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INTRODUCTION
The use of volunteers can be a great asset to human service organizations. Volunteers
can offer a wealth of skills and resources that can help improve quality of care and 
enhance programs. It is important that organizations can identify the benefits of 
recruiting volunteers and the challenges in managing them. It is essential to develop
a written volunteer program in order to ensure there is a plan to minimize these 
challenges, and also a plan to expand on the benefits of welcoming volunteers into
your organization.
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POLICIES AND PROCEDURES
Policies and procedures are the foundation of a program. While many people use
these terms interchangeably, they are very different. Policies direct volunteers in what
to do in a particular situation. Procedures are a particular way of accomplishing something,
typically in a series of steps, which direct the volunteer how to do what is stated in the
corresponding policy. The policy should provide overall guidance and direction to staff
and volunteers engaged in program and management efforts. 

There are several reasons to define policies. Initially, they provide a framework for all
involved in the particular program and guide the decision making process. In addition,
policies formalize decisions that have already been made by management. Lastly, they
ensure continuity and consistency of program operations despite who may be 
managing the program at any given time. It is important to remember that policies and
procedures are legal documents that must be enforced. If an employee or 
volunteer violates a policy and/or procedure, your organization may be held liable for
the outcome.

The policy should not be interpreted as a contract or personnel agreement. Your 
organization should reserve the right to change policies at any time, and to expect 
adherence to the changed policy. However, it is recommended to provide a timeframe
and notification to the volunteers and staff as to the change where possible. It is 
important to notify all staff and volunteers when changes are made. Changes to 
policies should only be made by management, and
must be obtained in advance and in writing.
This is important as many policies that effect
overall programming may need to 
be reviewed and approved by the
Board of Directors of the organization.
Areas not specifically covered by 
policies should be discussed with and
directed by the Volunteer Program
Manager.
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SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS
There are several areas that should be addressed based on the services or functions
that your organization performs. It is important when working with volunteers that
you consider the unique operations of your organization and take those special 
considerations into account.

Volunteer & Employee Relationships 
Volunteers and employees should be working together toward the common goal of
carrying out the mission of the organization. It is essential that employees and volunteers
understand each other’s roles and communicate effectively. If your organization has
a “no fraternization” policy, this should include and be enforced amongst volunteers 
unless pre-existing relationships have been disclosed. No fraternization policies lay a
foundation to minimize issues of sexual harassment claims.

Representation of the Agency
It is necessary that your volunteer program address the issue of volunteer
actions/statements when acting as representatives of the agency. Volunteers should
be instructed to seek prior approval from the person designated to speak to the media
or public relations officer, prior to taking any action or making any statement in a 
public forum. Often times, innocent statements or actions may be misconstrued by the
media and public. These actions may include but are not limited to statements to the
press or lobbying/advocacy efforts. Under no circumstances should a volunteer sign
any documents on behalf of the organization without prior approval. Volunteers
should only be authorized to act as representatives of the organization when that is
the primary role of their volunteer service.

Confidentiality & Privacy
Volunteers must be made aware that they are responsible for maintaining the privacy
of all confidential information. It is important for the organization to clearly state what
is considered confidential. Failure to maintain confidentiality should result in termination
of the volunteer’s relationship with the agency. This area is of particular importance
since the growth of social media networks. If your organization is required to comply
with HIPAA laws, it is recommended that your volunteers be required to undergo 
adequate training even if interaction with the people you serve is limited. 



INTERVIEWING, SCREENING, AND PLACEMENT
Interviewing
Regardless of whether the initial contact is made by telephone, in person, or on-line, be
prepared to provide some basic information about your organization and the volunteer
opportunities available. Attempt to ascertain an idea of what the volunteer is interested
in doing and more importantly, why they wish to serve your organization. 

Volunteers should not be considered for an interview without
having filled out a volunteer application. Applications may
vary in complexity depending on the services your 
organization provides, as well as the position involved. The
application should gather ample information to determine
whether the prospective volunteer is appropriate and how
he or she may best serve the organization.

