Volunteers

The New Face of Volunteers

Written for South West District by Jeanne Martinson
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Many organizations struggle to find volunteers.
Two major situations have increased this
challenge: the COVID-19 pandemic and shifting
demography. COVID changed us fundamentally.
During those years in limbo, many people re-
evaluated their lives and how they spent their
time — both in the workplace and in their
volunteer life. At the same time, the pool of
possible new volunteers continued to change
from the traditional base to one that included
younger volunteers and new Canadians, a shift
that doesn’t necessarily align with volunteer
recruitment strategies of the past.

The key to finding great volunteers is to not only
understand who they are and what is important to
them, but to be able to communicate who you
are, as an organization, so they know if you are a
good match for their volunteer efforts.
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Volunteers

WHO ARE YOU?

Both potential and existing volunteers are evaluating where they should spend their available
free time. They are asking themselves, “Is this organization the best choice for me to spend my
time and energy?” That is why it is so important for an organization to be clear on what it is
about and why.

DOES YOUR ORGANIZATION HAVE A CLEAR UNDERSTANDING OF ITS:

Vision/Mission and Goal: what is the
vision/mission for your organization and
what is are the goals its events and
committees? If your organization cannot
explain what it is trying to achieve, how will
it know when it gets there? More
importantly, why should a volunteer donate
their time and energy to an unclear goal.

For example, a daycare group might have
as its mission - all local children have safe
and affordable daycare. This year's specific
goal is to raise $50,000 through the annual
walk-a-thon. Money will go towards a new
building for the daycare. It is important to
be able to clearly articulate the mission
(safe and affordable daycare), the goal
(raise a specific amount of money), and the
vision (a new daycare centre). Individuals
are likely not to become involved if they
don’t know what the event is about, why
you are doing it, and specifically where the
funds go to.
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Roles — what are the different
volunteer roles?

Perhaps for the above walk-a-thon,
volunteers are needed to create
marketing materials, collect donations,
gather walker forms, organize the
starting gate and ending spot, buy gifts
for walkers and winners, and manage the
necessary paperwork, budgets, and
banking duties. You will be less
successful in getting a potential
volunteer to become involved if you ask
them to “help out with the walk-a-thon”
than if you can tell them the various
areas you need volunteers and ask them
“what looks fun to you?”

Also, don’t assume what role a volunteer
should fill. It might be convenient for you
as an organization to have someone with
an accounting background to take on
the budget and banking, but maybe they
want to stretch their skills and design the
marketing materials.
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Volunteers

Rules: How are you going to work together to function as a team? How will a committee that
meets throughout the year for a major project or fundraiser, for example, communicate? By
email, social media, telephone, text? Volunteers want to know up front that communication
might be through WhatsApp or Facebook, platforms that may not be on their phones or that
they are not comfortable with. Or that the meetings are held over ZOOM, a technology that
they might not have at home due to a lack of WIFI in a rural area. When will the team meet? In
the evening, during the winter, which might require driving into town in the dark and cold, both

ways.

when communication breaks down or lines
are crossed that shouldn’t have been?
Having roles clearly defined often keeps
people from swerving from their lane and
into the lanes of others. But there are
ways to avoid conflict, such as by having
an agenda for meetings to ensure all the
important information is shared in the
group, and by having each item on the
agenda designated a maximum time limit
to ensure that one individual doesn’t hog
the time and focus.

1 Conflict Management: What happens

WHO ARE THEY?

Volunteers are becoming increasingly more
diverse. They are experiencing personal change.
They may be from different age groups or
backgrounds than your current volunteer group.
By understanding what motivates them and how
they think, you can better connect your
volunteer opportunity to their commitment.

Personal change: Individuals often volunteer
for the first time on a project or event due to a
personal pivot point in their lives. For example:
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Transparency: Volunteers want to know
that monies raised and paid out are done
so in an appropriate manner.

For example, in a fundraiser, how is
money made? How is it spent? Who
handles the money? How are the money-
in/money-out results shared with the
community?

o All their children have now left home, and
they have time on their hands. Perhaps the
causes they volunteered for in the past, which
were tied to their children’s activities
(coaching kids' hockey, teaching Sunday
School), are no longer as important. They are
ready to step back and re-evaluate what they
want to become involved in.

o Their parents, whom they had responsibility
for, may have moved into a care home. Their
daily care of that loved one has now become
much less demanding and they have more
time to volunteer.
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« They may have recently retired. Now they can
lend time to causes that they could only
dabble in when they were working.

Volunteers from other countries: rural
communities are seeing new people from cther
countries (especially the Philippines and India)
move into our communities in record numbers.
These potential volunteers are different in
some ways:

« They might have just moved into the area and
no longer have the connection to volunteer
activities in their previous location. They may
be looking for the same kind of volunteerism,
for example, leaving one Rotary Club and
joining a new one. Or they may be looking for

something that didn’t exist in their previous « Feedback should be given softly, subtly, and

community.

They might have been involved in a major,
one-off fundraiser that is now complete and
are ready for the next big challenge.

diplomatically, and criticism should only be
given in private, not in front of others.

« Family and friend connections are important
to these individuals. They are more likely to

volunteer where their friends or family are
Volunteers from younger generations: already volunteering.
technology and society have shaped what
volunteers from younger generations want and o Trust is built through shared social contact.
expect. Younger generational groups have Relationships build up slowly over time.
little patience with organizational hierarchy and Friendship is built slowly, but can be lifelong

authoritarian leaders. once established.
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WOOD DRAGON BOOKS Jeanne Martinson is a bestselling author of eight books, focusing on issues
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holds a Masters of Arts in Leadership from Royal Roads University.
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Spending time getting to know what’s important to your volunteers, as well as
understanding how to communicate about your organization, help to embrace the
new face of volunteers and find the best match.
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