Q & A: Volunteer Burnout
Q. How can I prevent burnout among my board members and volunteers?

A: Main Street organizations are fortunate, in some ways, to have tangible representations of their progress in the number of physical improvements and new businesses opening downtown.  While this aspect of the program can be energizing, finding volunteers to launch the program and sustaining their support and commitment over the long run can be taxing to all involved. 


Many Main Street program leaders are so busy handling projects and issues that they make little time to maintain and manage their pool of volunteers. They hope that an enthusiastic few will come through for the program in times of need, then wonder why these stellar volunteers become apathetic or drop out. 


Volunteers are the foundation of Main Street success; an organization that doesn't make a concerted effort to maintain its pool of volunteers in the short run will have fewer people to choose from, which puts more work on existing volunteers, burning them out, which causes them to drop out, and so on— literally draining  the lifeblood from the revitalization program.  


Volunteer burnout manifests itself in different ways. People usually volunteer for emotional reasons, and those serving Main Street programs may be particularly committed to the mission of the organization: they may be building owners or merchants with a financial stake in the commercial district or residents concerned about their commu- nity’s quality of life.


Common causes of burnout include lack of reward, too much work, unrealistic expectations, insufficient training, inadequate supervision or direction, and too many difficult tasks. The way to prevent burnout is to manage volunteers wisely and continuously cultivate new ones.


The volunteer manager  should prepare people for their assignments by giving them adequate training, warning them of any potential difficulties, staying in touch with them during the assignment, and meeting with them to discuss results after the task is completed. The following are some basic tenets of good volunteer management:


Assessing skills, interests and motivations is the first step in building an effective work force of interested, committed volunteers. This can be done by conducting a brief interview and having the person fill out a self-evaluation form.  Most importantly, volunteers should be asked what they are interested in doing for the organization.  Many people prefer tasks that are completely unrelated to their daily jobs, while others don’t mind doing “in-kind” types of work by lending their professional services. Listen to their interests and be open to their needs.


Preparation in planning as well as training for the job is fundamental to effective use of volunteers.  Let people know the scope of work expected.  Give them a job description, and directions, if applicable.  If you expect your volunteers to come up with a strategy for  the task,  tell them, and make sure they are self-starters. Be certain the task is commensurate with the expectations, available time, and talents of the people assigned to it. If the assignment is  potentially difficult, volunteers need to be armed with a strategy and support from the organization, as well as training for the situation, if necessary. If there are “personality conflicts” and/or a “hidden agenda” critical to the situation, let your volunteers know. If you feel the situation is too delicate to give them this information, then you or someone else you trust should do the job. Sending  volunteers into a situation for which they are not prepared is a guaranteed way to lose both them and the credibility of your organization.


Selecting the right person for the job is the key to keeping a volunteer happy and committed to the cause. For example, someone who does not like confrontation or talking about money might feel obligated to accept the task of raising funds from business owners, but in the end may be unhappy or stressed about the job. He or she may burn out quickly or never volunteer again for your organization because of the experience.  Working on the planning and organizing of a fund-raising campaign might be a better, less stressful choice for this volunteer.


Manage people’s time and talents wisely. Program leaders must resist the temptation to overuse  zealous volunteers. Idealistic, enthusiastic people are the backbone of any volunteer organization, but if you ask too much or too often, you will lose these people when they become overwhelmed. Find out why they are willing to volunteer (see box, page 7), and determine the kind of satisfaction and level of involvement they are seeking. Some volunteers may prefer a single, long-term project instead of many little tasks; others may want an ongoing project that doesn’t take much time each month; still others may wish to be kept “on call” for one-time projects or events. You can’t afford to lose potential volunteers by not meeting their expectations.


Maintain contact during and after the task.  Even though volunteers may seem “fine,” keep the lines of communication open. Show that you care about their efforts, and are concerned not only about their progress, but about their feelings as well. If you expect volunteers to be frustrated or have other concerns about a task, talk to them before, during, and after the assignment. Let them know you are willing to discuss any obstacles or issues that arise. “Debrief” your volunteers after the task is over to find out how realistic, difficult, fun, or easy the project was. Keep notes so the job will be easier the next time around, and, if new people will be involved, ask your volunteers if they would be willing to train or talk to those taking over the task.


Reward volunteers for their work. Always thank your volunteers immediately after they have completed an assignment;  let them know how their contribution helped the organization. Many Main Street programs have award programs that recognize everyone who works for the downtown’s progress.  Certainly, these ceremonies offer one method of recognizing volunteer contributions, but for those who do not win the “volunteer of the year” award, there should be some recognition—perhaps a volunteer appreciation event, where everyone, including those who volunteered only once for a small job, is invited and applauded for their commitment to the program.


Build a relationship with your volunteers.  Most people do not develop a commitment to volunteer work overnight;  cultivating new people should be the keystone in maintaining an effective volunteer work force for your organization. Recruiting new people is perhaps the most effective, reliable method of preventing burnout.  If you have managed their time wisely and built a history of good experiences, you will have a larger group of volunteers willing to serve on committees. If their committee experience was positive and suited their interests, these volunteers will be more interested in serving on the board, and so on. Relationships with volunteers are long-term investments which pay off in continued interest and support for the program over time.—Amanda West, program associate, Information Resources, NMSC.

Sidebar 1:

===============================

It is important to recognize the motivations that prompt people to volunteer in order to place them in tasks that they will enjoy. The following classifications of volunteer motivations should help managers, board members, and committee chairs develop placement strategies. And, remember, some people may have more than one reason for volunteering.

Recognition Motive: These volunteers want recognition for the work they do.

Characteristics: Concerned about status; prefer short-term tasks with clear start and finish; identify with popular projects; concern for prestige.

Appropriate tasks are those that: Can be completed in a short time; are visible to others in organization or community; are newsworthy; merit tangible rewards—plaques, citations, and announcements.

Power Motive: These volunteers like to have impact or influence over organizational programs and policies.

Characteristics: Concern for authority; strong need to influence others and to affect decision-making; often verbally fluent.

Appropriate tasks are those that: allow them to direct people and make changes; permit personal interaction while working; allow personal control over work pace and methods; require managerial skills in job description.

Altruism Motive: These volunteers pursue the general good or public interest.

Characteristics: Concerned with idealism, morality, and justice; frequently judgmental; values are important.

Appropriate Tasks are those that: Involve the volunteer in developing goals and generating commitment from citizens and organizations; address identifiable community goals and needs; involve other groups with similar goals and values.

Affiliation Motive: These people seek personal interaction and friendship through volunteer work.

Characteristics: Concerned with being liked, respected; want warm, friendly relationship with organization and other volunteers; concerned about working alone.

Appropriate tasks are those that: Let the volunteer interact with others; require cooperation with other volunteers for successful job completion; allow time for social interaction; provide stable working relationships.

Achievement Motive: These volunteers need opportunities for success and excellent performance. 

Characteristics: Concerned about excellence; want unique accomplishments; restless, innovative, and competitive; intense involvement.

Appropriate tasks are those that: Allow latitude in setting work pace and work methods; challenge the abilities and skills of the volunteer; provide the opportunity to learn new materials and skills; require a high degree of performance; provide clear, unambiguous feedback on performance.

Information adapted from Gay Greger and Elaine Yandle, Volunteer Program Training Guide, 1983, and Volunteer for Minnesota: Trainer’s Manual, Minnesota Office of Volunteer Services.

