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Reimagining Service Supporter,
After more than five years, we have concluded that the original purpose of Reimagining Service has been
achieved and therefore, we will sunset the current work of the Reimagining Service Council.
Reimagining Service was established in 2009 as a time-bound campaign to increase social impact through
effective volunteer engagement across all sectors. We were designed with the intent of bringing new insight,
information and people into the conversation regarding volunteer engagement, but planned to exit once the
work was seeded. We believe that time has come. Over the past five years, Reimagining Service has sought
to “convert good intentions into greater impact” and has inspired new research and practices as well as
several initiatives that have changed the way organizations from all sectors are engaging volunteers, including
the Civic 50 and the Nonprofit Service Enterprise Initiative.
In celebration of the closure of our effort, we have assembled a report that details the Reimagining Service
principles, our observations regarding emerging volunteer trends in the various sectors, and our thoughts
regarding the opportunities that still exist to further deepen volunteer engagement. Moving forward, Points
of Light will maintain public access to the Reimagining Service resources, including research, case studies,
and toolkits, through the Reimagining Service website: www.ReimaginingService.org. We encourage you to
continue to access and leverage the materials available on the website.
We wish to express appreciation to all the Reimagining Service Council members and volunteers who
contributed their intellectual capital, professional skills and networks, and who applied their passion to the
cause of improving volunteer impact.
Reimagining Service thanks Points of Light and the Presidio Institute for hosting our operations during the
campaign, as well as the generosity of our funders: Bank of America, Deloitte, and Gap Inc. We also want
to thank the White House Office of Social Innovation and Civic Participation and the Corporation for National
and Community Service for their steadfast support and encouragement of our efforts. And last but not least,
we are thankful to the thousands of organizations and individuals that have embraced the Reimagining
Service principles and look forward to continuing to watch and learn from your efforts to change the way
organizations think about volunteers.
When we started this journey, we recognized that significant change wouldn’t happen overnight. As
Reimagining Service ends this phase of its journey, we are encouraged by the significant progress that has
been made in the last five years. We remain convinced that there is opportunity to not just get more out of
volunteering, but to build stronger organizations that can scale and better address community priorities. This
enhanced capacity, in turn, translates into the ultimate goal of those working in the social sector: creating
greater impact. Parties from all sectors have a part to play in this evolution, and the actions of each will
strengthen those of the others. Volunteers have already improved many lives. Day by day, through changes
that are both practical and inspired, volunteering has the potential to accomplish even more.
In service,

Bobbi Silten						Kaira Esgate
Reimagining Service Council Chair			
Executive Director, Reimagining Service
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WHAT IS REIMAGINING SERVICE?
overview

Reimagining Service is a multi-sector coalition dedicated to increasing social impact through effective
volunteer engagement. The work of Reimagining Service is guided by a national, multi-sector Council,
and our work is further influenced by the hundreds of organizations and individuals who have joined us in
championing high-impact volunteer strategies.
Through our work, we inspire leaders from all sectors to rethink their engagement of volunteers as a strategic
way to drive their organizations’ community impact. We seek to increase the impact of volunteers through:
• Practice – Inspiring organizations to leverage volunteers more fully and strategically, and engage
volunteers as part of their core operations.
• Research – Supporting and disseminating research aimed at highlighting effective volunteer engagement
practices and policies and their impact on the core mission of the organization.
• Funding – Engaging funders in recognizing that volunteerism and civic engagement are cost effective
strategies that help community organizations accomplish their missions, and therefore merit their
financial support.

making the case

Further, Reimagining Service seeks to shift the mindset of organizations and individuals regarding the
value of volunteers. Rather than viewing volunteers as a “nice to do” or limiting volunteer roles to traditional
functions, we highlight compelling data and exemplary organizations to demonstrate that strategic volunteer
engagement is a strategic and cost-effective approach to building organizational capacity.

