
Volunteer Management Review™ 
 
Changing our Message: Communicating the Value of Volunteering to Fix the Looming 
Volunteer Crisis 
Wednesday, September 12, 2007 - Deb Anderson 
 
Contributed By Deb Anderson 
 
I recently listened to the audio messages from the “Who Cares” initiative led by Paul Reed and 
Linda Graff. It’s a sobering message. Volunteering is on the brink of major change that is going 
to impact our communities in ways that can not even be estimated to their fullest extent. We 
know that rates of volunteering are declining. Between 1997 and 2001 Canada lost a whopping 1 
million volunteers. 
 
We also know that the majority of volunteer work is done on the backs of a small core of unsung 
civic heroes. This 5% of volunteers who are contributing the lions-share of time are an aging 
group who will sooner, rather than later, be unable to carry on due to their own age and health 
concerns. 
 
The younger volunteers stepping up to fill their shoes have increasingly high expectations of 
when, how and what they will contribute, often wanting to share talents that don’t match with 
organization’s priorities. Mandatory community service is creating a new generation of people 
who don’t understand volunteering is a gift from the heart but rather an exchange for a credit of 
some kind. 
 
The future of volunteering is in jeopardy and most of us in the field are watching, awestruck as 
day after day passes that we can’t finish our to-do lists. It’s no wonder either, considering that 
the standards for screening are more complex than ever and our offices seem like revolving 
doors of recruitment trying to replace the short term volunteers leaving ever growing number of 
vacancies in our programs. There is lack in the infrastructure that supports community effort. 
 
There is no easy fix to these societal problems and many solutions will need to be implemented 
in order to ensure that the essential services we rely on so heavily will be available in the years to 
come. One easy-to-implement solution is a change in thinking and communicating about the 
value of volunteering. 
 
What is the value of volunteering? What impact does deliver? What effect does it have on 
others? What’s it worth to the country? What is it worth to you as an individual? Is it measured 
in hours? Is it worth a dollar amount? Is it reasonable to assign a standard rate per hour to all 
volunteer service? Perhaps it’s more reasonable to use one of the tools that allow comparisons 
between volunteer work and paid work to calculate a more specific cost per role. This is one way 
of expressing the value of volunteering. “Volunteers contributed the equivalent of $1 million 
dollars of service this fiscal year.” That is a powerful image for some folks. Others look at the 
financial equivalent of volunteering only as the money our organizations didn’t have to pay for 
service received. That’s true to some degree as well. Is it fair to assess the value of volunteering 
based on how many full-time staff would have been required to work the number of hours 



contributed? These measurements are all important and a wise Volunteer Manager will be 
calculating them on a quarterly or annual basis to communicate to stakeholders. 
 
But is that the full picture? I think there is more to see. 
 
Whether the service is essential or a nice commodity, there is an impact greater than dollars and 
time to consider. It’s about how the gift of time makes others feel. What it does to improve their 
experience in one hour, or their quality of life year after year. How thankful is the new father 
who ventures into a hospital gift shop and finds the perfect card to express to his wife how 
grateful he is for the gift of a new baby she has given him? How relieved is the daughter who has 
been vigilant at her dying mother’s bedside when a volunteer arrives to hold the fort while she 
gets a shower and something to eat? How grateful is the senior citizen who is able to remain in 
his home thanks to the volunteer who delivers his meals on wheels? How enriched is the child 
who grows up playing sports, all dependent on volunteers who coach teams each season? What is 
the impact of volunteers who sort cans in a food bank? How many families were fed because of 
their time and commitment? What value can be assigned to volunteers who host a Christmas 
dinner for marginalized children and inviting the jolly old elf to distribute donated gifts? What is 
the effect on a child who gets to believe in Santa for one more year? What figure can be affixed 
to the work of a board of directors who keep a museum, orchestra or artist’s guild running? How 
much is a volunteer firefighters unit worth to a small rural community? What value would the 
family whose house was saved from a fire place on their service? 
 
The impact that volunteering extends to our communities is not measurable. It is too great and 
broad to calculate. It spreads from person to person in communities around the world. That little 
girl who still believes in Santa this year also has a Big Sister who shares values and morals and 
shows her genuine care. Is it the influence of that Big Sister that keeps the young girl in high 
school rather than becoming one more drop-out statistic from families in poverty? What is the 
value in that? The social effect of volunteering is like dominoes. 
 
