph, some of the biggest motivators are also the most 
selfless – a passion for the work, supporting the community, and also just making 
friends. Most volunteers contribute time to your organization because THEY, like YOU, 
support your organization’s mission and goals. Gaining experience is also important 
to volunteers, especially now in our job market and we will touch upon that a bit later 
on.  
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Moving along to who volunteers are. Not only do volunteers range in skills, abilities, 
cultures and orientations, they range a lot in age.  
 
As you can see, the section of Canadians who contribute their time to volunteering is 
almost equally divided among each age group. What does this mean for the fine folks 
working with volunteers?  
 
You’re working with many different personalities, so it’s important to recognize that 
your organization’s cause is what’s bringing them together. You need to tailor 
opportunities for them that follow the goals of your organization and follows their 
goals as well. 
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But what do volunteers need when volunteering? We, as humans, have immediate 
needs that have to be met such as food, shelter and safety before we can focus on 
our other needs. 
 
Your volunteers are looking for a sense of community and accomplishment when they 
donate their time. From Maslow’s hierarchy we can identify those needs as socializing 
with others on shift and forming a sense of connection, gaining esteem and 
confidence from learning new skills and receiving positive feedback from staff, and 
ultimately bettering themselves by engaging in the community with a purpose and 
encouraging personal growth.  
 
David McLelland’s Theory of Needs focuses on the need for Achievement, Affiliation 
and Power, and how volunteers are looking to fulfill more than just their basic needs 
through their contributions to society. 
 

11 



There has been a shift in volunteer management that addresses the need for a skills-
based strategy rather than a needs-based strategy. By taking the time to identify and 
develop the skills of your volunteers as opposed to just filling the slots, you can 
receive: 
 
• A fresh set of eyes that can offer another perspective 
• The opportunity for staff to increase interaction with diverse groups and 
• A chance to better focus on your job since a volunteer is there to supplement your 

work 
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Having you on board with skills-based volunteers is key to creating a productive 
environment for both staff and volunteers. There are many steps to integrating skills-
based volunteering into an organization, but the most important areas where you can 
help is with Engagement and Implementation.  
 
It’s important to get to know the protocols already in place, all while ensuring the 
volunteer remains engaged in their task. Keeping lines of communication open 
between you and the volunteer also gives them a chance to share their feedback, 
which may help you implement change to an existing process. 
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As a staff member working with volunteers, it can be tough to manage your workload while 
ensuring that the volunteer is having the best experience possible. It’s easy to fall into certain 
bad habits especially when you have no idea the effect you have on volunteers. The following 
stereotypes are oversimplified but it’s still important to acknowledge them in order to prevent 
them. Let’s start with the negative stereotypes: 
 
The Mean Supervisor: 
• Protective of their job 
• Acknowledge they need help but don’t want to give a volunteer the opportunity to shine 
• Don’t say thank you 
• Rarely interact with volunteers 
 
The Absent Supervisor: 
• Neglects volunteers 
• No thought of the repercussions 
• They usually arrive late to a shift if at all 
 
The Aloof Supervisor: 
• Don’t really set themselves up as a source of information 
• Begrudgingly supervise 
 
The Micromanaging Supervisor: 
• Huge distrust of volunteers 
• Constantly hover 
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Overall these types of supervisors are influenced by an “it’s not my job” mentality. If 
you’re watching this you’ve probably already realized this isn’t the case, and that 
supervisors can come from many different departments. With this in mind, here are 
some positive stereotypes that you can work to exemplify:  
 
The Knowledgeable Supervisor: 
• Cares deeply about their work 
• Present and open to questions 
• Can turn into the Micromanaging stereotype 
 
The Trusting Supervisor: 
• Content to leave a volunteer to complete tasks 
• Supportive if needed 
 
The Challenging Supervisor: 
• Wants to encourage development of skills 
• Sets out tasks to strengthen the skills they’ve identified in the volunteers 
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Ultimately, volunteers lose interest in an organization when they don’t feel as though 
they’re a part of it. It’s our role as supervisors to remind them that their contribution 
to the organization is really important, and show them how they fit into the equation. 
The best way to do so is by communicating your organization’s goals and mission 
through outlets such as: 
 
