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The Hidden Value of Volunteers 
By Abby Monclova, former Director of Volunteer Services, Ronald McDonald House of Winston-Salem, Inc. 

Director of Staff and Volunteer Services/Outfitters4, Inc. 
 
How much would it be worth to your organization if you could add the equivalent of additional staff without 
the full expense of hiring for those positions?  Hold that thought as we explore the link between volunteers 
and funding. 
 
Nonprofit staff are usually surprised to learn that the number one reason a volunteer quits is indeed poor 
management, and not that they don’t have the time, though that may be what they tell the agency directly.  
Why does this happen and why does it matter? 
 
The primary reason this happens is because organizations fail to make the connection between volunteers and 
funding. Volunteers tend to be viewed as “free”, and unfortunately somewhat disposable- and that’s what they 
will always be if priority is not given to proper recruiting and retaining of these essential relationships.  When a 
volunteer is not engaged, and doesn’t return, it’s almost the same as throwing money out the window.  Here’s 
the quick math: volunteers mean money, in many cases, serious money to an organization.  What do I mean by 
that?  The obvious reasons:   1) Volunteers often give where they spend their time (income), and   2) Volunteers 
can provide services an agency would otherwise have to pay for (cost savings).  But the most overlooked reason 
with the greatest potential to impact the organization: They are ALL brand ambassadors for your organization 
(yes, even the “volun-told” high school students who only need 10 hours).  I’ve never met a well-managed 
volunteer who kept all their great experiences to themselves.  Volunteers are conduits to your community’s 
infinite network of funders and supporters.  If upper management realized and remembered this daily potential, 
volunteer managers would be part of every strategic conversation, where they rightly belong.  
 
All volunteers have either an immediate or future impact on your donor base. Volunteers share with their 
friends, families, and circles; they talk about how they spend their time, they share how much they love their 
work and the organization they serve. This power to influence others is often overlooked, yet it’s incredibly 
valuable.  It’s especially overlooked when the volunteer himself doesn’t bring deep pockets.  
 
I managed a particular volunteer who came to our organization like clockwork, every Friday morning.  She 
explicitly told me that she would not be a donor of money, but would be a donor of time.  I thought, “I’ll take 
what I can get”, since I personally really valued “time” donations as a Volunteer Manager.  During her third year, 
when reviewing in-kind donations for our audit, we realized the church that provided the most supplies that 
year was hers.  The volunteer told me every time a Sunday school class brainstormed about community projects, 
she pitched our agency.  That “pitch” turned into a monthly donation for the entire year.  A recommendation 
from her as an experienced volunteer and trusted fellow church member was more impactful than any pitch an 
employee of our agency would ever make.  Notice though, this wasn’t the first, or even second year she 
volunteered; it was her third.  As with any relationship, building trust takes time.  Over time, her church 
members toured our agency, provided episodic volunteer help, and some, even today, still donate both goods 
and money on an ongoing individual basis.  And, who knows what friends of church members have now also 
been influenced to give? That’s what I mean by infinite networks. 
 
Under-valued and under-used volunteers lose interest and don’t come back.  Even worse is when the volunteer 
communicates a bad experience to the community at large, damaging what could have been countless avenues 
of support.  This is costly to the organization in every way.  The Volunteer Manager must be proactive and 
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demonstrate the value of volunteers in a tangible way.  It’s essential for all staff, especially the Executive 
Director, to be on board and to fully understand the value of an active and well managed volunteer program.  
 
Here are some suggestions to get you started: 

• Most importantly, have one person in your organization be responsible for all volunteers.  Even if this 
person has other responsibilities, which is likely in small organizations, keeping volunteers engaged on a 
daily basis should happen FIRST. 

• Audit staff time and work to identify where volunteers can provide more assistance.  Challenge the staff 
regularly about their work time and be relentless in making sure they delegate items a volunteer could 
accomplish. 

• Maintain a spread sheet of typical tasks and time so that you can easily calculate value. 
• Meet regularly with the Executive Director to discuss the volunteer program. Keep him/her apprised of 

successes, needs and changes you see on the horizon. Provide the ED with information they can use 
with the Board about the importance of the volunteer program- letters and stories can be extremely 
helpful in addition to hard data. 

• Report the value of volunteer time on a monthly/quarterly basis to staff and volunteers.  Volunteers like 
to know what they are accomplishing as a group. 

 
Most organizations find that with proper volunteer management, they can enhance “staff” by the equivalent of 
multiple full-time positions. Tracking data is crucial because it proves the value of volunteers and makes the 
business case for training, recognition and retention resources.  These data are also key components for grants 
and other forms of support.  Funders like to see robust use of volunteers; it gives them confidence that the 
organization works efficiently, optimizes available resources and enjoys broad community support.  
 
If you are a Volunteer Manager, it’s your job not only to lead, manage and support your volunteers; it’s also your 
job to ensure that they are appreciated for the incredible value they bring to your organization. Internally, a 
volunteer manager must continually report the value of the volunteer program to other staff and leadership.  
It’s essential that leadership understands the link between volunteers and increased funding.  Once this is 
understood, priorities and resources tend to follow. If you are a Director (meaning the supervisor of a Volunteer 
Manager), make sure your staff person has the tools needed to make volunteer management their first priority, 
every day.  If not, the potential funding for your agency walks away and goes elsewhere in your community.  If 
you don’t engage these volunteers and their funding networks, another agency will. 
 
Abby Bowman Monclova 
Director of Staff and Volunteer Services/Outfitters4, Inc. 
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