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Evolution Towards Volunteer Engagement 

Non-profit organizations have evolved from thinking of volunteers as “helpers” who are 

tasked with activities such as making calls, answering phones, filing and stuffing 

envelopes to a culture of engagement where volunteers and staff work collaboratively. 

Volunteers are engaged and motivated when they have clearly defined roles that align 

with their interests, skills and availability and understand how their work contributes to 

the organization in impactful and meaningful ways.



Don’t recruit before you plan, prepare and research!

• Plan ahead and map out where volunteers are needed! What roles need to be filled? For 

what projects? How will this support the organization’s mission and goals?

• Ensure that you clearly understand the scope of the position you want to recruit for. What 

will the volunteer be doing and why? How much time will they need to commit? What do 

you need them to accomplish? How will you attract skilled volunteers and inspire them to 

apply (motivations)? How and who will train and support them?

• Conduct a risk assessment and determine what tools, trainings and support the volunteer 

will need in order to empower them to succeed and to be safe. 

This is the foundation for successful volunteer recruitment and where 

volunteer engagement best practices begin. 



The Purpose of a Volunteer Position Description (PD)

A PD is of equal importance to the organization and the volunteer. 

• It is a tool that is used recruit, screen and select volunteer candidates that would best 

match the requirements and skills needed to be successful.

• It outlines role expectations and instills accountabilities for both parties.

• It can help staff partners monitor performance and evaluate progress that enables them 

step in to provide support or, better yet, celebrate and acknowledge success.

• Volunteer applicants review PDs before applying to self-screen in order to ensure that 

the role is a good fit for their interests, skills, motivations and availability. 



Impact

Describes how the position aligns with and impacts the organizations’ mission, values and goals. 
Reinforce how this role is meaningful to the organization and those served.  

(This is where understanding volunteer motivations come into play)

Example: “Volunteering with Diabetes Canada gives you the chance to contribute to the lives of people affected 
by diabetes—perhaps those close to you, in your community, or even across the country. 

You'll join a team of committed, generous people who are making a difference.”

Example: At SVCHC we have focused on the reason we engage volunteers – achieving the mission of the 
centre of supporting the health and wellbeing of local people through a team and partnership approach 
while giving the volunteer the best possible experience to make an impact”

Highlighting how the position impacts the organization helps to motivate skilled, committed and results-
driven volunteers to apply.



CIBC Run for the Cure – An example of volunteer impact and engagement

Many non-profit organizations enjoy tremendous success thanks to a strong contingent of 

engaged and empowered volunteers. Take for example the CIBC Run for the Cure which is 

organized and executed with very minimal staff involvement.

In 1992, a small group of volunteers began a movement in Toronto’s High Park. That day they brought 

together 1,500 people to raise awareness and $85,000 for breast cancer. This marked the beginning of what 

was to become Canada’s largest single day, volunteer-led event in support of the breast cancer cause, the 

CIBC Run for the Cure. Today, the event has over 85,000 participants and raises $17 million annually in 

communities across Canada. 



Incorporating Risk Assessment into the Position Description

2 Examples from SVCHC



Example PD – Low Risk Position



Example PD – Hi Risk Position



• It’s helpful to create a Volunteer PD Template for consistency

• It’s advisable to at least annually review PDs and update them when needed

• You can include more information such as project location (if off-site) and who their staff partner 

will be (i.e. you will be working in collaboration with the fundraising specialist)

• Respect the PD = respect the volunteer! Don’t assign tasks and responsibilities outside of the scope 

of the agreed upon role or change the role altogether unless mutually agreed.



Questions?

“Unattractive positions will make every other part of 

volunteer management more difficult” (Linda Graff, Best of All, pg. 61)


