[image: image1.jpg]



M o b i l i z a t i o n   K i t
By Peace, Earth & Justice [ www.pej.ca ]

Brought to you by Canvas
Volunteers chapter

Volunteers

Volunteers take a lot of time, and add a lot of value. Unless you think you can save the world by yourself, it pays to learn how to recruit, motivate and channel volunteers. It is the work of thousands of volunteers that will make a difference. Properly managed, volunteers will multiply your effectiveness greatly. 

· A key skill for any youth organization is to manage a high turnover of volunteers. This boils down to essentially good organization and records. Many NGOs who are fortunate enough to have an office staffed by volunteers, keep a log of some sort by the reception/volunteer desk. The log is used as an ongoing record of who has phoned, what follow-up is required, and what action has been taken. It is also used to take notes about what other jobs are in process, and what still needs to be done. Make sure to include a column indicating who will do what, and another to check off when a job has been completed. Along with the log, every youth organization would be wise to maintain a manual for volunteers, complete with a series of relevant volunteer job descriptions (see below). Written communications and good record-keeping can go a long way in keeping every volunteer informed about the latest developments, and steering them in the right direction when they are wondering what needs to be done.

· Intake is a critical job for the busy activist trying to build their volunteer base. Intake is the process of screening, placing and introducing new volunteers to the organization. Volunteers take up a lot of time for the coordinators, and so I am a firm believer in a careful screening process to help weed out the volunteer that is not likely to stay for long. If someone wants to volunteer, I begin by meeting with them for 15-30 minutes to talk about the organization, learn what kinds of things they are interested in doing, and determining if there is a good fit. The interview also gives you an opportunity to assess the needs of the volunteer, and whether they might be more work than they are worth. After the interview I send them away with a packet of information and ask them to call back soon if they are still interested in volunteering. I find this self-selects a lot of people out of the process. People whom you do not need to spend hours training only to lose a week or two later.

· Job descriptions are a good idea for any organization, and essential for any organization that is likely to have a high turnover of volunteers, like youth and student NGOs. Job descriptions should include at minimum the following: job title, purpose, responsibilities (including reporting), skills and knowledge required, required time commitment per week or month, location, benefits and a good job description. Sometimes additional resources are useful to attach to the job description, such as postering locations, phone scripts, etc.

· The volunteer meeting is an excellent tool to bring a group of volunteers together to learn a specific set of skills. It is both time efficient for the volunteer coordinator, and a nice way for your volunteers to meet the others, build friendships and feel part of a larger team. For your own sake, try to schedule the training of volunteers together rather than individually. Of course, some volunteers play a very specialized role in the organization and will require one on one attention.

· Problem volunteers are present in almost every organization, and can be expected to apply for volunteer positions on a regular basis. Many persons are interested in volunteering, at least in part, for the socializing aspects, and to meet new friends. This is not a bad thing, but if it is the only motivating factor, you are perhaps better off with that volunteer. As well, I have found that a certain number of people want to be part of an NGO as a form of self-improvement, or even therapy. Most NGOs do not exist to serve their volunteers, and so in most situations you will want to actively discourage such people from becoming involved. The best way to deal with a problem volunteer, is to screen them out during intake, or ask them to leave when they become significantly more work than they contribute.

· Since they are not paid for their valuable contributions, recognition and rewards is an important aspect of volunteering for most people. Everyone wants to know that what they are doing is important, a critical component of the overall organizational goals, and it is the coordinator's job to let them know. Always thank your volunteers. Again and again. Praise them when they do a good job. Write them a nice thank-you note on an attractive card. Whenever possible, thank them publicly- in your newsletter, on your web site, during your events. Give your volunteers titles. They're free, they convey information about the volunteer's role, and they can be a source of pride for many volunteers. Reward your volunteers when possible with small things like bus tickets, parking money, beautiful posters, t-shirts, presents and social events or parties. A little thoughtfulness on your part, will go a long way in motivating your volunteers. And they deserve it!

· Recruitment is an ongoing job for the volunteer coordinator, especially in youth organizations. Whenever someone expresses interest in your work, it is an opportunity to recruit a volunteer. Other good places to recruit volunteers are at information tables, rallies, educational events, meetings and anytime you are speaking. The sign-up sheet is a useful tool to use, and should include at least a name, phone numbers, email address and interests.

· Training your volunteers makes them more useful to the organization. Indeed, it is difficult to get much useful work out of any volunteer without at least a small amount of training. As well, invest in your best (capable and faithful) volunteers by rewarding them with extra amounts of training. Please feel free to copy this manual to share with your volunteers, and please use the Organizing Tool Kit web site I am creating for volunteers at www.pej.ca.

· The work party functions much like the volunteer meeting (see above), except the goal is to accomplish a certain task- like a mail-out, writing letters as part of a lobby, a stream clean-up, etc. Not only do "many hands make light work", but a work party is also a great way to have some fun with the people who care about the same things you do. 
Organization

The best activists are the ones who are well organized. They know how to keep track of people, priorities and deadlines. They don't need to search again and again for the same phone numbers, or lose vital pieces of information they have written on little bits of paper. They know where everything is- in its place. 

