
How to Manage 
Volunteers




This guide aims to give you simple guidelines and practical
information so that your group can successfully manage 
volunteers.
This guide is about managing volunteers once you have already 
planned for their involvement and recruited the volunteers you need 

Before you start

Before you start managing volunteers:
o Be clear about why you are working with volunteers, and why they choose to work with you
o Ensure you understand the laws which apply to volunteers and how they might affect your group
o Make sure you have clear role descriptions for each of your volunteers
o Ensure you have a clear and defined induction process 

Volunteer Support

Create an environment where volunteers can express themselves
Ensure the volunteer feels that their work is valued, providing reassurance when needed
Create an environment where volunteers can express themselves and are confident that they
will be listened to
Provide an opportunity for both positive and negative feedback
Pick up on any concerns or problems the volunteer has with their work and deal with them
before they become more serious
Assess training needs and facilitate personal development

Volunteer retention depends on making sure your volunteers feel motivated, involved and
enthusiastic. Providing appropriate and well-defined support and supervision will keep your
volunteers happy while helping to ensure that your volunteers’ energy and enthusiasm is
harnessed to benefit your organisation.
If you expect volunteers to attend support sessions as a condition of volunteering, then it should
be made clear when a volunteer first offers their time.
Support should



Open door’ support where the volunteer coordinator is always available to volunteers, or
specific times when the volunteer co-ordinator is available
Regular telephone calls or e-mails, which can be particularly useful for remote working
volunteers, or those who work different hours to volunteer co-ordinators
Regular, one-to-one supervision sessions
Group meetings for volunteers
Meetings of staff and volunteers
Training and development
A volunteer newsletter or social media group
Social events 

Each organisation will determine the best methods of support for their volunteers. These could
include, for example:

When deciding which to implement, consider the pros and cons of each method, and how they
would fit with your organisational capacity, how much responsibility your volunteers have, and how
they will offer the best support to your individual volunteers. 

Volunteer Supervision

Offer the volunteer the opportunity to raise any issues they’ve encountered
Cover any practical problems such as expenses or health and safety concerns
Discuss and agree any training that might benefit the volunteer
Provide feedback to the volunteer on their work. It’s best to begin with positive feedback about
specific things they have done well. If there is anything critical which needs to be addressed, it is
important that it is specific, based on their behaviour or practice, and constructive
Provide an opportunity for the volunteer to provide feedback

Supervision is largely concerned with the volunteer’s tasks and encouraging the volunteer to be
effective in their role. Good supervision will create an effective balance between the needs of the
volunteer and the needs of the organisation, and ou need to provide feedback and give the
volunteer the opportunity to air concerns.

During supervision you should:

You should consider how you will record supervision sessions, and what information they contain. 



Strike the Right Balance

How many volunteers you have, and how much responsibility they have
The experience of individual volunteers
The degree of risk involved in carrying out the volunteer role
Whether volunteers have ‘targets’
The personal circumstances of the volunteer
How a volunteer feels about their volunteering

Volunteers are more likely to feel valued, accepted and satisfied with their roles if your
organisation provides adequate support and supervision – and it’s important to get the balance
right, so that volunteers have the opportunity to contribute, as well as to learn from others, and to
feel their views are heard as well as gaining feedback on their work. 

Lots of factors will play into how you offer support, and how you manage volunteers. These
include, for example:

The methods you use may vary from volunteer to volunteer; some may not need much support,
others may need more. Indeed a volunteer’s needs or expectations may change over time, or as
their role develops, and the way you approach support and supervision should also evolve as the
needs of volunteers and the organisation change. 

Balancing Organisational and Volunteer Needs

As you support volunteers, be sure to keep an eye on your organisation’s needs as well.

It is important that all volunteers have equal access to a basic level of support. While you may
want to commit some extra support to those volunteers who may otherwise not consider
volunteering or who are experiencing a difficult time, you also need to set boundaries. Spending
too much time supporting one volunteer means that less time is available to other volunteers.

It is important to discuss support with volunteers, and to be realistic if you do not have time to
provide the kind of support a volunteer needs.



Not every volunteer will want (or feel they need) to claim expenses. However, for some people even
small expenses, such as bus fare, can make volunteering too expensive.
 
Some organisations, particularly sports clubs, small voluntary organisations and community groups,
will not have the resources to pay expenses. As a result, some volunteers will choose another
organisation, so you might want to include volunteer expenses as a budget item in funding
applications.

If you are able to pay expenses, you need to make sure that there is an organisational culture that
encourages volunteers to claim expenses without feeling guilty or uncomfortable.

Volunteer Expenses

Travel expenses to and from the place of volunteering (mileage or the cost of public
transport)
Travel expenses in the course of volunteering (again, this could be mileage or public
transport costs)
The cost of meals or refreshments purchased while volunteering
The cost of specialist clothing or materials required to volunteer
The costs of providing care for children or adult dependents while the carer is volunteering

Offer ‘flat rate’ expenses of any amount no matter how small
Pay volunteers more than the actual cost of expenses. This includes ‘rounding up’ the amount
you reimburse volunteers
Explicitly offer volunteers perks with a monetary value in exchange for a certain number of
hours work
These practices can also create problems for volunteers on welfare benefits.

Expenses that organisations can legitimately offer to volunteers include:

Volunteers should be reimbursed the actual cost of their expenses, with documentary evidence
to back this up. Evidence can include a receipt, bus ticket or mileage record. You also need a
clear process that volunteers should follow for claiming expenses.

Risks of improperly paying expenses

You may inadvertently create a contract of employment, which can lead to legal difficulties, if
you:

If you are unsure whether or not you’re paying expenses properly, contact VIN for guidance.