• A formalized orientation session 
• A volunteer section in your website 
• A listing in the volunteer manual 
• A training session 
 
Making sure that a volunteer knows these objectives will help them figure out how 
their work fits into the grand scheme of things. Remember, volunteers are not 
placeholders, and we should always think of ways to integrate them into the 
organization in a meaningful way. 
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Keep in mind that volunteers are not covered by the Employment Standards Act 
(2000) and most are not covered under the Workplace Safety and Insurance Act 
(1997). However, it’s just good manners to give volunteers the same treatment is 
regards to break times, etc. outlined in these acts. 
 
Additionally, under the Occupational Health and Safety Act, organizations have some 
responsibility for the health and safety of people visiting or helping out in their 
workplaces, such as providing proper protective gear and respecting the Right to 
Refuse Unsafe Work. 
 
You can absolutely utilize the customer service skills of volunteers or other specific 
skillsets they may have in event management. They can be autonomous, but there 
must be some sort of support system. Any task should be meaningful and respectful 
as well. 
 
The ‘can nots’ relate right back to the safety act and how they are protected from 
taking on what a paid staff member would do, or what is unfair/unsafe. 
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Specialized roles are a great way to not only complete projects that your organization 
needs but are also a way to develop the skill base of your volunteers. This is true with 
skills based volunteering as mentioned earlier but note that these roles often require 
a screening process to ensure the right candidate is brought on board.  

Ensure that they role focuses on your organization’s mission and goals but also keep 
in mind that the role should also focus on developing your volunteer’s skillsets as 
well. In this way, a specialized role is a fine balance between the two objectives but 
once you find the right candidate you will see that they can complement your work 
and projects giving you time to focus on other areas of your job.  
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There are many strategies you can employ in your recruitment, but we will focus on three basic ways: 

 

• All Hands on Deck: the general call-out for a large group of people needed for a task or event that 

doesn’t require a vast array of skills. 

• What kind of strategies would you suggest for reaching a large group of people? 

• Targeted: works well when you’re looking for specific skillsets or looking to fill leadership roles. It’s 

helpful for staff to suggest educational organizations, industry circles, etc. that you know who 

could help with this strategy. 

• Concentric: uses the network you already have – engaging staff, friends, returning volunteers 

 

The latter two work a little better if you’re looking for something specific, but the first is much more 

helpful for a large-scale event. 
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Screening tactics: 
• Application form: Make it simple, encourage staff to circulate it 
• Phone and in person interviews: staff should be involved in this process 

when they’re requesting specialized roles. This way, they can ensure they’re 
helping to select the best candidates for the job 

 
Ways staff can help: 

• Job descriptions: making sure the original call for volunteers accurately 
depicts what staff is looking for, receive applications that reflect their needs 

• Vetting resumes: looking through them and suggesting where they might fit 
in, helping to select candidates for further interviews 
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• In person or phone interviews: 
• One-on-one: can be intimidating 
• Group: in person or a conference call, be mindful that it doesn’t appear that you’re ganging 

up, i.e. four interviewers and one interviewee 
 

• Body language: Pay attention to body language as it can say more than their answers ever could 
 
• Pacing:  

• Give yourself enough time for the interview and breaks in between 
• Try not to do too many interviews in one day – you will burn out and be unfair 
 

• Encourage questions:  
• Ask follow up questions 
• Ask the interviewee if they have any questions 
 

• Things to consider: 
• Try to determine what the volunteer wants to get out of the experience 
• Be realistic when assessing and asking how much time they can commit to the job. Most 

people make themselves appear more available than they actually are 
• Try to understand what skills and experiences these individuals can bring to your 

organization 
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One amazing  perk to working with volunteers is meeting many different people from 
many different walks of life. This is why it’s so important to make sure that we 
approach each person as an individual and leave any presumptions we may have at 
the door.  
 