An in-person interview is recommended and provides an 
opportunity for detailed discussion of your organization’s
history, background, and culture. It also provides the 
volunteer an opportunity to explain his/her interests, and
motivations in relation to his/her volunteer experience. Body language plays a significant
role in how we communicate. Therefore, the in-person interview is extremely important.
The interview is an opportunity to learn about the potential volunteer’s:

• Knowledge, skills, and abilities

• Preferences or aversions to specific tasks

• Schedule and availability

• Understand how the candidate may fit in with the organizations culture

• Ability to meet other agency expectations
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Screening
Organizations that do not screen their volunteers expose the people they serve, their
full time employees, and the community to potential harm. Performing adequate 
background and reference checks is essential in maintaining the safety of the people
you serve and the stability of your organization.

Be sure to check industry requirements, regulatory bodies and legal requirements.
Consider the following in your background check efforts:

• Personal and/or employment references

• Criminal background checks (50 State)

• Child Abuse and Sex Offender Registries

• Driving record checks

• Substance abuse tests

For the protection of the individuals you support, volunteers should be asked 
to submit to a criminal background check. Volunteers who do not agree to the check
should not be provided the opportunity to volunteer. Background checks should 
be performed before the volunteer begins service with the organization and annually
thereafter. In addition, if a volunteer takes an extended leave, consideration should
be given to conducting a background check upon his/her return. Organizations 
should establish what type of circumstance will disqualify a volunteer. These outcomes
must be clearly outlined in writing.

Although most information pertaining to background checks is collected on the state
level, organizations should make every effort to access national data. To illustrate the
importance of national checks consider the findings of a 2003 US Dept of Justice study.
The study revealed that nearly a fifth of all sex offenders were rearrested within three
years of their release from prison and were arrested in a different state. It is crucial to
gather as much information as possible regarding a volunteer’s criminal history, even
if this includes conducting checks in multiple states.



The best option is to submit the names of all volunteers to a national database so 
information on a conviction or a sex offender status does not go undiscovered. Some
records, such as child and adult protective services, are maintained only at the state
level. If a volunteer is to work with children or vulnerable adults, these records should
be for each state in which the volunteer has lived.

What you don’t know can hurt you and the individuals you serve. Keep this in mind.
A 2008 study conducted by the National Center for Victims of Crime found the following:

• Nearly half of all organizations that utilize background checks have uncovered 
information that has identified “inappropriate” volunteers for their organization. 

• Five percent of applicants screened by nonprofit organizations had undisclosed
criminal histories. The number jumps to twelve percent for organizations that 
provide service to young people

Organizational leaders often point to the expense involved in screening as a reason for
not implementing an adequate background check program. However, if a person 
is victimized or abused by a volunteer from an organization, the organization could be
held liable and be ordered to pay damages to compensate the injured party. Choosing
not to invest in a background check process could be far more costly in the long term.

If it is within the scope of the volunteer’s service to operate a motor vehicle
during the course of their duties, a motor vehicle record should be obtained
and evaluated. In addition, the volunteer should also undergo driver training
within your organization and understand the policies and procedures around
your organization’s fleet management program. Even if the 
volunteer is driving their own vehicle, your organization may be
held liable for their actions. 
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Placement
Matching potential volunteers to available positions will be an important part of the
volunteer’s success. Making the right match involves using a series of techniques that
allow the organization and the volunteer to get to know what position is the best fit.
Volunteer program managers should use the same screening tools human resource
managers use: applications, reference checks, interviews, background checks, training,
and observation. The goal of screening is to get the right volunteer into the right 
position while maintaining a safe environment for the people you serve and your 
community.

Volunteers, like paid employees, require a clear description of their duties and 
responsibilities. Position descriptions should be reviewed and updated annually, or if
the work involved changes. All descriptions should include the purpose and duties, a
designated supervisor, location in which the work is expected to be completed, 
a timeframe for the performance of the job, and a list of job qualifications. The 
description should be given to each accepted volunteer and utilized in subsequent
management and evaluation efforts.

Every effort should be made to place the volunteer in a position that provides a good
match between the skills and interests identified, and the duties and responsibilities
of the position. This effort will pay off in the quality of tasks performed and the 
volunteer’s level of satisfaction. No placement should be made unless the requirements
of both the volunteer and the supervising staff can be met. No volunteer should be 
assigned to a ‘make-it-work’ position and no position should be given to an unqualified
or uninterested volunteer.

Even with appropriate support and training, the first placement may not be the best
match. Be flexible enough to try other positions that might provide a better fit. Every
potential volunteer may not be suited for your organization. No matter how short-handed
your organization might be; it is better to be short-handed than to invest time in a 
volunteer who isn’t well suited for your program.