reimagining service council

Through the years, the Reimagining Service
Council has been an important group of
thought leaders, practitioners, and researchers
who have lent their professional expertise and
resources to helping us shift the conversation
regarding the importance of strategic volunteer
engagement. This cross-sector group includes
leaders from the nonprofit, public, and
corporate sectors, in addition to corporate and
private funders.
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STORY OF THE COALITION
The story of Reimagining Service begins in the spring of 2009 with the signing of the Edward M. Kennedy
Serve America Act. This landmark legislation called for the dramatic growth of service and volunteer
opportunities to address key social issues. Inspired by the call to service that resulted from the Act, five
conveners (CaliforniaVolunteers, Deloitte, Gap Inc., Points of Light, and ServiceNation) representing the
nonprofit, public, and private sectors launch Reimagining Service with the strong belief that there was
opportunity to deepen the impact of volunteers.
After surveying 300 nonprofits and conducting an extensive literature review, the Reimagining Service Task
Force convened for the first time following the 2009 National Conference on Volunteering and Service. The
Task Force was formed with the intent to bring data and insights to the conversation about matching and
engaging volunteers with opportunities that meet their interests, leverage their skills, but, most importantly,
have a positive impact on the community.
In October 2009, a Reimagining Service report was released to coincide with the Presidential Forum on
Service at the George H.W. Bush Library in College Station, Texas. This report called for a multi-sector
approach to further develop volunteer capacity in all sectors.
At the 2010 National Conference on Volunteering and Service, Commongood Careers, Deloitte, the Taproot
Foundation, and TCC Group release four Reimagining Service research projects that provide additional
perspective on volunteering in the nonprofit and corporate sectors. Additionally, the term service enterprise
is coined; a service enterprise is an organization that fundamentally leverages volunteers and their skills to
successfully deliver on the social mission of the organization.
Later in 2010, a decision was made to formalize the operations of Reimagining Service. A national Council is
formed with representatives from multiple sectors involved with volunteerism. The coalition seeks to increase
the impact of volunteers through practice, research, and funding. The Council also identifies four principles to
guide its work. Further, an executive director is hired and operations are hosted by Points of Light.
In 2012, Reimagining Service established the Bank of America Service Leadership Fellows Program through
a generous multi-year grant from Bank of America. The Program provided opportunity for students affiliated
with Georgetown University’s Center for Public and Nonprofit Leadership at the McCourt School of Public
Policy, the Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil Society at Stanford University, and the Center for
Nonprofit and Public Leadership, Haas School of Business, at University of California - Berkeley to develop
and apply their skill sets in support of Reimagining Service.
Through the years, Reimagining Service and its partners develop tools, resources, and documents new
insights to assist organizations in deepening their volunteer engagement practices. Further, Reimagining
Service partners with CaliforniaVolunteers and Points of Light to develop the CaliforniaVolunteers Service
Enterprise Initiative (now being scaled nationwide by Points of Light) via a grant from the Corporation for
National and Community Service. In 2013, Reimagining Service transfers operations to the Presidio Institute.
As 2014 comes to a close and buoyed by the progress it sees in the volunteer engagement field, the
Reimagining Service Council decides to sunset the campaign and ensure the ongoing availability of
resources developed.
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THE REIMAGINING SERVICE PRINCIPLES
The Reimagining Service Principles were developed as a framework to guide our work. Hundreds of
organizations around the country have signed on in support of these principles since their release in 2010.

principle

1

The volunteer ecosystem is more effective when all sectors participate in
its evolution.
Volunteerism doesn’t exist in a single sector and the responsibility of successful
volunteer engagement resides beyond nonprofits alone. We are interdependent
when it comes to this work and together we can increase the impact of
volunteerism by working to improve the system across all sectors (i.e., nonprofit,
private, faith-based, education, government).

principle

2

Make volunteering a core strategic function, not an add-on.
Volunteers fundamentally increase our ability to achieve our objectives and
advance the social mission of our organizations. Engaging volunteers effectively
can help an organization serve more people in the community as well as change
the core economics of an organization, which can allow it to scale more quickly in
a cost effective way.

principle

3

Focus volunteer engagement on true community needs.
Rather than responding to the supply of volunteers, identify key priorities in the
community then purposefully seek out volunteers with the core skills needed
to address those priorities. We should also strive to communicate the value of
volunteers to the community by measuring their impact, not just the hours they
serve.

