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The Status of Volunteer Programs in a Shifting Environment

When the economy was sinking into recession in early 2009, the Minnesota Association for Volunteer Administration (MAVA) started receiving reports from members of dramatic and surprising changes in volunteer availability and of complex stresses for volunteer program managers. 

In September 2009, MAVA decided to move beyond anecdotal information and survey nonprofit and governmental organizations that involve volunteers to get a better picture of what was changing. With financial resources declining for many organizations, understanding how to maximize human capital is more important than ever. 280 people across the state responded, and four themes emerged in response to the survey:

Change 

· 86% reported changes at least one aspect of their volunteer program.
· 44% experienced increased numbers of inquires from potential new volunteers. A drop in inquiries was reported by 14%.

· 52% reported volunteers were more likely to have strong work skills and 54% said they were more likely to be unemployed.

Increased reliance on volunteers

· Close to 60% reported an increased reliance on volunteers compared to a year ago. Many commented their organization has become more open to accepting volunteers in new roles as a result of the economic pressure.

· 67% expect to increase reliance on volunteers in the coming year.

Stress 

· 86% of respondents reported organizational fiscal stress. 

Resourcefulness 

· Over 50% reported an increase in volunteer hours of service, but only 12% had an increased budget for the volunteer program, pointing to resourcefulness in doing more with less. Leaders of volunteers were clearly being proactive, but many also reported feelings of stress.

· 60% were able to place most of the potential volunteers, 3% needed to put most of the new volunteers on a waiting list or turned them away, and 39% reported a combination of placing new volunteers and putting them on a waiting list.

· 48% reported increased collaboration with outside partners.

· Respondents suggested hundreds of strategies to respond to the changing times.
Strategies

Respondents provided hundreds of strategies used to respond to these changes. Common themes:

· Involve volunteers in new ways. Use their skills and strengths. Keep lists of dreams and projects to be ready for opportunities volunteers may bring.

· Involve volunteers in leadership positions.

· Reinvigorate volunteer recruitment through social media, electronic communication, volunteer ambassadors, and partnerships with schools and employment agencies.

· Promote volunteer positions to job seekers offering letters of recommendation and designing positions to offer work skill development. 

· Streamline and standardize practices for volunteer intake, screening, placement and training.

· Use technology in new ways to communicate with volunteers and track volunteers.

· Increase the flexibility of when volunteers can volunteer.

· Redesign volunteer recognition to focus more on personal connections and education and scale back on event costs.

· Increase involvement in partnerships and collaborations with schools, businesses and other nonprofits.

· Step up internal advocacy and attention to the volunteer program to garner continued support from other staff, administration and Board.

Conclusions

High stress warrants concern

The data in this report support findings from national nonprofit surveys reporting the high stress and fragility of many nonprofits. While many organizations are doing more with less in the short-term, this should not mask the financial stress, human resources stress, and eroding of infrastructure commonly reported. 

Smaller organizations are disproportionately affected

Overall, smaller organizations reported being less likely to benefit from the increase in inquires about volunteering. Findings highlight that smaller organizations feel the financial and human capital pressures of the recession the most.

Some organizations are thriving with new approaches

The data indicate that some volunteer programs are thriving and making breakthroughs in new ways to involve volunteers. Some organizations gave an upbeat report of the economic pressure that resulted in staff acceptance that volunteers can do more than stuff envelopes; volunteers can use their workplace skills and accomplish results to advance the organizational mission. Now, more than ever, organizations are benefiting from setting aside outdated models of volunteer involvement and moving to involve volunteers throughout the organization and in positions of significant responsibility.

Creativity and support are key

The common elements cited by volunteer programs thriving under changing conditions were creativity in new approaches, staff trying new models of volunteer involvement, top management support for the volunteer program, and continued financial investment in volunteer resources.

The national call to service needs to be accompanied by a call for resources

MAVA challenges the assumption that organizations have the capacity to leverage the federal government’s and entertainment industry’s call to service without additional resources. In the surge of volunteers that many organizations experienced in 2008-2009, 40% of organizations had to put some or all prospective volunteers on waiting lists or turned down their offer of help. 

MAVA is using the survey results to hold symposiums and work sessions around Minnesota where leaders of volunteers can learn cutting edge solutions in the current climate. The full research report is available at http://www.mavanetwork.org/shiftingenv.
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