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16 tips in recruiting adult volunteers
10 May 2006
by Jason Scott
Recruiting the right people for the right program requires a commitment of time, energy, creativity and
persistence, as well as a well-considered plan.
According to the Center for Intergenerational Learning at Temple University, effective practices include:
1. Decide on the characteristics you want your volunteers to have
Think about the goals of your project, the strengths and needs of the population it will be serving, and the
activities the volunteers will be engaged in with families and youth.
Consider the physical and time demands of your program. Factor in the requirements of grants that may be
funding your program, including possible time limits on age, gender or place of residence.
2. Develop a checklist of the most important requirements
The checklist you develop for your volunteer requirements will probably contain similar categories. When
writing the volunteer job description, you might not choose to include all of the items you have checked off
on your list. However, you should develop an application and interview process that helps you assess
whether potential volunteers meet all the requirements.
3. Identify the barriers that may deter people from volunteering, which may include:
C ultural m yths and pe rce ptions that old age is a tim e for re lax ation, not le arning or contribution.
Lack of confide nce in the ir ability to contribute -- inability to translate the ir life e x pe rie nce s and sk ills to a
particular program 's ne e ds.
Fe ar about safe ty, such as having to use public transportation, go into a strange r's hom e , and conce rns about
drugs and crim e associate d with te e ns or low-incom e populations.
Physical lim itations, such as illne sse s or lack of e ne rgy.
Financial issue s, including conce rns that e x pe nse s associate d with volunte e ring m ay strain the ir alre ady lim ite d
financial re source s.
Difficultie s with transportation.
C om pe tition for volunte e rs is ye t anothe r obstacle ; it is lik e ly that m any othe r organizations are trying to re cruit
the sam e "volunte e r-m inde d" olde r adults that you are targe ting. In addition, baby boom e rs are staying in the
work force longe r, or re turning to it afte r re tire m e nt, thus lim iting the tim e the y have available to volunte e r.

4. Think about what could motivate elderly people to volunteer for your programme.
Identify ways to address some of the barriers and encourage older adults to volunteer. For example, they
might be interested in volunteering because it will give them the opportunity to:
Incre ase the ir satisfaction with life by participating in an e njoyable and re warding e x pe rie nce .
Incre ase the ir se nse of conne ction to the com m unity.
Fe e l productive .
Addre ss a social issue in a way that is consiste nt with pe rsonal value s.
Use the ir sk ills and share the ir e x pe rie nce s, inte re sts and k nowle dge .
Le arn ne w sk ills.
Le arn m ore about youth.
Mak e ne w frie nds through the volunte e r e x pe rie nce .
Le ave a le gacy for the younge r ge ne ration.
Also ide ntify ways to addre ss logistical barrie rs such as transportation and the pe rce ive d e x pe nse of
volunte e ring. W ill volunte e rs be se rving in a location that is e asily acce ssible to the ir hom e s? C an the program
provide any financial ince ntive s to he lp cove r the volunte e rs' out-of-pock e t e x pe nse s?

5. Develop a recruitment message that "sells your program."
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What is it about your program's mission, goals and population of participants that you can "sell" in order to
attract volunteers? In developing your message, consider:
Motivations for volunte e ring.
Volunte e rs' role s and re sponsibilitie s (including the le ngth of tim e the y will be e x pe cte d to participate ).
Be ne fits of se rving in your program . The se could range from be ne fits to socie ty (m ak ing a diffe re nce ,
stre ngthe ning a com m unity) to the volunte e rs' se lf-inte re st (le arning ne w sk ills, acquiring ne w k nowle dge ,
m e e ting ne w pe ople ) to stipe nds (if any). Be sure to include inform ation about the training and ongoing support
volunte e rs will re ce ive .