principle

4

In order to get a return, you have to invest.
Organizations that make volunteers central to their work and manage them well
are able to generate as much as three to six times the community value from
volunteers as the cost to manage them. This is a smart way to maximize impact,
but it requires up-front and ongoing financial investment in volunteer engagement
in all sectors. We need more funders to recognize that funding volunteer
engagement supports their broader social missions and raise their voices so that
the funding community can learn from their stories.
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PRINCIPLE 1 – A VOLUNTEER ECOSYSTEM
The volunteer ecosystem is more effective when all sectors participate in its evolution.
Volunteerism doesn’t exist in a single sector and the responsibility of successful volunteer engagement
resides beyond nonprofits alone. We are interdependent when it comes to this work and together we can
increase the impact of volunteerism by working to improve the system across all sectors (i.e., nonprofit,
private, faith-based, education, government).
overview

Nonprofits, corporations, philanthropy and government all have an important role to play in achieving better
outcomes for our communities. No one sector of the field can lead this evolution on its own – we all own a
part in adopting and supporting more effective practices.
This is especially true in volunteer engagement partnerships between nonprofits and companies – a
significant trend of the last five years. In particular, companies play an important role in the volunteer
ecosystem as they provide resources (cash and in-kind) as well as volunteers. As is the case in all successful
partnerships, both parties must understand the resources, limitations, motives and desired outcomes of
the other partner and acknowledge the inherent power dynamics. Failure to do so leads to imbalanced
partnerships that do not meet the needs of all partners involved.
Great strides have been made in recent years in relation to nonprofit and company relationships. For
example, a 2014 Reimagining Service survey of nonprofits regarding their relationships with companies,
noted that 71 percent of nonprofits either agreed/strongly agreed that they “have a clear, open conversation
about goals and outcomes” with their company partner. However, there is still room for deeper partnerships
as 37 percent of nonprofit respondents indicated that their organization “. . . has said ‘yes’ to a company at
least once when the volunteer project didn’t address organizational needs.”

The National Park Service’s new strategic plan embraces the ecosystem concept by increasing its emphasis on partnerships.
This federal agency intends to align educational opportunities with local, state, and national standards, partner with nonprofits
and community groups to educate and reclaim parks as “places of healing,” and to share resources and materials with volunteer
organizations.

emerging practices
• Nonprofit-Company volunteer engagement partnerships – nonprofits and companies are increasingly
partnering to develop high-impact volunteer engagement partnerships. Successful partnerships align
the social mission of the nonprofit organization with the business interests of the company, in addition to
moving beyond one-day service projects by engaging the professional skill sets of company employees.

• Community conversations – communities around the country are beginning to have cross-sector
conversations regarding volunteer engagement in their communities. Leaders recognize that to truly
increase the impact of volunteer engagement, all sectors must take responsibility for their practices
(both positive and negative) that influence the ways volunteers are engaged in their community. Several
communities, including Madison, WI, Milwaukee, WI and San Francisco, CA have held Reimagining
Service Summits focused on cross-sector conversations. A guide to hosting such a Summit is available
on the Reimagining Service website.
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PRINCIPLE 2 – MAKE VOLUNTEERING CORE
Make volunteering a core strategic function, not an add-on.
Volunteers fundamentally increase our ability to achieve our objectives and advance the social mission of our
organizations. Engaging volunteers effectively can help an organization serve more people in the community
as well as change the core economics of an organization, which can allow it to scale more quickly in a cost
effective way.
overview

Volunteers increase our ability to achieve our
organizational objectives. Yet, too often, volunteers
are not engaged in strategic ways that add value
to the organization. Further, we typically think of
volunteering as a stand-alone volunteer program
rather than as a strategy that is integrated
throughout all aspects of an organization’s work.
Organizations that think creatively about effectively
engaging their volunteers are able to accomplish
more and do so in a cost-effective manner.
This means not thinking about volunteering as a
“program” that can be easily cut or ignored, but as
a critical core function – just as important as any
other aspect of running a successful organization.
Executive level support (no matter what the sector)
is critical to integrating volunteer engagement
into the overall organizational strategy. After all,
volunteers can be just as valuable of a resource as
cash – most organizations would not downsize their
development department when times are tough, but
resources that support volunteers are often the first
thing to go.