Forming judgement based on age, cultural background, gender, orientation or 
physical ability is NOT acceptable and overlooks the advantages of a diverse volunteer 
base. For example: 
 
• Welcoming a variety of age groups results in a wealth of energy and life experience  
• People from different cultural backgrounds can bring  professional skills  learned in 

their native country and act as a bridge to another culture. 
• Lastly, think of how volunteers with physical disabilities have to be natural problem 

solvers when navigating a space.  
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Here’s how your organization can be as inclusive as possible: 
 
• Share the success stories of current volunteers who display an array of ages, 

cultures and abilities 
• Institute staff and volunteer policies that promote inclusivity 
• Ensure that your recruitment material and position descriptions are available in 

different languages 
 
These are just a few ways you can make sure anyone and everyone feels welcome in 
your work environment, so we definitely encourage you to discuss this further with 
your volunteer office staff to see if they have any other initiatives in place. 
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Now that you have seen how you can get involved and help with the planning of 
volunteer roles in your organization, let’s get you a bit more prepared to work with 
volunteers. Believe it or not, there are a few things you can do as staff to prepare 
yourself and your work space to welcome a volunteer in your organization. Taking 
some time to review and ensure that you have all the right tools and resources in 
place will go a long way to creating a warm and welcoming environment. Let’s dive 
right in! 
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Assessing the volunteer needs in your organization early on in planning may take a little while as your 
coworkers may not be thinking about what support they need on hand for an event that may be months away. 
It is the responsibility of the volunteer department to work with staff in determining the needs they may not 
even know they require as well as providing guidance into what is an appropriate task versus one that a 
volunteer cannot do. Open communication with staff at meetings, via email and telephone about your 
deadline to collect this information will help limit changes further down the road and will ensure that your 
time will not be spent chasing people down for that information.  

In order to ensure that all necessary information is included in the job description, the first step should be 
setting a deadline for volunteer requests to be submitted. Then, they should be able to fill out a volunteer 
request form much more accurately.  

Cover the key details first – the supervisor’s name and contact info, the location of the shift, etc. If this info 
isn’t readily available at this point, i.e. the supervisor isn’t hired yet, try to provide the title or just as much info 
as you can. 

The length of the shifts should be at least three hours in length to ensure it’s worth their time. If shifts consider 
a lot of repetitive tasks, consider breaking a longer shift into two. Scheduling breaks should also be factored in. 

Job descriptions should be clear and accurate to ensure all parties know what the expectations are. Legally, 
you must note any requirements with using equipment, heavy lifting, long periods of standing on their feet, 
any extreme working conditions, etc. 

Ask supervisors if they have any suggestions for exceptional volunteers they would like to work with again, 
take that information and add it to your database for volunteer profiles. This is why it’s so important to take 
notes on-shift so you can have a head start in this step. We’ll expand on this more later! 

Giving a big thank you to your staff for filling out the form as they are helping the volunteer department 
achieve their goals. 
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Ideally, you as staff have had a helping hand in developing the position description for the volunteer role, but 
realistically, this is not always the case.  
 
• Outline of task: Volunteers prepare for their role by reading over the description so they have a better idea 

of what to expect when they first arrive. Make sure to take some time to review the exact details of what 
your volunteers will come to expect on shift and avoid asking them to complete tasks not listed. 

• Time commitment of the position: Figure out how often the volunteer will be coming in and plan your 
schedule around those times to ensure that you are around to answer any questions. This will also give you 
the opportunity to create a timeline of the task until completion and set benchmarks with the volunteer 
working on the task.  

• Specific skills required: These are the skills your volunteer is bringing to the role. Get to know what you can 
expect your volunteer to know.  

• Physical requirements: It’s a good idea to review this section and make sure that none of the tasks you will 
be asking your volunteer to complete are listed. Some volunteers have injuries or cannot stand for long 
periods of time and they really rely on us to disclose this information ahead of time so that they are well 
prepared for the tasks.  

• Identify the nature of the position: this goes a long way to set up volunteer expectations. It will ensure that 
volunteers know the pace of the role and tasks involved and will allow them to prepare for it.  

