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Recognition & Retention 
 
 It is much easier to retain a volunteer than to recruit a new one. Recognizing contributions by 

volunteers is a key strategy in retaining volunteers. It is also the right thing to do. To a certain extent your 

organization’s culture is defined by the way volunteers are treated. The bullet points listed below are some of 

the best practices identified for the purpose of recognizing and retaining quality volunteers. 

 

Key Points for Recognition of Volunteers: 

1. Make it a priority. 

2. Do it often. 

3. Do it in different ways. 

4. Be sincere. 

5. Recognize the person, not the work. 

6. Make it appropriate to the achievement. 

7. Be consistent. 

8. Be timely. 

9. Make it unique. 

 

Make it a priority.  

- Volunteers want to be appreciated 

- Make volunteers feel like insiders, their experience should give them access to organization 

leaders, and knowledge about the organization 

- Designate someone to be responsible for recognizing volunteers 

- Incorporate a line item in your budget to fund activities and awards. 
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Do it often. 

- Have different intervals for recognizing volunteers- annual and following specific events 

- Create different levels- formal, informal 

- Say “Thank You” often 

 

Do it in different ways. 

- Vary the format- informal verbal thank you, spontaneous treats, hand written note, more formal 

dinner and awards 

- Spontaneity will eliminate the “if/then” (if you do this then you get that) mentality 

- -Use both intrinsic and extrinsic methods as people are motivated differently 

- Send a letter to volunteer’s employer/ school recognizing their service 

 

Be sincere. 

- Make each occasion meaningful 

- Creates opportunity to reflect on volunteer’s value to the organization 

 

Recognize the person, not the work. 

- Phrase recognition to emphasize the contribution 

- Emphasize the value of the process to the final goal 

- “You did a great job” vs. “This is a great job” 

-  

Make it appropriate to the achievement. 

- In person during and at the conclusion of an event 

- A thank you note for a few months of service 

- A more public thank you and plaque after several years of service 

 

Be consistent. 

- Create a framework for recognizing service and stick to it 

- Add it to the event “to do list” and have a staff person assigned to be sure it’s done 

- A group thank you is appropriate at the end of an event 

- Holding an annual event sets expectations for future volunteers 
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Be timely. 

- Recognize effort without delay otherwise it diminishes the value of your gratitude 

- Collect names of volunteers to ensure an accurate record of those involved 

 

Make it unique. 

- Get to know your volunteers and their interests to match the thank you to them. 

- Keep records of past awards so as to keep the message fresh 

 

Key Points for Retention of Volunteers: 

1.   Be consistent and sincere in your expectations. 

2. Be receptive to new ideas and ways of doing things. 

3. Incorporate evaluations of and by the volunteer. 

4. Take every opportunity to applaud competence, punctuality and all other things you value. 

5. As volunteers prove their capabilities, give them added responsibility. 

6. As much as possible, make work fun. 

7. Use discretion. 

8. Make it apparent that you appreciate the person. 

9. Encourage them to volunteer more. 

 

Be consistent and sincere in your expectations.  

- Volunteers (as well as anyone) will perform better when they know what to expect, what deadlines 

they have to meet, who their supervisor is, etc. 

- Staff person in charge of volunteers should follow set protocol for each volunteer 

 

Be receptive to new ideas and ways of doing things. 

- You don’t have to implement them, but you should at least be willing to listen to them 

- Volunteers can provide valuable input from the field 

 

Incorporate evaluations of and by the volunteer. 

- Volunteers deserve feedback on their efforts in order to enhance their growth  

- Volunteers have the right to provide feedback on their experience, what is going well and what they 

may need 

 

Take every opportunity to applaud competence, punctuality and all other things you value. 

- Saying “Thank you,” “Good job,” or “I really appreciate you coming out here/ doing X on such short 

notice” costs nothing, but it goes a long way 
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- At least once a year, go out of your way to recognize volunteers by holding a Volunteer 

Appreciation Luncheon or a similar activity 

 

As volunteers prove their capabilities, give them added responsibility. 

- Match the tasks to their interests where possible 

- Volunteers enjoy learning and mastering new skills 

- Limit the task to what they can reasonably be expected to fulfill in the amount of time they have 

- Talk about upcoming opportunities and create interest ahead of time 

- By using a volunteer’s professional knowledge they bring with them, you reinforce their value, and 

allow them to add to their professional resume 

 

Use discretion. 

- Never criticize a volunteer in front of his or her peers 

- Utilize constructive criticism to guide the volunteer 

- Volunteers deserve the same courtesy and consideration as regular employees 

 

Make it apparent that you appreciate the person. 

- Recognize their hard work and how it impacts the organization 

- Keep track of volunteer’s birthdays, anniversaries, graduation, birth or child etc. and send them a 

card 

- It’s perfectly acceptable to keep costs down by sending electronic cards 

 

Encourage them to volunteer more. 

- Higher levels of volunteer commitment lead to a higher level of involvement 

- Find opportunities for them to volunteer regularly 

- Ask them to return for future assignments 

 
  