emerging practices

• Elevating the role of the volunteer manager –
recognizing the impact that effectively engaged
volunteers can have on an organization, many
organizations are beginning to experiment
with the placement and role of the volunteer
manager. Trends include elevating the volunteer
manager to the organization management team
and creating the position of Director of Human
Capital to integrate the efforts of paid staff and
volunteers into an overall organizational strategy.
• Recognizing the value of volunteers –
increasingly, organizations are understanding
the value volunteers are bringing to their
organization and the resources necessary
to effectively leverage their talents. Further,
as organizations increase their investment
in volunteer engagement practices, there is
increased recognition that volunteer retention
is an important consideration in building longterm organizational capacity. A revolving door
of volunteers (beyond those participating in
one-time or episodic engagements), drain
organizational resources and diffuse the impact
volunteers can have on the organization.

The Boston Area Rape Crisis Center (BARCC) provides comprehensive and free medical accompaniment, psychological
support, and legal service to victims of sexual violence. Approximately 150 volunteers serve over 44,000 hours a year, averaging
almost 300 hours per volunteer. This effectively doubles the capacity of the organization’s paid staff and frees up paid staff to focus
their efforts on areas that require their professional (and often certified) expertise. The BARCC human resources department examines
organizational needs and determines the best path to meet them – whether it’s paid staff, volunteers, or a combination of the two. This
practice allows the organization to meet community needs in a cost-effective and scalable way.
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PRINCIPLE 3 – COMMUNITY NEEDS
Focus volunteer engagement on true community needs.
Rather than responding to the supply of volunteers, identify key priorities in the community then purposefully
seek out volunteers with the core skills needed to address those priorities. We should also strive to
communicate the value of volunteers to the community by measuring their impact, not just the hours they
serve.
overview

Too often we let the supply of volunteers dictate
how we engage volunteers. Instead, community
needs should dictate the activities of volunteers
– this is true for the volunteer who comes off the
street or the group of corporate volunteers an
organization partners with on a regular basis.
Volunteer service that focuses primarily on the
needs of the volunteers rarely delivers maximum
impact.
Part of making service more strategic is considering
what truly needs to get done, and then finding
the talent to fit those needs. This alignment
may not happen for a variety of reasons: lack of
resources, a desire to please potential donors,
and limited thinking about the role of volunteers.
Many nonprofits still engage volunteers in primarily
unskilled roles, such as stuffing envelopes or
answering phones. While these tasks need to get
done, a more strategic approach would deliver
greater value to the nonprofit.

emerging practices

• Engaging professional skill sets – rather than
limiting their support to cash grants and group
employee volunteer projects, companies are
increasingly seeking partners that want to
tap into corporate volunteers’ professional
skills. Community organizations that identify
their organizational needs and structure
volunteer opportunities that leverage corporate
skills (communications, strategic planning,
technology, financial, legal) are expanding their
organizational capacity.
• Impact, not hours – the conversation is
beginning to shift from how many hours were
served to what was the impact. Although
large numbers of volunteers and hours can
be impressive, ultimately the goal should be
placed on the impact those volunteers had.
Organizations from all sectors are realizing that
more is not always better – impact is the metric
that matters most.

Further, although one-time service projects can
provide positive results, especially in physical
improvement projects (painting, gardening, other
beautification projects, etc.), these types of
volunteer engagements often do not satisfy the
most pressing needs of nonprofits, schools, faithbased organizations that organize them. These
types of projects can be an important entry into
establishing a long-term relationship, but it is
critical to ensure that such projects are meeting
organizational/community needs.
Deloitte provides clients with audit, consulting, tax, risk management, and financial advisory services. On an annual basis, Deloitte
also works with nonprofits to design and implement nearly 300 volunteer projects. Using their Volunteer Council, Deloitte employees vet
project proposals, and look for activities where Deloitte volunteers will use the skills offered to their paying clients: leadership training,
financial management, and organizational efficiency. Employee volunteers take the lead on these projects, ensuring a vested interest in
the success of the project and a personal tie to the mission of nonprofits they support.
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PRINCIPLE 4 – INVEST IN VOLUNTEERISM
In order to get a return, you have to invest.
Organizations that make volunteers central to their work and manage them well are able to generate as
much as three to six times the community value from volunteers as the cost to manage them. This is a smart
way to maximize impact, but it requires up-front and ongoing financial investment in volunteer engagement in
all sectors. We need more funders to recognize that funding for volunteer engagement supports their broader
social missions and raise their voices so that the funding community can learn from their stories.
overview