• Supervisor: the volunteer knows who you are and what your role is.  
• Application process: checking in on this will give you a better idea of how well the volunteer is suited to the 

position. The longer the application process is, the better the chances are that the volunteer is well suited to 
the role.  

• Dress code (if applicable): some sort of uniform, whether volunteer t-shirt is or isn’t required, dress pants, 
etc. so that you know if the volunteer shows up prepared. 

• Benefits: let’s face it, benefits are a motivation for some volunteers. Find out what the benefits are and how 
they work at your organization so you can answer any questions volunteers may have. 
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Preparing an effective Orientation Session can take a while and making sure that input from staff 

working with volunteers is vital to ensure that the messaging to volunteers is consistent and 

accurate. While the preparation of the orientation session mostly lies with the volunteer 

department, there are ways that staff can inform the session to make sure they’re recruiting the 

volunteers they need for their team.  

 

• Anticipate a Q&A: draft answers in your mind ahead of time to questions that volunteers may 

have about the position 

• Pitching their volunteer opportunity personally: putting a face to the supervisor name and 

task, staff will know the role best and what the requirements are 

• Meeting volunteers after the session: another opportunity to answer questions and clarify 

details of the role, and more importantly to get a sense of who the volunteer is and whether 

they’re right for the role 
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Building a shift isn't just about getting a certain amount of shifts filled. There are nuances that cannot 

be ignored for a successful shift to take place.Here are some things to consider before creating a 

successful volunteer shift: 

• Number of volunteers needed: consider the boredom factor if there’s a lot of downtime and 
pairing volunteers up so they have company, or alternatively to have support if it’s a busy 
environment 

• Type of volunteer required 
• Being mindful of time: sometimes overestimate when setting shift length, but it’s important to 

note that volunteers are carving out the full shift in their schedule and we should respect their 
time. Brief staff with start and end times of volunteer shifts, and assign a meeting spot to avoid 
confusion later on.  

• Assess and alter the schedule to avoid conflicts: you want to make sure you’re available as a 
supervisor for the whole shift, especially the sign-in and sign-out of the volunteers 

• Establish a meeting spot: you requested a specific location in the volunteer request form, so 
ensure that you’re consistently meeting volunteers at that spot. You don’t want volunteers 
searching for you, especially if the shift is in a complicated space. 

• Identify break times: factor a break into the full duration of the shift. To give you an idea, a 
volunteer should get a 15 minute break if the shift is 3 hours long, and 30 minutes if it’s over 
five or more hours long. This coincides with the Employment Standards Act in Ontario. 

• Provide resources: give volunteers material that will be helpful to them on shift. It’s so 
important that you have the proper resources for the number of volunteers you request – i.e. if 
you’re cutting and pasting and have 12 volunteers, make sure you have 12 pairs of scissors. 

• Team up eager volunteers with veteran volunteers: Prepare to team up eager volunteers that 
may be seeking training and answers with veteran volunteers who know the role as well as you 
do. 
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You may not even know that the way you act can poorly reflect on you as a 
supervisor. We don’t want to blame anyone but merely want to draw attention to 
some bad habits that can go unnoticed, such as: 
 
• Showing up late when you’re supposed to meet with a volunteer at a specific time 
• Ignoring the volunteer position description and instead ask the volunteer to do 

“other stuff”  
• Acting in a brusque and/or condescending way- “Don’t worry about why I’m asking 

you to do this, just do it.” That may work in a volunteer army, but not with civilian 
volunteers! 

• Constantly forgetting the volunteer’s name OR not saying hello when you see them 
• Cancelling a project and wait to the last minute to tell volunteers “thanks, but no 

thanks,” or worse, wait for them to show up before sending them home. 
• Never checking in after they have started on a project 
• Never sharing information that may be relevant to their work or their 

understanding of the organization 
• Never saying thank you. 
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At the opposite end of the spectrum, here are some habits that are encouraged. 
 
