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Thinking Ahead - 
Valuing Your Volunteer Programme

Lessons From the Past

With the end of COVID-19 restric�ons in sight and a recession looming, now is 
the �me to think ahead and plan for the future of your post COVID-19 
volunteer programme and to consider how it can support your organisa�on 
both now and in the future.

But before looking to the future, let’s take a quick look at some of the lessons 
from past crises and recessions and their effect on public par�cipa�on in 
volunteering. Interes�ngly, much of the research reports that levels of ci�zen 
par�cipa�on are nega�vely affected. However, at the outset of a crisis, 
emergency or recession we generally witness an outpouring of support with 
many people looking to volunteer to help those in need. As �me passes many 
people begin to focus their energy inward and concentrate on ge�ng 
themselves and their families through the hard �mes. Unsurprisingly, during an 
economic downturn, civic organisa�ons o�en receive funding cuts and see a 
decrease in dona�ons, which result in less available resources to the 
organisa�on. At the same �me many organisa�ons see a significant increase in 
demand for their services which when combined with decreased income can 
lead to overstretched services and diminished staff capacity.

Fortunately, experience shows that organisa�ons with long-standing, high 
quality, vibrant volunteer programmes find it easier to retain and recruit 
volunteers. People are more likely to remain with or return to a well-managed, 
high quality volunteer programme where they have a personal rela�onship and 
where they know their �me, skills and talents will be appreciated and put to 
good use suppor�ng the organisa�on’s clients and wider mission. An 
experienced volunteer manager plays a key role here as they have the 
knowledge and capabili�es to ensure that volunteer programmes and 
volunteers are informed, mo�vated, trained and ready to support organisa�ons 
as they adapt to new ways of working. A volunteer manager already embedded 
in an organisa�on is an added benefit – having established personal 
rela�onships across the organisa�on, an understanding of its services, 
programmes and client needs along with an apprecia�on of organisa�onal 
culture, values and ethos.

https://www.volunteer.ie/


When we think about a volunteer programme, we tend to think about the 
prac�cal support’s volunteers provide for our services, programmes and events. 
But let’s consider what else they bring to the table, the things that represent 
what might be considered as the true value of volunteering or the essen�al role 
of volunteers. For me where volunteers are essen�al and show their true value 
is the extra �me they give us while staff are ge�ng on with the day-to-day 
management and direct provision of services. It’s the extra �me to make a new 
client feel welcome, the extra �me to pa�ently point a visitor in the right 
direc�on for the 100th �me in a day, the extra �me to listen to someone who is 
struggling, the extra �me to encourage an athlete on the sports field, the extra 
�me and pa�ence to show a new learner how to connect with loved ones using 
technology, the extra �me to share a laugh and a cuppa with someone who 
needs a friend…and so the list goes on. In addi�on, it is worth reflec�ng on the 
dual role volunteers play as community ambassadors, poli�cal advocates, 
fundraisers and even perhaps as donors themselves. With this in mind, you 
might even consider your volunteer programme as a first line of defence against 
the possible nega�ve impacts of a crises or recession on your organisa�on.

To ensure your post-COVID-19 volunteer programme con�nues to be as vibrant 
as it has always been, now is the �me to maintain regular communica�on with 
your volunteers, to consider new and innova�ve ways they can be engaged 
either virtually or with social distancing guidelines in place, to look at how they 
might need to be trained and upskilled so they can confidently and effec�vely 
meet the challenges of their new or altered roles and support the new 
demands placed on your organisa�on.  

Evidence shows that following a crisis there is a reduc�on in formal 
volunteering through organisa�ons and a rise in informal volunteering in 
communi�es. In order to re-engage the public in more formal volunteering with 
established organisa�ons it is important to offer flexible volunteer 
opportuni�es preferably over short �me periods. People also tend to engage 
more easily in task-based roles where they can commit to suppor�ng a specific 
element of a project for a defined period of �me.

To support your volunteer programme in returning to the new normal a�er 
COVID-19 we have provided an ac�on plan below containing some key 
outcomes, ac�vi�es and key performance indicators that might benefit you and 
your volunteer programme as you prepare for our post-COVID-19 world.  The 
ac�on plan includes looking at streamlining your organisa�on’s recruitment and 
selec�on process; iden�fying and developing new virtual, flexible, short-term, 
bite-size or task-based roles; surveying your volunteers to assess their skills and 
qualifica�ons; conduc�ng risk assessments on roles in rela�on to COVID-19 
related guidelines and so on.