Whenever possible, staff who will be working with the volunteer should participate in
the interview. Final assignment of a potential volunteer should not take place without
review and approval of appropriate staff with whom the volunteer will be working.
Staff should also take part in the placement of the volunteer.



Diversity should be an essential element in your plan for placement. In addition to
race and ethnicity consider other components of diversity. For example, age, gender,
education, income levels, physical abilities, and skills. The organization and volunteer
will be more effective if both your paid employees and volunteers reflect the 
community and those they are working with. Also, consider the population your 
organization supports and ensure the placements are appropriate.

It is important to ensure that you maintain a file on the each volunteer. A system of
records should be maintained including dates of service, positions held, duties 
performed, evaluation of work, trainings provided, volunteer handbook receipt, and
other pertinent documents relevant to their service. Volunteer personnel records
should be afforded the same confidentiality as staff personnel records.

ORIENTATION AND TRAINING
The policies and procedures developed form the basis for the orientation while the 
position description forms the basis for the training. Volunteers who understand what
is expected of them do a better job and feel satisfied by performing their duties. 
Orientation provides volunteers with information about the organization, the volunteer
program, and how volunteers fit into the mission of the organization. Training however,
provides volunteers with specific knowledge, skills, and abilities they will need to do
their work effectively.

Orientation
Volunteers should go through an orientation period that mirrors that of paid employees.
Differences in the orientation may include a review of health benefits, paid time off 
and other areas that are not applicable to volunteers. The orientation should include
the nature and purpose of the organization, nature and operation of the program,
and the purposes and requirements of the position.

The orientation process helps volunteers see
their service within the context of the organization.
Even the most menial tasks can become
meaningful if presented in such a way that the
volunteer understands how the task fits into 
the larger picture. 
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Orientation should include the following topics:

• Organizational Overview

• Organization, structure, and introduction of key staff

• Description of programs and population served

• Location of restrooms, supplies, and equipment

• Parking

• Culture and Language of the Organization

• Handbook of policies and procedures

• Facilities and Staff

• Tour of the facility

• Where to store personal belongings

• Reporting procedures

• Recordkeeping

• Training opportunities

• Evaluation procedures

To ensure understanding and compliance with policies and procedures, each volunteer
should be provided with a volunteer handbook that mirrors the employee handbook
where appropriate. Provide the handbook during the volunteer’s orientation with an
acknowledgement form to be signed stating the volunteer has read and understand
its contents. 

Training
Training gives volunteers the skills necessary to carry out tasks. The training should be
specific to the position and at the skill level of the volunteer. Additional training 
opportunities should be made available even if the training is not directly related to
the volunteer’s placement. CPR training and conflict resolution are examples of general
training that the volunteer and the organization may benefit from.

Employees who are responsible for providing services should assist in the design and
delivery of orientation and training of volunteers. Employees that will be supervising
volunteers have primary responsibility for developing and implementing on-the-job
training. Experienced volunteers may also participate in orientation and training.
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SUPERVISION OF VOLUNTEERS
The supervisor should follow the same process and format of supervision with a 
volunteer as they would with an employee. Depending on how frequently the volunteer
is at your organization will provide a template as to the frequency in which supervision
should be provided. If they are providing services to your organization once a month,
it would be recommended to meet with them each time they arrive to provide any
necessary updates of what has occurred since the last time they were there. For volunteers
who are present multiple times a week, weekly meetings may be more appropriate to
provide and solicit feedback on their experiences as well as yours as the supervisor.

The goal of supervising volunteers should be to establish conditions that encourage
others to maintain productivity and provide a quality service to others. Volunteers
who are supervised effectively are often willing to maintain ownership of their 
responsibilities and actions, contribute more, and view themselves as important 
participants in achieving the organization’s goals. 

While many of the principles of supervision are the same for employees and volunteers,
managing volunteers effectively takes special effort. Even experienced supervisors
find supervising volunteers challenging if the tasks and expectations are not clear. If you
supervise by intimidation or micromanaging your volunteers, you will end up with
angry volunteers who decide to provide their services to another organization.