6. Create recruitment materials that will catch people's attention.
A recruitment message can be adapted for a wide range of materials, from flyers and brochures to videos
and websites. Be sure your print and other media materials reflect the feel and quality of your program:
Make sure all materials convey the sense of professional expertise and purpose appropriate to the project.
Use attractive graphics that draw attention to the materials, and include your agency logo.
Consider the audience when creating materials. Use language that is familiar to them. Make sure fonts are
large enough for older adults to read comfortably. Choose colors that will be inviting to your target
recruits. When appropriate, translate posters and materials into languages other than English (and be
sure someone carefully checks the translation).
When possible, use photographs and narratives to convey a sense of the program participants and
volunteers. However, don't use images or stories that are sad or discouraging. Portraits of your program
should be inviting, and convey a sense of excitement, hope, and purpose. Be sure the photographs reflect
the diversity of the pool of potential volunteers.
To ensure that your materials are appropriate and appealing, always have someone who is representative
of the people you are targeting for recruitment review a draft and give you feedback.
7. Plan presentations that put a personal "face" on your programme.
When giving presentations to recruit volunteers use some of the following strategies to make your
program less anonymous and the potential recruits less able to "hide" behind their own anonymity.
Let people see the problem their volunteer work will address. People want to make a difference and are
often motivated by their heart to volunteer. Use videos, success stories, and photographs to show the
social problems the volunteers will address.
Bring along an articulate, older volunteer who can share his or her experiences. If your program is just
starting up, but is modeled after another program, you may be able to have a volunteer in that program
accompany you to some presentations and convey his/her excitement.
Conduct smaller, more intimate presentations. Though in some ways less efficient, presentations to small
groups (less than 20) often work better than large group presentations because they reduce the
possibility of anonymity among members of the audience.
Actively involve your audience. Engage potential recruits in dialogue, asking questions such as "How many
of you are parents or grandparents?" "How many of you have ever known a child with a disability?" "How
many teens in this city, would you guess, can't read a newspaper?" You can also engage the audience in
brief activities, perhaps an example of one you use in training. This kind of interaction helps get people
away from the "anonymity trap."
Have materials that people can take home with them. These should include volunteer job descriptions,
flyers/posters, application forms, general agency literature, and copies of any local or national news
articles about the project.
Allow time after presentations to interact informally with the people who have attended. Have
refreshments available -- it encourages people to stay and talk.
Give people something to remember you by. For example, a pencil, key chain, or refrigerator magnet
imprinted with the name of your agency or organization.
Never walk away from a meeting where you have given a talk without getting the names and contact
information of those who are interested. Pass around an attendance sheet for people to sign who want to
receive more information.
If possible, take applications and ask those who know they are interested to complete them on the spot.
Be sure you get back to interested applicants within a week.
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8. Use a range of recruitment strategies to reach volunteers.
Strate gie s for re cruiting range from the uncom plicate d and cost-fre e to the m ore com ple x and re lative ly
ine x pe nsive . The se include :
W ord of m outh.
Dire ct m ail. Have pe rsonal le tte rs writte n by your age ncy, se nt through othe r organizations such as local civic
associations, com m unity groups, and local chapte rs of the AAR P (Am e rican Association of R e tire d Pe rsons).
Inform ation table s at com m unity e ve nts.
Pre se ntations to com m unity groups.
R e cruitm e nt m e als. The se could be potluck dinne rs or bre ak fasts that include pre se ntations about your program .
Flye rs, poste rs and brochure s. Be sure the flye rs are 8 1/2" by 11" so that the y can be e asily m aile d or poste d
on bulle tin boards.
Article s or pre ss re le ase s in local and com m unity ne wspape rs. Tak e advantage of the fact that com m unity
ne wspape rs are unde rstaffe d and are look ing for good copy. W rite a one - or two-page pre ss re le ase de scribing
your program and the ne e d for volunte e rs, and include a high-quality black and white photograph.
O the r organizations' ne wsle tte rs. Ask re ligious institutions and re le vant local age ncie s and organizations to run
your pre ss re le ase in m ate rials the y se nd out to the ir m e m be rs.
Pre se ntations on local cable te le vision shows. Look for program m ing that is aim e d at the particular audie nce you
are trying to re ach.
Public se rvice announce m e nts (PSAs). Se nd te le vision stations a re ady-m ade clip, 30 se conds to one m inute
long. C re ate radio PSAs that are 20, 30, 45, or 60 se conds in le ngth, and se nd the m to stations or program s
that your pote ntial volunte e rs or the ir re lative s are lik e ly to liste n to.
W e b page s. During re cruitm e nt drive s, have your m e ssage poste d on we bsite s that are lik e ly place s to be visite d
by olde r adults or the ir re lative s. Possibilitie s include the AAR P we bsite or a local daily pape r's site s. Be sure your
re cruitm e nt m e ssage is m ark e d "Ne w!"