• Practice active listening so people feel that they are truly being heard 
• Provide corrective feedback in a timely manner to stop negative behaviours from 

escalating 
• Understand how motivational theory translates to “different strokes for different 

folks” when it comes to supervisor techniques 
• Conduct performance evaluations that actually help people perform at a higher 

level 
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Working with volunteers means working with people from all different backgrounds but it is our job as supervisors to 
create a welcoming environment for everyone and sometimes that means accommodating different things. Here are a 
few examples that you may come across in your volunteer adventures:  
 
Personalities 
• No two people are alike and so you’ll need to find ways to accommodate shyness, boldness, slow and quick learners, 

humour and seriousness, and much more 
• Volunteers learn in many different ways so try explaining instructions in a few different ways 
Age groups: 
• Different generations bring their own life experience and expectations to their volunteer work. Understanding the 

differences is the first step to finding common ground. 
• When supervising volunteers with more life experience, deal directly with any performance issues and offer training 

or alternatives to help them. 
• Be patient with volunteers who have a busy life, check in often and offer to be flexible, like thinking about shortening 

shifts to suit the volunteer’s schedule. 
• Understand that today’s youth have a tremendous amount of pressure, including everything from homework to 

chores. Make their volunteer work fun and rewarding so it’s the beginning of a life-long commitment to your 
organization. 

Abilities 
• Naturally the accessibility of a space needs to be noted. Take into consideration entry into your building, any ramps or 

stairs, and location of washrooms. 
• Encouraging those with special needs to communicate their requests is an important part of the process to ensure 

that they feel welcome in your space. This can include providing seating if necessary or accommodating time for 
volunteers who need to administer medication while on shift.  

Cultural backgrounds 
• Be mindful of culture norms. Around the world there are different senses of what’s appropriate when it comes to 

things like humour, physical contact, or something as simple as greetings, so it’s important to respect all cultures 
equally.  
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When you are working with a group of volunteers, you will want to set aside a bit of 
time for a team-building activity. This will allow volunteers to learn more about each 
other and you as their supervisor, and feel more comfortable about working together. 
 
It’s important for staff to speak to volunteers as equals. Volunteers are not our 
subordinates. Volunteers have specific roles and duties, which are assigned to them 
by your volunteer office. Volunteers are there to help and do tasks that some staff 
may consider remedial. 
 
To volunteers, how you ask them to do something is more important than what 
you’re asking them to do. While things may get busy on shift, take a minute to remind 
yourself that you are all a team, working together for a common goal. Think about 
how you say things to people just as much as you think about what to say to people. 
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While you may be working with a few volunteers in your job, keep in mind that the 
volunteer office works with all of them.  
 
By discovering what system is used and how the volunteer office uses it, you will 
contribute in one way or another. Some aspects that you can contribute to are: 
 
• Tracking attendance which leads to a volunteer’s accountability 
• Delivering and recording performance feedback 
• Assessing the volunteer’s strengths and weaknesses 
• Recommending volunteers for potential jobs that come up 
 
After all this, we hope that you can see exactly how valuable you are in a volunteer’s 
experience with your organization. By planning and by preparing yourself ahead of 
time, you can be sure that any volunteer you work with will feel valued and 
appreciated by you and your organization.  
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As you can see, there’s just a bit of work that needs to be done before you even greet 
a volunteer on shift. In this last section of the tutorial, we will share some tips on how 
to create the best experience for you and your volunteers as well as some techniques 
on how to resolve conflicts that may arise when working with different personalities.  
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While we all have different styles when it comes to working with others, there are a 
few things to keep in mind while supervising volunteers on shift: 
 
• Check in with your volunteers – this shows you support them  
• Provide breaks – remember, you can use the Employment Standards Act as a guide 
• Give proper instruction to make sure the volunteer understands the task 
• Offer corrective feedback and/or praise as necessary 
• For when a situation escalates, ensure volunteers know who to turn to. Most 

volunteer offices follow the structure listed on this slide. 
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During a volunteer’s first shift, take the time to train them effectively. 
First, begin with a tour of the area where the volunteer will be spending their time. 
Make sure to point out: 
 

• Any other staff who will be present 
• The emergency meeting place 
• Washrooms 
• Storage for their personal belongings 
• Where the volunteer can find you if they have any questions.  
• It’s also great to point out where they can restock on materials so they can 

feel as independent as possible. 
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Next, a demonstration of the task can go a long way. Feel free to use visuals, provide 
handouts, offer a hands-on approach, or simply ask them to repeat the instructions 
back to you to ensure they understand 
 