PERFORMANCE EVALUATION
The supervisor should conduct periodic evaluations to give the volunteer feedback on
their performance. These evaluations also allow for opportunities to set new goals and
identify additional training needs. While as a supervisor, it is easy to review the 
volunteers performance, understand that their evaluation of you as a supervisor is
also critical to ensuring that you are meeting their needs and expectations. Evaluations
should also include feedback the volunteer may have concerning the position or 
program. The evaluation session is an opportunity for both the volunteer and the 
organization to examine and improve their relationship.
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When evaluating a volunteer, it is recommended that you use the same criteria used
for your employees. Performance evaluations should address skill development,
strengths and weaknesses, accomplishments, and opportunities for further skill 
development. Standards of performance should be established for each volunteer 
position. These standards should list the work to be done, whether the work was 
accomplished, and appropriate timelines for accomplishment. Creation of these 
standards should be a joint function of staff and the volunteer assigned to the position.
A copy of the standards should be provided to the volunteer along with a copy of their
job description at the beginning of their assignment. The position description and 
standards of performance for a volunteer position should form the basis of an 
evaluation. A written record should be kept of each evaluation. Effective evaluation is
conducted at regular intervals and draws information from a variety of sources. These
may include, but are not limited to:

• Employee feedback

• Self-evaluations

• Program participants feedback (if applicable)

Unfortunately, there are times when volunteers may perform below expectations or
their service is no longer in the best interest of your organization. Based on your 
organization’s need for volunteers and risk tolerance, you should consider putting a
framework around the corrective action process for volunteers of your organization.
There may come a time when the dismissal of a volunteer is necessary to maintain
credibility and integrity. Volunteers should understand from their initial orientation
that they may be terminated at your discretion. It is crucial to communicate during 
orientation that violations of the law and other unsafe or inappropriate conduct are
grounds for termination.

Exit interviews, where possible, should be conducted with volunteers
who are leaving their positions. Exit interviews can be useful tools.

The interview should ascertain why the volunteer is leaving, and
suggestions the volunteer may have to improving the position.

The information obtained in the exit interview should be 
utilized where appropriate to make changes and enhance
your organization’s program. 

11 irwin siegel agency, inc. 



1.800.622.8272     •     www.siegelagency.com 12

CONCLUSION
Management of volunteers is a balancing act. It is important that all policies and 
procedures are clear, and volunteer managers understand the risks involved. In order
to ensure the strength of your programs and services, it is essential to be thorough
when developing your volunteer program. Following these best practices guidelines
will help ensure that the volunteers you choose will increase the quality of services
your organization provides. 
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ABOUT IRWIN SIEGEL AGENCY, INC.
Irwin Siegel Agency, Inc. (ISA) is a leading insurance and risk management organization
serving the Human Service field and insures service providers in 50 states. ISA continues
to set the standards of quality, innovation, and value when it comes to developing
new programs that meet the dynamic nature of the Human Services field. 

We are here to support your efforts of supporting others, to provide the products and
coverage your facilities need, to develop and share risk management tools and services
to protect, while maintaining the compassion and education that holds ISA above 
ordinary insurance providers

Insurance coverages include General Liability, Professional Liability, Property, Inland
Marine, Crime, Umbrella and Commercial Automobile. Additional coverages are avail-
able for Youth Protection, Directors & Officers, Volunteer Accident, Environmental and 
Pollution Liability, HIPAA Protector, and Workers’ Compensation. 

ARE YOU COVERED? 
Some relevant products available through ISA include:

• Volunteer Accident Insurance
• Directors & Officers Liability Insurance
• Fiduciary Liability Coverage
• HIPAA Coverage (Health Insurance Portability & Accountability Act)
• Cyber Liability and Identity Theft Coverage

Availability may vary by state



SAMPLE OF AVAILABLE RESOURCES

Printed Publications
• Compliance and Ethics: A Guide to the Development

of a Compliance Program
• Exit Interview
• Employee Dishonesty

Flyers & Bulletins
• Interviewing Basics
• Selection Process
• Securing Agency Keys

Video Lending Library
• Winning Workforce: Diversity and Discrimination
• The Challenges of Supervising Staff: A Training Video for 

Front Line Managers in the DD Field
• Safety Orientation and Accident Prevention

Partner Programs
• Online Training
• Background Checks and Screening Services 
• Vehicle Incident Monitoring

And much more...

Contact our Risk Management Division

for additional resources and partner services

1.800.622.8272

riskmanagement@siegelagency.com

www.siegelagency.com
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