While good organization won't guarantee success, it is a skill that will give you an edge. Here are some tips…
· The heart of any effective organization is its people. Good contacts management is critical to the healthy functioning of your NGO, and it pays to take the time to organize your contacts meticulously, and to keep these records up to date. This means at minimum, keeping a master list (preferably on your organization's computer) complete with name, postal address, phone numbers, fax and email. Better yet, also include profession, skills, volunteer interests and a record of their contributions. Don't let any old volunteer manage these lists for you. Make sure the keeper of the lists is reliable and accurate. Better yet- manage it yourself. It is an excellent way to keep in your mind potential volunteers, donors and influential members of your community. An organization's list is its most valuable resource. It should be protected and also be considered confidential. BACK UP your contacts list regularly!

· If you can afford one, and are comfortable with the technology, I strongly recommend an electronic organizer, or better yet, a pocket computer. These handy little devices allow you to manage your contacts list wherever you are. A good one will also help you manage your tasks, keep your calendar, take notes and even do a spreadsheet. An office in your pocket. Back up your Pocket PC frequently, even daily. If you are using your personal palmtop to manage some of your NGO's files, make sure you back them up to the NGO's computer, as well as your own.

· The next best thing to a pocket computer, is a pocket memo book. Or both. The memo book helps you keep everything in one place, rather on the thousands of scraps that are so easy to lose. My pocket memo book has numbered and dated pages, each with a "project" title at the top, and an index at the back. It is a fantastic way of keeping track of a lot of complex information. It is easy to use and cheap as a chocolate bar.

· Back up your computer! Don't wait until you've lost year's worth of data to learn this valuable lesson. Back it up at least monthly, and store the backup at a different home/office than where the computer is located. That way if there is a fire or a break-in, you will not lose both your computer and your backup. The cheapest way to back up your computer is on a burnable CD-ROM or to a remote computer via your modem.

· I don't think there is a more valuable tool for a modern activist than your email lists. Collect email addresses from everyone you can, phone someone to get their new eddress when the old one no longer works, and back up your list frequently. A few tips on the organization of your email address book… Enter everyone using an alias. For example, the "alan rycroft" entry would point to my eddress of rycroft@SunshineCommunications.ca. Whenever you email me someone just have to remember their name- not the (frequently changing) eddress. Keep lots of "lists" of groups of people. For example, one for your membership, another for your steering committee, another for other folks interested in your work. Always use the aliases in your lists, e.g. "alan rycroft", not the actual email addresses. If you do this, when someone changes their eddress, and they change frequently, you will only need to update their alias, and all of your lists will automatically know the new one.

· I am a big believer in using forms and templates. They save time, they ensure you don't leave out an important piece of information, and they are uniform in appearance- a big bonus for you and your readers. Use templates for everything- letters, sign-up lists, volunteer job descriptions, budget spreadsheets, email signatures, etc. I will be adding many templates to the Activist Tool Kit at www.pej.ca for you to use.

· Real office management is a good idea. If it's not you or a staff person, then assign one of your weekly reliable volunteers, one who enjoys office work, to be the official "Office Manager". (Don't forget to write up a job description.) The role of the Office Manager is to keep things tidy, make sure needed supplies are always in stock (keep a running list of what's needed in the volunteer log), make sure the computer is backed up and functioning well, and re-organize the office whenever required.

· Phone trees are an extremely useful tool to convey complicated information, reach those without email, and quickly rally the troops. However, they do require a Phone Tree Coordinator (job description!) to keep them organized, phone numbers current and the tree properly functioning. A phone tree is a pyramid structure that starts with the Coordinator calling several others, and giving them the information to pass along. In turn, they phone those on their list, who pass it on to others, and so on, until the entire list has been called. Each caller can normally contact from three to ten others. As the tree spreads out, and each participating member calls more, the number of people who can be reached grows exponentially- in other words, really fast! Whenever a number goes out of service, or someone wants on/off the list, the Coordinator must be informed. There is technology to automate the phone tree, with a computer doing the calls. However, don't put anyone on such a list without their explicit permission/request. Computer calls are extremely annoying if you don't want them.

· Mixing staff & volunteers can be challenging. Volunteers can resent the fact that others are paid to do what they do for free. Donors sometimes oppose paying staff. Staff can resent the significant amount of their time that volunteers require. The most effective organizations have staff to think about and coordinate their work on a full-time basis, and at least one staff person whose job includes (or consists) of managing the volunteers. As a staff person, I have always considered it my first priority to put volunteers to work- assigning jobs and training as required. After all, my efforts are multiplied the more that others are helping out. But it can certainly be frustrating to go through a whole day of managing other people's workloads, and not having a real opportunity to tend to one's own tasks.

· Which brings us to time management. We're called "activists" for a reason. Because we tend to be incredibly active doing the jobs that we think are truly important in this world. Time management is the art of tending to the important and time urgent, and knowing what to let drop. Time management is also the art of planning your projects, including timelines, resources required and task dependencies-what tasks rely on other tasks before they can be completed? Put all complex project plans to paper (or computer). Be prepared for changes, and plan them out as they arise. Remember also that some things will never get done, because we always have more ideas than time. Another crucial aspect to time management, is taking time out. That means breaks, lunches and vacations. Treat yourself right. In the end, you'll do a better job. Live a little! The world may be burning up, but that's no reason for you to burn out. 