Lastly, when dealing with a large group consider creating a circuit training module 
where you break them down into smaller groups and move them to various locations 
where a staff member or experienced volunteer explains each task. 
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One of the most important steps in someone learning a new task is receiving 
feedback. There are two styles to consider: 
 
Reinforcement: This identifies desirable habits and encourages the individual to 
continue with these in the future 
Corrective: Which identifies and provides suggestions on how to improve a task 
 
While giving Reinforcement is usually easier to do, most studies agree that Corrective 
feedback is integral to learning something new. Common approaches to Corrective 
feedback include the BOOST and EEC models. 



• Balanced: includes points of development and strength 
• Observed: focuses on the facts, not assumptions 
• Objective: highlights the behaviour, not the person 
• Specific: give examples 
• Timely: follows up on an issue in a timely manner 
 
Similarly: 
 
• Evidence: provides examples of the behaviour without focusing on the personality 
• Effect: describes how the person’s actions influenced the task 
• Change: offers guidance on how to alter the person’s actions 
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Not so surprisingly, a lot of the steps used for providing feedback also inform the 
techniques used for conflict resolution, such as focusing on the objective behaviour 
and facts. Here are some other basic tips for solving a volunteer-related conflict: 
 
• Ask the volunteer to speak with you in a private place 
• Maintain eye contact 
• Do not assign blame since no one is completely right or wrong 
• Practice active listening by repeating key details and not interrupting 
• Never jump to conclusions 
• Thank everyone involved for their time 
 
The last and most important step is to ensure the conflict is well-documented. 
Keeping a paper trail is key in case the issue re-escalates in the future or alternatively 
to show the progress of the volunteer. 
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When it comes to tracking volunteer performance, a supervisor is invaluable to the 
Volunteer Office since they can’t be everywhere at once. Your input: 
 
• Allows exceptional volunteers to be recognized by the Volunteer Office 
• Helps the organization to retain its superstars by offering them leadership roles or 

additional rewards 
• Identifies strengths and areas of improvement for both the task and the volunteers 

and  therefore ensures that volunteers are placed appropriately in the future 
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Communication is so important on shift and needs to be as constant as possible. 
Volunteers should always feel that you are open and available to them, so you need 
to take the time to check in while the task is being completed. It’s much easier to 
step in early to make corrections during a process than it is to have to redo the work 
once it’s completed, and the volunteer will end up feeling supported throughout. 
 
Some organizations have created a centralized point of information for volunteers. 
Find out if this exists at your organization so you can direct your volunteers to the 
right place if they have any questions.  
 
This centralized area can be a web page specifically for volunteers that lists available 
shifts and pertinent information, or a printed resource on-site or at the Volunteer 
Office. While this resource is primarily meant for volunteers, it is beneficial for you to 
understand some of the policies that your volunteer office has, especially when it 
comes to things like benefits or signing up for more shifts.  
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In his book, John Lipp says it’s important to create a ‘Culture of Thanks’ around 
volunteers, where you’re continually showing your appreciation in various ways - 
whether it’s on-site feedback, sending thank-you cards, throwing parties, Volunteer 
Advisory Committees, and so on. It’s actually very rewarding for a volunteer to get 
direct and positive contact from you, which is why it’s important that you don’t let 
your involvement with the volunteer program end when the job’s done. 
 
Not all volunteers like to be appreciated or recognized in the same way (and there’s 
no point in recognizing them in the same way over and over again since the novelty 
will wear off), so be sure to come up with a few different ways to show them how 
much you value their commitment. 
 
Getting involved beforehand just makes sense since it helps the supervisor to steer 
the volunteer ship in the right direction, but staying involved afterwards to ensure 
that the volunteers know that their contribution was appreciated by their leader is 
what truly makes a volunteer program successful. When volunteers feel that their 
time was well-spent, they will return, and the Culture of Thanks will be reciprocated. 
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