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How often have you heard someone say "volunteers are our community representatives"? While
there is definitely the potential for this to be true, it's rare to find an organization actively asking
volunteers anything at all about what the community may think. As I so often advise: Don't wait to
be asked.
Your executives and colleagues cannot picture the kind of information volunteers may provide and
do not have the foggiest notion how to generate new ideas from volunteers. As volunteer resources
manager, this is a fantastic opportunity to highlight the value of volunteers being different from the
paid staff, on purpose. They diversify the perspectives the organization can apply to evaluating and
problem solving.
A Culture of Input
If you want to grow the role of volunteers as community advisers, you need to be intentional about
it. This means including a line in all volunteer position descriptions that says something like:
We need your eyes and ears. Please consider it your responsibility to be observant and to let us
know if you discover something that requires attention (super service is as important to recognize as
a problem!).
Caution: You do not want to imply that volunteers are supposed to spy, report tiny daily
observations, or make a nuisance of themselves! But unless you invite their feedback, you may not
get it - or, worse, you may simply generate gossip among volunteers only.
Also talk about this in the orientation of new volunteers and as part of training. What do you most
hope volunteers will discover? How do they report something? To whom? When?
Something else you might want to say in all volunteer position descriptions is:
You are an important link to the community for us. So periodically we may ask you to complete a
survey, distribute information to others, or try to learn something about a service we offer. Thanks
in advance!
The point, of course, is to give volunteers the heads-up that you see them as a source of help in
understanding the community.

Generating Input
Here are a few ideas that are very easy to do, but which no one but you will ever think of doing! So
make the offer to your senior management and see what happens. If there is no interest in seeing
the results, do not waste the volunteers' time and move on to other things.



Pose a "question of the month" and ask volunteers to respond anonymously on an index card and
drop their answers into a fish bowl in the volunteer office (showing how many people have
accepted the challenge). Of course also ask the same question in an e-mail to all volunteers, if
people prefer to answer that way. What kind of questions?
What's one thing you overheard a client say this month about our organization - good or bad?
Or how can we better advertise the availability of our services to people who live within 3 miles of
this facility?



Once a month or quarter, invite volunteers to come to a meeting (serve light refreshments) to
discuss a question you will tell them in advance. Also invite relevant paid staff and
managers. Keep the discussion focused only on the announced question, encourage an informal
tone, and concentrate on generating ideas that might lead to action (absolutely no griping!). Be
sure to vary the days and times of these sessions to make sure different volunteers can attend.



If you already hold regular meetings with volunteers for training or reporting purposes, add 15
minutes to the agenda and discuss an issue there.



Create a three-question survey with multiple-choice responses and print it on card stock. Ask
every volunteer to take 3 survey cards and bring them back within one week, with responses from
- you choose - their paid work colleagues, neighbors on their street, someone under the age of 21,
etc.
None of these ideas is unique, but the demands of daily work will always take precedence unless
you decide that tapping the brains of volunteers on behalf of your organization is important enough
to schedule into your calendar. Think of how success in producing a flow of useful feedback will
affect the respect of agency colleagues about what volunteers know and can do.
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