Reflec�ng on the True Value of Volunteers

Looking to the future



Volunteer Programme 
COVID-19 Sample Ac�on Plan

This Sample Volunteer Programme Ac�on Plan 
has been developed to illustrate the types of 
outcomes, outputs and ac�vi�es that may be 
relevant in long standing volunteer programmes 
both now and post-COVID-19. We hope it will 
be helpful in providing areas of work that may 
need a�en�on at this �me and can guide you 
when presen�ng a plan of ac�on for your 
volunteer programme to your organisa�on’s 
management and Board members.

You may find the ac�vi�es outlined below are 
more or less relevant to your organisa�on at 
this �me. Ul�mately it is up to you to decide 
when and how you might put these items in 
place and what works best for your volunteer 
programme and your organisa�on.

*Please note: the numbers used are for example only and are not based on an exis�ng volunteer programme

In developing your Ac�on Plan there are a few 
key ques�ons to be asked: How can your 
organisa�on’s volunteer programme stay 
relevant and valid now and in the coming 
months? Are there new ways volunteers can be 
engaged in order to ensure the volunteer 
programme remains an integral part of the 
overall organisa�on e.g. virtual, flexible, 
short-term, task-based, micro volunteering? 
What types of upskilling needs to be completed 
at this �me? What core policies, documents, 
processes and procedures can be reviewed, 
updated and developed to ensure your 
organisa�on’s volunteer programme is mee�ng 
best prac�ce guidelines and standards?

Download the editable version of this Ac�on 
Plan to use for your own volunteer programme.

Outcome Outputs/Ac�vi�es Key Performance Indicator (KPI)

1. Develop and 
update new and 
pre-COVID-19 
volunteer roles to 
respond to 
emergency

1.1 Iden�fy new volunteer 
roles

3 x new virtual roles iden�fied e.g. virtual group chats, 1-1 online 
befriending, capturing oral histories, virtual skills, classes, 
workouts for clients led by or with volunteer engagement

3 new short-term, flexible, task-based volunteer roles iden�fied

1.2 Iden�fy and update 
pre-COVID-19 volunteer 
roles to meet relevant 
na�onal guidelines in 
rela�on to COVID-19

3 x pre-COVID-19 volunteer roles iden�fied and updated to 
comply with na�onal guidelines 

1.3 Conduct volunteer 
survey to iden�fy current 
volunteers’ professional 
skills, experience, 
qualifica�ons, 
cer�fica�ons and other 
interests.

Survey developed and sent to x 100 volunteers

Survey responses x 50 volunteers

Survey analysed and report completed recommending x 3 
volunteers and x 3 new volunteer roles (short-term, flexible or 
virtual) unique to volunteer skills, experience, qualifica�ons and 
cer�fica�ons iden�fied via survey. Sample skills, roles and 
experience might include: training and development; exper�se in 
policy development, risk analysis or GDPR; building remote 
working systems; communica�ons and upda�ng webpages and 
marke�ng materials. Volunteers may also have other areas of 
interest, so� skills or work and life experience that may be 
relevant and applicable to developing new roles

1.4 Conduct volunteer 
role risk assessments

Conduct minimum x 9 volunteer role risk assessments (including 
GDPR and H&S) on new and updated volunteer roles

Control measures implemented to reduce risks for all new and 
updated roles

https://www.volunteer.ie/organisations/engage-volunteers-from-home/
https://www.volunteer.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Volunteer-Programme-Sample-COVID-19-Action-Plan.docx


Outcome Outputs/Ac�vi�es Key Performance Indicator (KPI)

2. Professional 
development of 
Volunteer Manager 
and upskilling of 
volunteers 

1.5 Recruitment of 
volunteers for new and 
amended volunteer roles

Re-evaluate and streamline current recruitment and screening 
process to reduce any unnecessary steps and administra�on

50 x current volunteers re-engaged in new roles

30 x new volunteers recruited to fill new and updated roles 

1.6 Development and 
delivery of training to 
volunteers in new and 
updated roles

Iden�fy key areas of training to be delivered in rela�on to 
COVID-19

Iden�fy key training and cer�fica�ons that can be taken online 
and at home by volunteers

30 x new volunteers trained

50 x current volunteers upskilled and re-trained

2.2 A�endance at VI’s 
COVID-19 webinars for 
Volunteer Managers

A�end x 2 webinars a month

2.3 Iden�fy training areas 
and courses relevant to 
responding to the current 
COVID-19 emergency  

Volunteer Manager to iden�fy and upskill in at least two of the 
following areas in rela�on to COVID-19 e.g. Garda Ve�ng, GDPR, 
Health & Safety, Risk assessment.

Volunteer Manager to iden�fy free online training  e.g Google 
Marke�ng Hub, LinkedIn Learning, Fetch Courses etc. A�end x 2 
relevant online courses in the following areas e.g. Counselling, 
mindfulness, social media, visual design using Adobe Photoshop, 
�me management.