Community organizations need funding to effectively deploy volunteers: they need to be recruited, trained,
supervised, and recognized by paid staff. And yet, organizations from all sectors fail to invest adequate
resources to unleash the talents of volunteers. Funders play a critical role but community organizations must
also prioritize investment in their volunteer engagement strategy. And one-time investment in volunteers is
not enough: like any other critical organizational function, ongoing investment is required. Further, companies
that seek to engage their employees in volunteering must make adequate investment in their own systems
and practices to avoid placing unrealistic burdens on the community organizations with which they work.

The High Impact Volunteer Engagement (HIVE) program, funded by the New Hampshire Charitable Foundation, is an
encouraging example of a funder making a financial investment in volunteer engagement, with the aim of increasing nonprofit capacity.
Ten nonprofits participated in the HIVE program and were asked to make a small, realistic change in how they leveraged skills-based
volunteers. For instance, Families in Transition (FIT), an organization focusing on homelessness, brainstormed new, creative roles
for volunteers. The advancement of FIT’s volunteer engagement strategy is now being translated to quantifiable returns on community
impact. “The impact was huge,” said Pamela Hawkes, Donor Relations Manager at Families in Transition. “When we translate that
dollar figure [of volunteer contribution] into, for example, rent for those that we serve, those volunteer hours equate to housing 31
families for one year.”

emerging practices

• Measuring return on investment – increasingly, organizations are measuring the return on their volunteer
investment – in other words, what value or impact do volunteers generate for the organization in
comparison to the initial investment. Understanding the impact of this investment can lead to greater
appreciation of the value of volunteers. Visit the Reimagining Service website for more information on
measuring return on investment.
• Funding initiatives to build volunteer engagement capacity – an increasing number of funders (including
public sector, foundations, and companies) are beginning to make strategic investments in building
volunteer engagement capacity in the organizations they work with. Initiatives such as HIVE and the
Nonprofit Service Enterprise Initiative led by Points of Light, demonstrate that relatively modest strategic
investments in volunteer engagement capacity can yield tremendous results.
• Conversation about the true cost of engaging volunteers – as companies and community organizations
deepen their volunteer engagement partnerships, conversations are occurring about the resources
necessary (both cash and in-kind) to effectively engage company employees. This is a promising
development, but still an area for growth.

8

NONPROFIT & VOLUNTEERS —
GREATER CAPACITY
Nonprofits have long depended on volunteers to provide needed support for their organization to operate.
But executive leadership (management and board of directors) has not always realized the role volunteers
can play in furthering their missions. Traditionally, volunteers have served in two areas: as board members
and as helpers who perform mundane tasks. However, a growing number of nonprofits are recognizing
the power of volunteers to meet organizational capacity needs and viewing volunteer engagement as an
organizational strategy rather than an isolated program.
nonprofit service enterprise

In 2009, research conducted by TCC Group utilizing its Core Capacity Assessment Tool (CCAT) found that
nonprofit organizations that effectively engage volunteers are “better led, better managed, and operate at
almost half the median budget as their peers.” At the time of the study, these nonprofit organizations, known
as service enterprises, represented less than 15 percent of nonprofit organizations nationwide.
Inspired by the belief that more nonprofit organizations could have greater impact if they operated as
nonprofit service enterprises, Reimagining Service and its partners conducted further research and
developed the nonprofit service enterprise model. A nonprofit service enterprise is an organization that
fundamentally leverages volunteers and their skills to successfully deliver on the social mission of the
organization.
Through the research efforts of TCC Group, Algorhythm, and RGK Center for Philanthropy and Community
Service, funding from the Corporation for National Community Service and CaliforniaVolunteers, and the
programmatic expertise of Points of Light and the Taproot Foundation, hundreds of nonprofits have been
trained and are working towards certification as nonprofit service enterprises. For more information regarding
nonprofit service enterprises, visit the Reimagining Service and Points of Light websites.
nonprofit service enterprise characteristics*