9. Start with what's in front of you.
Recruitment is all about relationships. Think about who you already know. Brainstorm with co-workers
about strategies for recruitment. Survey staff, board members, and volunteers to find out what
organizations they are or have been involved with -- as members or board members or in some other
capacity -- that might be a good connection for your recruitment efforts.
Think of everyone connected to your program as an assistant recruiter. Staff, volunteers, board members,
trainers and consultants all have seen the program at work, and, with prompting, will translate their
enthusiasm for the project into recruitment of senior friends and family members.
Current volunteers can be your most effective recruiters. Ask them to talk to their peers about the benefits
they have received by being part of the program, and make sure they have the resources (such as extra
program materials) they need to recruit. You can formalize this approach by giving them "assignments"
such as generating one new volunteer applicant every six months.
You can also find recruiters outside of your program. Have the clergy at your church, synagogue or mosque
-- or the clergy of your volunteers -- make a statement of support for the program. Use your wider social
network. Enlist your relatives, friends and professional acquaintances, especially those who work at social
service agencies or those who have connections to your desired group of volunteers.
10. Cast a wide net.
Do broad outreach to raise awareness of your program in the community. Developing connections with
organizations that have credibility with the groups you are targeting can help your program gain visibility
and access to those groups.
11. Target your recruitment efforts.
Identify the specific community agencies, institutions, and other groups that are most likely to help connect
you with potential volunteers. The following steps can help you build on these initial contacts:
Take the time to establish relationships with the most promising agencies and institutions. Request
assistance from appropriate agency staff on the best way to publicize the project to their older
constituents. One way to get them actively involved is to obtain commitments from them to provide a
certain number of volunteers from their membership and to identify them as "partners" in all publicity. This
approach can help you recruit groups of volunteers, but be aware that some "turf" issues may surface if
your agency or program is "competing" with your potential partner agency to provide similar services.
Meet with formal and informal community leaders, including block captains, activists, clergy and local
politicians. "Sell" the program to them. Invite them to an event or to be part of the program advisory
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board.
Target geographically to neighborhood senior centers or high-rises and housing projects where many
seniors live. Offer to give a talk as part of a committee or governance meeting.
Request that a church or synagogue "adopt" your program. If that occurs, and a significant percentage of
your volunteers are from that congregation, you can hold trainings and program events in its building. Be
sure to give the church or synagogue public recognition for its "adoption."
In addition, target mailing and outreach efforts to populations that are already interested in doing the
work of your program or working with the population you are serving, or are generally interested in
volunteering.
Other Issues to Consider:
12. Recruit more people than you actually need.
Assume that approximately 25 percent of the people who show some interest in your program will not
follow through, that a significant number of those who do will not be appropriate for the program, and that
some of those who are appropriate will drop out during training.
13. Pay attention to timing.
Recruitment may need to be ongoing throughout the duration of the program if attrition is high. (Some
attrition is normal in all volunteer programs.) However, most recruitment is likely to be accomplished during
one or two major drives each year. Fall and spring are usually the best times for recruitment drives, but
what is most important is to minimize the lag between recruitment and program start-up -- otherwise you
may lose interested applicants. Once people are recruited and screened, begin training with little delay,
and get the new volunteers involved in program activities as soon as possible.
14. Be sure your agency is ready to provide good customer service.
W hile re cruiting volunte e rs, be sure your organization is re ady to re spond to the pe ople who are inte re ste d
e nough to contact you for m ore inform ation or to apply.Your age ncy should always be pre pare d to re spond to
inquirie s from pote ntial volunte e rs, e ve n during pe riods whe n you m ay not be active ly re cruiting. The re fore :
Have som e one on your staff who is spe cifically re sponsible for re sponding to initial te le phone inquirie s.
De ve lop guide line s for the staff m e m be r to follow.
Have m ate rials re ady to m ail to pe ople who call.
Be re ady to follow up. If a calle r com ple te s and re turns an application, be pre pare d to tak e the ne x t ste ps.

15. Avoid the first "warm body" syndrome.
It is tempting to accept every applicant who wishes to volunteer for your program, but it would be a
mistake. Not everyone will meet the requirements you have identified as necessary for serving effectively.
Use a screening process that includes tools such as:
A writte n application
A face -to-face inte rvie w
R e fe re nce s
C rim inal re cord and child abuse che ck s (re quire d in m any state s for anyone who work s with childre n or youth)
Som e program s also use the ir training se ssions as a part of the scre e ning proce ss, particularly be cause the
trainings pre se nt an opportunity to se e how pote ntial volunte e rs inte ract in a group se tting. De pe nding upon the
proje ct, a physical e x am ination m ight also be part of the scre e ning. W he n the scre e ning proce ss re ve als that an
applicant is not appropriate for a particular proje ct, offe r that pe rson anothe r volunte e r assignm e nt in your
age ncy, or e ncourage the volunte e r to apply at a partne r age ncy that would we lcom e the pe rson's particular
sk ills.

16. Be patient and persistent.
Recruiting is almost always a challenge -- talking to dozens or even hundreds of people may only result in
a few recruits. Don't take the frustration personally. Continue to be diligent and creative in your
recruitment efforts. And also be sure to get support for yourself from other staff and peers.
Context
The decision to volunteer is usually a two-step process -- a person thinks generally about becoming a
volunteer and then a "trigger event" transforms this general thought into concrete action. The "trigger" is
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often something very simple: someone they know asks them to volunteer in a specific role, or they learn
about an opportunity through an organization to which they belong. This two-step process suggests that
it is important to create broad local visibility and name recognition, so that when people are ready to
volunteer they will know who you are, and to target your recruitment, so you are asking people who are
ready to volunteer.
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