Think about volunteers who are fighting to eradicate disease, to repair and heal our environment, 
to protect wildlife, to feed the starving children around the globe. How much is one life saved 
from AIDS in Africa worth? What about a thousand saved lives? 
 
Emergency response and national security are pretty high priorities for most of us. How can we 
measure the value of the Red Cross? The homes, communities and lives rebuilt on the backs of 
volunteers after a disaster – what are they worth? 
 
What are volunteers worth in education? Those who sit patiently, encouraging and helping a 
struggling child learn to read? Those who raise money for field trips, for playground equipment, 
for text books and computers? Those who sit on parent councils or boards of trustees to ensure 
that quality education in safe environments remains available to our youth? 
 
What is the impact of volunteers in your little neck of the woods? 
 
Given the decline in volunteering over the past few years and the awareness that the majority of 
the work done is contributed by a small core group of people, I think we need to start thinking 



about and communicating the value of service to others. Map out the trickle down effect in your 
organization. Ask the experts, your volunteers to help you paint the picture. Nothing will 
motivate them more to continue serving. Ask clients what volunteers mean to them. Ask staff 
how their jobs would be different without support from volunteers. 
 
I think of the volunteers who man the information desk at the hospital. Their role is not rocket-
science, in fact, many new recruits transfer to other departments looking for more exciting work. 
This role is however; essential to the people we are trying to serve. Perhaps it’s a first-time mom-
to-be looking for a prenatal tour or a frail elderly gentleman trying to return his halter monitor, or 
someone in crisis who needs to speak to a counselor about their suicidal thoughts. A friendly, 
timely greeting at the front door from a volunteer is essential. It saves the mom-to-be the anxiety 
of finding the tour on time. It saves the elderly gentleman the energy required for him to wander 
the halls looking for the drop box. It may save the life of the patient in crisis. What if the 
customer was someone looking to donate money? What keeps them from walking out the door 
with their cheque in hand if the atmosphere isn’t friendly and they can’t find the foundation 
quickly and easily? 
 
The volunteers who make a long-term commitment as Information Attendants are the ones who 
see the big picture. They wonder who they might miss helping if they don’t show up for their 
shift. They don’t consider the ease of their job, they consider its worth. 
 
The most important key to retention is helping volunteers see how important their work is to the 
big picture. This bit of knowledge can be used by Volunteer Coordinators in all stages of the 
Volunteer Involvement Cycle. When planning positions with paid staff or volunteer leaders we 
can ask how this work contributes to the mission and vision of your organization. Recruitment 
dollars are used wisely by advertising what impact people can have by making a commitment to 
your vacant positions. Layout the route between the small picture of one volunteer job to the big 
picture of organizational success on every position description. Write annual reports about the 
impact volunteer service has on your consumers. Exceed the reporting requirements of our 
boards and funders by including information about impact in addition to the number of 
volunteers and how many hours they contribute. When recognizing volunteers thank them for 
their part in achieving the big picture. Teach mentors to talk about impact to their protégés. 
Educate staff to be specific in their appreciation. Rather than just saying “thanks for coming 
today”, give specific feedback about what benefit the volunteer’s time offered to the staff or the 
clients. 
 
We also need to take the discussions outside of our organizations. Initiate discussions with 
professional networks about communicating the value of volunteering, the impact and effect, 
with the community around you. Catch the ear of politicians and demonstrate why volunteerism 
needs to be a focus on their agendas. Be creative in your attempts to spread the word to 
community members at large. They need to know how important volunteering really is to the 
backbone of your healthy, vibrant community in order to motivate them to take action. A mentor 
once led a demonstration of sorts to garner attention to volunteering. She arranged an event 
involving every organization in her community and all their volunteers. Together they stood, side 
by side, holding hands measuring the distance they covered across the community. The aerial 
photo made quite an impression that night in the local news. 



 
Collaborating with others in the field to spread the message of impact, effect, value and 
importance to community is good use of our time. Awareness of the need and the gain will 
motivate people to get involved and that will aid recruitment and retention for all of our 
organizations. I have always believed that Volunteer Coordinators were unsung heroes, the 
catalysts facilitating people to meet community needs. With new thinking and a new message we 
can make a radical change in our communities. We can protect volunteering, something that is of 
critical importance to everyone around us. I think you will feel like a hero worth singing about! 
 
Now is the right time to change our message. We need to find a new theme song! I’m not sure 
what rhymes with words like impact, effect, importance and value but I can hear a little jingle 
ringing in my ears already. 
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