Research has identified these eight characteristics as consistent and critical practices for nonprofit service
enterprises:

External
partnerships
to extend
reach into the
community

Ongoing
funding
outreach
to support
volunteer

engagement

Clear onboarding and
expectationsetting with
volunteers

Demonstrated
executive
support for
volunteer
engagement

NONPROFIT
SERVICE
ENTERPRISE

Technology
leveraged
to enhance
engagement of
volunteers

Resources
allocated
to priority
initiatives

Effective
training for
paid staff and
volunteers

Tracking
system used
to manage
volunteer
resources

As a small organization seeking to break the cycle of poverty by
comprehensively supporting students over a 10-year pipeline, First
Graduate relies heavily on volunteers to provide extensive services
for its students. As students served increased from 24 in 2002 to
more than 300 in 2013, the organization needed to restructure its
volunteer engagement strategy to meet demand and provide the same
high-quality level of services. In becoming a service enterprise, First
Graduate adopted a single-point of contact for volunteers rather than
having all staff share the responsibility of coordinating volunteers. This
investment has led to an improvement in the volunteer experience,
depth of engagement, retention rate, accountability, facilitation of
more ideas, and feedback to improve services provided to students.

*Source: Initial Deloitte research on nonprofit service enterprises
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CORPORATE ENGAGEMENT –
FUNDS AND HUMAN CAPITAL
Increasingly, companies of all sizes recognize that being a good corporate citizen goes beyond providing
monetary grants to community organizations. And as more Millennials enter the workforce, companies are
providing more corporate-sponsored volunteer opportunities as a way to attract and retain top talent. Grants
coupled with an investment of human capital, in the form of company employees, provide a way to maximize
organizational and community impact. Further, companies are beginning to seek organizational partners
that provide an opportunity to connect their employee volunteers and financial support that advance the
company’s business model. Companies that adopt this approach create impact in three key areas:
1.
2.
3.

Community – via focused community impact
Employees – increased satisfaction and retention
Company – positive brand awareness

The Civic 50, an initiative inspired by Reimagining Service, notes in its 2014 study of S&P 500 companies:
• Community engagement boosts employee engagement – Civic 50 companies find that employees
who participate in community engagement initiatives score higher on morale, engagement, pride and
productivity than employees who don’t.
• Companies and communities find value in skills-based volunteering – skills-based volunteering continues
to grow at Civic 50 companies and on average, one out of every five employee volunteer hours at Civic
50 companies is skills-based.
effective practices for company volunteer engagement*

Social
impact is
part of culture
and reported
to public

Small
number of
dedicated
nonprofit
partners

All service
is carefully
coordinated,
centralized,
managed

Service
model is
aligned with
business
model

EFFECTIVE
CORPORATE
PRACTICE

Local
decision
making is
encouraged

Primary
focus is on
skill-based
“signature”
programs

Clear
goals for
community,
employees,
company

CEO
provides
dedicated
support and
vision

*Based on research conducted for Reimagining Service by
Commongood Careers

Gap Inc. seeks to complement financial investments in the
community with investments of human capital. Gap Foundation’s
focus on preparing underserved youth for first jobs leverages
employee expertise in this area, and store employees run
hundreds of workshops every year that teach youth job attainment
skills such as how to write a resume or conduct a successful
job interview. In addition, Gap Inc. employees bring other areas
of expertise to community partners. For example, The Gap Inc.
Leadership Initiative, designed by Gap’s human resources team,
delivered a two-year, leadership development training program
to 57 nonprofit executives. Also, many grants include financial
support for nonprofits’ volunteer engagement infrastructure. As
Gap Foundation President and Reimagining Service Chair, Bobbi
Silten shares, “[i]t’s been hugely transformative for our
foundation to integrate skilled volunteering into our
work. We couldn’t have the kind of community impact
we are having if we only relied on our cash.”
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PUBLIC SECTOR – ENGAGING THE
COMMUNITY
Volunteer engagement in the public sector enjoys a long history. Although successful volunteer engagement
practices in the public sector typically mirror those of the nonprofit sector, many aspects of the public sector,
primarily its inherent hierarchal and complex organizational structures, provide a unique opportunity for
engaging volunteers to increase the delivery of services that benefit local communities.
A 2014 examination of volunteer engagement practices in the public sector conducted by Reimagining
Service surfaced three key findings and eight characteristics for successful public sector volunteer
engagement. Among the key findings:
• Different levels of government, similar strategies – although purpose and structure vary widely between
federal, state, and local government, successful strategies are consistent;
• Variation in strategies in rural settings – strategies vary significantly in more rural settings where capacity
constraints and communications methods frame the approach; and,
• Start-up and sustainability of efforts – although it is often difficult to launch new initiatives in the public
sector, once established, initiatives experience much success and ongoing support.
effective practices for public sector volunteer engagement