Volunteer Manager to research Health & Safety Authority website 
to iden�fy relevant materials and courses for a�endance in 
rela�on to COVID-19 for both volunteer manager and volunteers.

Volunteer Manager and all volunteers to complete the following 
World Health Organisa�on online cer�fied training e.g.

1 x WHO training – Standard precau�ons: Hand hygiene
1 x WHO training – How to put on and remove personal 
protec�ve equipment
1 x WHO training – Health and safety briefing for respiratory 
diseases

2.1 A�endance at VI’s 
weekly coffee morning for 
Volunteer Managers

A�end x 2 coffee mornings a month

3. Alignment of 
volunteer 
programme with 
Inves�ng in 
Volunteers Quality 
Standard 

3.1 Begin the 
self-assessment process 
for Inves�ng in Volunteers 
(IiV) -  the na�onal quality 
standard for best prac�ce 
in volunteer management

Download the IiV quality standard and read through Volunteer 
Ireland’s short informa�on session on IiV and the steps in the 
accredita�on process

Fill out the Inves�ng in Volunteers (IiV) self-assessment for your 
volunteer programme

Iden�fy gaps in best prac�ce in your volunteer programme. 
Create a development plan based on filling these gaps. Download 
the IiV development plan

3.2 Develop an 
ethos/value statement 
around the involvement 
of volunteers in your 
organisa�on

Develop your organisa�on’s ethos statement around the 
involvement of volunteers in your organisa�on in collabora�on 
with CEO, senior management, staff suppor�ng volunteers and 
lead volunteers to ensure ethos is supported at all levels.

https://www.volunteer.ie/services/training-for-vios/training-calendar/
https://www.eventbrite.ie/e/volunteer-managers-online-coffee-break-tickets-102418839506
https://volunteer.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/The_IiV_Standard.pdf
https://www.volunteer.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Investing_In_Volunteers_Information_Session.pdf
https://www.volunteer.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/IIVSelfAssessmentBlankChecklist.doc
https://www.volunteer.ie/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Investing_In_Volunteers_Development_Plan.doc


Further Support

Volunteer Ireland provides a range of 
supports for volunteer managers including:

Guides & Resources
Training & Webinars
Networking Opportuni�es
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Further Support

Volunteer Ireland provides a range of 
supports for volunteer managers including:

Outcome Outputs/Ac�vi�es Key Performance Indicator (KPI)

3.3. Diversity monitoring Decide when and how diversity monitoring of your volunteer 
programme will be conducted e.g. a survey of current volunteers 
on an annual basis or a survey upon applica�on to volunteer.

Develop diversity monitoring survey ques�ons gathering 
informa�on on gender, age, race, employment status, caring 
status, ethnicity and so on. Send survey to volunteers.

Analyse survey and develop report iden�fying groups not 
currently included in your programme, how you will priori�se 
reaching these groups and a plan for engaging with these groups 
over a 3-year period. 

Update volunteer webpages and documenta�on to reflect 
diversity of gender, age, race etc.

3.5 Review and update of 
induc�on, training and 
support provided to 
volunteers

Review and update volunteer induc�on and training process, 
checklists and content. 

Review and update support and supervision provided to 
volunteers in-line with new and updated COVID-19 related roles.

Develop and conduct an annual survey to gather sa�sfac�on 
ra�ngs and insights into your volunteer programme.

Develop a volunteer exit survey to gather impact data on the 
volunteer’s experience, skills learned, sa�sfac�on with volunteer 
role etc. while with the organisa�on.

3.6 Volunteer Policy 
update

Review and update the organisa�on’s Volunteer Policy in-line 
with each of the 46 prac�ces outlined in the IiV Quality Standard 
document. Policy to be signed off by Board and to include next 
date when policy will be reviewed and updated.

3.4 Development and 
support of volunteer roles

Develop, review and update all current and new volunteer role 
descrip�ons in-line with COVID-19.

Conduct risk assessments on all new and updated roles in-line 
with COVID-19 guidelines.

Contact organisa�on insurance company with new and updated 
volunteer role �tles and details to ensure coverage under 
organisa�on’s insurance policy.

Update GDPR guidelines to ensure all new and updated volunteer 
roles are evaluated to ensure they meet GDPR legisla�on 
requirements. Ensure all volunteer informa�on con�nues to be 
held in-line with GDPR legisla�on.

Update Garda Ve�ng policy to include new and updated 
volunteer roles to ensure safety of clients, volunteers and 
organisa�on.

https://www.volunteer.ie/
https://www.volunteer.ie/services/training-for-vios/training-calendar/
https://www.volunteer.ie/resources/factsheets-and-guides/
https://www.eventbrite.ie/e/volunteer-managers-online-coffee-break-tickets-102418839506