Keeping Volunteers Motivated

Feel appreciated and recognised by your organisation, including being consulted about their
work, and having the chance to contribute to policy and decision making
Are used effectively and can see that their work is needed
Feel that they are doing something worthwhile and that they make a difference
Have the flexibility to be able to change or develop their role or commitment if they want to
do so
Have opportunities to learn, develop skills and grow on a personal level
Feel confident that they can handle the tasks they are asked to do
Feel they are part of a team and are supported and encouraged by paid staff and other
volunteers



Feel unappreciated or taken for granted, that their time is wasted and/or their work badly
organised, or that their contribution is valuable and valued
Have too many demands placed on them or on their time, or, conversely, if they don’t have
enough meaningful (or any) work to do
Are asked to do things they don’t feel equipped or qualified to handle
Feel isolated

Volunteers are more likely to stay if they:

Volunteers are likely to leave if they:

Volunteer Performance Issues

Inappropriate behaviour towards staff, other volunteers or your service users
Poor timekeeping
Unreliability
Bad attitude
 Lack of skills and/or an unwillingness to develop necessary skills

Identifying Volunteer Performance Issues

The term ‘poor performance’ covers a wide range of behaviour that makes a volunteer unable to
contribute to your organisation. Common types of poor performance include:



Make sure your recruitment process matches the right volunteer with the right role. Poor
performance often occurs when a volunteer is placed in a role that doesn’t suit them.
Establish volunteer specific policies and procedures that you’ll use to avoid poor performance
and deal with issues, or make sure that your overall policies are fit for using with volunteers 
Provide thorough induction and training so that volunteers know what is expected of them
and have the skills they need.
Provide ongoing support that provides opportunity for one to one discussion with volunteers,
with space to address any issues or concerns. 

Find ways to witness performance, especially behaviour, first hand
Take into account, in a proportionate manner, comments or complaints from others and
record these
Be aware of any personal issues that are impacting on volunteers, but be objective: these must
not be allowed to impact services
However, poor performance may be temporary, simply requiring a little extra support.
Be aware of the way that organisational change impacts on volunteers
Be self-aware, consider any impact of your own attitude on the volunteer

Ensure you have evidence of poor performance
Arrange a one-to-one session with the volunteer. Clearly state the issues, the problems they
cause and what needs to change. 
Consider the role and whether it is an appropriate match to the volunteer. If not consider the
possibility of changing the task or finding another role for the volunteer.
If there is agreement that the match is otherwise good, work with the volunteer to create an
action plan, with dates, for improvement. Make sure the volunteer understands that there will
be consequences for not adhering to the plan.
Ensure that the volunteer’s performance is observed first hand and build in regular review
Give the volunteer an opportunity to have their say and appeal as needed

Avoiding poor performance

The best way to manage poor performance is to ensure it doesn’t happen in the first place. Some
things that can help:

Identifying poor performance

If a volunteer starts to have issues, you should:

Addressing Volunteer Performance Issues

Once you have identified poor performance, you need to address it.
Minor performance should be picked up and addressed during your normal supervision process,
and if dealt with appropriately shouldn’t escalate. However, for more serious performance issues,
you should:



Telling a volunteer that their time is not wanted or required is one of the most challenging tasks a
volunteer manager will face.

However, volunteer managers are invariably in post to ensure that a service is delivered and this
shouldn’t be frustrated by difficult or demanding volunteers. Managers should prepare
themselves so that they can manage an uncomfortable situation and leave the volunteer and
themselves feeling as positive as possible.

Saying Goodbye

Volunteers leave for many reasons, from a change in personal circumstances to being bored or
discontented with the volunteer experience. 

It’s a good idea to have face-to-face chats, phone interview or just to provide a questionnaire when
volunteers leave. Exit interviews also give you the opportunity to formally thank your volunteers
and make them feel welcome to return.

Volunteers’ reasons for leaving and suggestions that they make should be recorded and evaluated
at regular intervals. This way you can note any recurring themes and make sure they feed in to
future plans or developments.

Quality Assurance

as a way to do a basic ‘health check’ on your practice to make sure that your volunteers have
the best possible experience and can make the biggest difference to the cause
as a sensible ‘health check’ for any new volunteer initiatives or for existing volunteering that
has undergone change
as a simple and easy way to get started on improving the volunteer journey at your
organisation
as a tool to engage everyone in your group or organisation in discussions about your volunteer
involvement
if you want to move on to use the full Investing in Volunteer quality standard development
journey in the future.

It is important to review your practice regularly.

Investing in Volunteers (IiV) Essentials https://tools.ncvo.org.uk/investinginvolunteersessentials is
a free online tool designed especially for volunteer-involving groups and organisations. It was
developed nationally and is supported by NCVO, Volunteer Now, Volunteer Scotland and WCVA.

This tool will help you do a basic health check – based on 12 questions across 6 core areas of
good practice - on your volunteer practice. It will help you to think about volunteers’ experiences
and how volunteers can help make the biggest difference to your cause. It will help you:

 

https://tools.ncvo.org.uk/investinginvolunteersessentials


There is also the full national quality standard: Investors in Volunteers (IIV). Investors in Volunteers
provides a well-thought out framework to use to measure the quality of your volunteer-involving
practice.
Learn more about the Investors in Volunteers Quality Standard https://investinginvolunteers.co.uk/ 
________________________________________
When you’re ready, we can help you find the volunteers you need through our volunteering website
https://communityactionnorthants.org.uk/

https://investinginvolunteers.co.uk/
https://communityactionnorthants.org.uk/