Time and
resources
invested to
facilitate a
culture of
volunteer
engagement

Paid employees
engaged and
equipped to
maximize
success

Partnerships
& perspectives
identified to
thoughtfully
design strategy

Volunteer
engagement
advocates within
leadership

PUBLIC
SECTOR
VOLUNTEER
ENGAGEMENT

Organizational,
legal, and policy
environments
effectively
navigated

Technology
leveraged to
enhance
engagement

Service strategy
complements
agency/
department
mission

Data leveraged
to demonstrate
effectiveness

The California State Library’s Get Involved: Powered by
Your Library Initiative has engaged 183 library jurisdictions,
in partnership with VolunteerMatch, to build a successful and
sustainable initiative for engaging skills-based volunteers. Key
to the initiative’s success has been the engagement of paid
employees and their union representatives in the design and
implementation of the initiative from the outset. Further, a
commitment to collecting and sharing data from the beginning has
established a record of success for the initiative. Compelling data
has created significant support for the initiative from leadership
at the highest levels of the State Library – as Carla Lehn of the
California State Library notes, “We’re on our fourth state librarian
since we started this project, and they’ve all been supportive.
The reason is because we have amazing statistics – we’ve had
amazing success.”

The engagement of paid staff in the design and implementation of public sector volunteer strategies is
particularly important. Volunteers must be viewed as adding capacity, rather than replacing capacity for
volunteer efforts to be successful. Further, although bureaucratic structures may at times impede the
development and launch of new programs or initiatives, once established, volunteer initiatives in the public
sector enjoy great sustainability and opportunities for growth. This is particularly true in instances when
compelling impact data can be provided to demonstrate the return on investment generated by individuals
volunteering in the public sector.
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FUNDERS – LEVERAGING INVESTMENTS
Despite compelling evidence that investments in volunteer engagement strategies increase nonprofit
organizational capacity, funding to support volunteer engagement lags behind other capacity building
strategies. This trend is shifting, however, with increased data documenting the linkage between volunteer
engagement and organizational capacity and growing interest in impact investing.
Funders of all sizes and from all sectors are recognizing that investment in volunteer engagement is a sound
and cost-effective strategy to help organizations build their capacity:
• Volunteer engagement helps nonprofits and community organizations cost-effectively build the human
capital necessary to meet an organization’s mission;
• Funding volunteer capacity leverages existing investments in the community – across all impact areas –
and aligns with every type of grantmaking strategy; and,
• Research demonstrates that nonprofits are stronger in all organizational capacity measures (leadership,
management, sustainability, scaling, and adaptability) when they successfully integrate and manage
more than 50 volunteers. (TCC Group, 2009)
To help facilitate further investment in volunteer engagement, Reimagining Service has partnered with several
regional associations of grantmakers to increase understanding of the linkage between effective volunteer
engagement and organizational capacity. In particular, a partnership between Philanthropy New York,
CECP, and representatives of Reimagining Service has led to an ongoing dialogue about how funders can
strategically support volunteer engagement in the organizations they fund.
Further, beyond the financial resource they provide, funders play an important role in influencing the practices
of their grantees, and can make volunteer engagement a priority by:
• Funding a “volunteer management audit” to understand a nonprofit’s current practices;
• Convening dialogues to better understand grantee needs and challenges in effectively engaging
volunteers;
• Funding volunteer management positions;
• Supporting training for capacity building and to improve volunteer management practices;
• Providing funding to evaluate the impact of volunteer activities and to activate recommendations for
improvement; and,
• Making volunteer involvement, and demonstrated effective volunteer engagement practices, a condition
for larger funding.

