Volunteer Recruitment and Retention

Six Steps to Successful Volunteer Recruitment

Be Prepared  
Before approaching a potential volunteer be prepared to explain your campaign’s goal.  It is also helpful if you know specifically what you will ask the volunteer to do.  When possible get as much as possible about the potential volunteer pool you are asking: what self- interest does s/he have in getting involved?  What will motivate her/him?  Who does s/he know?  What are her/his special skills?  Be specific and make the hard ask.   

For example, don't ask "will you help with our GOTV phone bank?"  Instead, be ready to say "We are running phone banks Sunday through Thursday every week for the next four weeks, and we need ten callers per night.  We are asking our organization's strongest supporters to volunteer one night per week to call infrequent voters.  Which night would be best for you?"  Or, “We need people to make phone calls to new voters next week.  Which night would be best for you, Monday or Wednesday?”  

Establish Credibility  
If you are trying to recruit someone you don't know, explain who you are and provide information about your organization.  If they do not know what your organizational goals are, explain them as briefly as possible.  Identify things you have in common with the potential volunteer/volunteers.   Examples:  having previously worked on an issue campaign together, knowing someone in common, or belonging to the same organization.
Listen  
It is important that you determine what will interest the person in volunteering, and where s/he can best fit in.  Unless you already know the volunteer well, draw her/him out with questions and establish a rapport.  Find out each person's special skills so you can use them effectively.  For example, if someone is a database expert, consider yourself very fortunate and take advantage of those Excel skills.  Likewise, if someone does not have the physical strength to walk for 4 hours straight, do not assign them to a door canvas.
Give Reasons For Involvement 
Time is valuable, so it is important that you let the potential volunteer know why it is important for them to volunteer and how they involvement will help make a difference.  When doing this always go back to your organizational goals.  For example, "We are leading a campaign to get more than 20,000 African Americans out to vote this year.  For many, this will be their first time voting.  There is a lot of misinformation about the voting process-- it's our job to make sure that they are registered, informed of their voting rights, and know where to their polling location.” 
 It's also important to provide a reason for the potential volunteer to say yes to the specific volunteer activity: 
"If we can fill the phones next week, we will be able to call 1,000 more infrequent voters and encourage them to vote.  That will finish the 5,000 person target list we need to reach this month" or "Research shows that face to face contact is the best way to encourage someone to get out to vote – if you canvass in your precinct, you could be responsible for bringing another 50-100 people to the polls."  
Be sure to explain why their participation will make a difference.  
Get a Specific Commitment  
Don't have a general, open-ended conversation.  Ask them to do a specific task, and get a commitment for a specific day and time.  Once you get a commitment, write it down along with the volunteer’s contact information.  Be sure to clarify the next steps.  Make sure to restate where and when he/she is volunteering.  The actual act of asking someone to volunteer to do a specific task is the most important step to success in recruiting volunteers.  
Follow Up 
Do not expect people to meet their commitments unless you follow up.  Even the best intentioned, best organized volunteers forget, or come up against a conflict.  To coordinate volunteers, you need to be very organized: keep track of each volunteer's commitments and remind them as the activity gets closer.  Review the specific details of where and when, and restate why their participation is important.  Remember the rules of GOTV – people respond best after three or more contacts.  So calling volunteers multiple times is the best way to get them out there.
Tips for Effective Volunteer Retention

Once a volunteer comes in the door, you need to make sure you treat them well and they keep coming back. Here are some tips for good volunteer retention:

Maintain A Volunteer Tracker 

Make sure you are writing down their name and all contact information as well as when they are usually available to work (weekday mornings, weekend days, weekday evenings, etc.).

Confirm Volunteers the Day Before Their Shift

This allows you to have an accurate count.  If you do not reach them the first time, call back!

Have Volunteers Sign In When They Come In

This lets you know who actually shows up, even when lots of people are coming into your office to volunteer.  You should always call those who do not show up to make sure they aren’t lost.

Train Your Volunteers Well

Whether its phone banking, voter registration, data entry, or canvassing, a brief training will be essential for new volunteers and a good refresher for experienced ones. 

Check-in with Them During the Shift

Make sure you are asking how things are going and switching people to new tasks as they become bored or discouraged.  This helps to create a good volunteer experience. 

Make Sure You Are Working Along With The Volunteers 

No one will feel motivated to make phone calls if they see you are surfing the internet.  This is never acceptable. 

De-Brief With Volunteers After The Shift

Make sure to get an accurate report, ask them how it went, and ask them if they liked what they were doing.

Ask Them To Volunteer Again

No one should ever leave your office without being asked to volunteer again. Do not wait to follow up with a call.  A face-to-face ask is much more powerful.  Schedule them on the spot. 

Thank Them
Make sure that you let your volunteers know that their hard work is appreciated. 

The Top Reasons Why Volunteers DO NOT Return

They Don’t Feel It Is Worth Their Time

Volunteers are as busy as you are. Make sure they know their time is well spent. 

No One Asked Them

If you don’t ask, you won’t know. Even the best volunteers might not go out of their way to reschedule themselves. 

No One Explained Why It Is Important

Make sure they understand that they are a part of a larger movement.  

They Are Uncomfortable Doing What You Have Asked Them To Do

Some people don’t like phone calls. Some people don’t like to door knock.  Some people don’t like data entry.  Some people don’t like registering voters. While we should always push people’s comfort zones and help them understand the importance of all of these things, make sure you are giving people tasks they are willing to do.

You Have Asked Them To Do Something You Wouldn’t Do Yourself

You should never ask a volunteer to do something just because you don’t want to do it. It is simply unacceptable. 

They Feel Overwhelmed With The Task And Goals

Don’t let your volunteers get burned out.   Make sure their goals are reasonable and you are constantly checking in. 

Expectations Change

It is important that you create consistency for your volunteers.  Have phone banks start at the same time every week.  Have voter registration goals be the same in the same amount of time. 

The Volunteer Environment Is Unwelcoming

This is the top reason to keep your office clean, organized, and welcoming.
No One Recognizes Their Contribution

Thank them. Again and again and again and again.  Then call them afterwards and thank them some more.  
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