The Pikes Peak Volunteer Engagement Initiative seeks to increase the effectiveness of nonprofit volunteer engagement strategies in
the Colorado Springs, CO area. The Leighty Foundation, a small family foundation, serves as the lead convenor of the initiative.
Fundamental to The Leighty Foundation’s approach is a core belief that volunteerism is not a program, but a critical strategy for
achieving community impact. Based on this belief, the foundation led a multi-year initiative to increase the volunteer capacity of
more than 20 participating nonprofit organizations. Central pillars of the initiative included assessment of current practices, training,
commitment of nonprofit leadership, grants to assist in the implementation of new strategies, and ongoing evaluation
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BANK OF AMERICA SERVICE LEADERSHIP
FELLOWS PROGRAM – NEXT GENERATION
OF VOLUNTEER ENGAGEMENT LEADERS
The Bank of America Service Leadership Fellows Program has been a crucial resource for Reimagining
Service in developing relevant volunteer engagement resources and offering a leadership opportunity to
socially-minded students from Georgetown University, Stanford University, and University of California Berkeley.
The projects led by the Bank of the America Fellows ranged from the development of ten new case studies
featuring fresh perspectives on volunteer engagement, to the collection of new data, including a look at
how executive leaders champion volunteer engagement, as well as the identification of effective volunteer
engagement characteristics in the public sector. It was a win-win partnership: the Fellows’ made significant
contributions to Reimagining Service research, and they connected and learned from leaders in the field.

I was very grateful for the opportunity to
contribute original work—from start to
finish—that was of substantive value to
Reimagining Service. In my experience,
this is a rare combination in student
fellowships.
-Natalie Holmes, Summer 2013 Bank of America Service
Leadership Fellow, and now a Senior Research Assistant at
Brookings Institution

service leadership fellows

Brian Agnew, 2014
Abigail Andrews, 2013
Althea Arnold, 2012
Alison Brock, 2012-13
Erica Fox, 2014
Joey Gutierrez, 2012
Natalie Holmes, 2013
Jessica Jin, 2014

The Reimagining Service Leadership
Fellows program is delivering growth
opportunities to up-and-coming
nonprofit leaders while also expanding
the latest thinking on effective volunteer
engagement.

Alegneta Asfaw Long, 2012-13
Safeena Mecklai, 2014
Jennifer Prats, 2012-13
Jessica Savoie, 2014
Jayati Sethi, 2014
Katherine Tice, 2014

-Kerry Sullivan, President, Bank of America Charitable
Foundation

We want to sincerely thank our funder – Bank of America – who saw great potential in this concept.
Additionally, we’re deeply grateful for the work of our partners who discovered this talented group of Fellows:
Kathy Kretman, Ph.D., from the Georgetown University’s Center for Public and Nonprofit Leadership at the
McCourt School of Public Policy; Kim Meredith and Sam Spiewak, at the Stanford Center on Philanthropy
and Civil Society at Stanford University; and Nora Silver, Ph.D., from the Center for Nonprofit and Public
Leadership, Haas School of Business, and Larry A. Rosenthal, Ph.D. from the Center on Civility & Democratic
Engagement, Goldman School of Public Policy, both from the University of California - Berkeley.
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EMERGING PRACTICES OF NOTE
We are on the verge of a major transformation in the way organizations view and support their volunteers.
Reimagining Service believes the following practices will catalyze this change in the years to come:
changing the mindset/making the case

Volunteer engagement professionals are increasingly advocating for the adoption of refined volunteer
engagement practices within their organizations. Through the use of data, compelling volunteer engagement
case statements are being developed to help organizational leaders reframe their view of volunteers as a
strategic organizational resource. In addition, funders and peer networks can and should continue to play an
important role in influencing the perspective of organizational leaders regarding volunteers.

reimagining roles for volunteers

Often organizations do not fully embrace volunteering as a transformative strategy due to their beliefs of what
volunteers can and cannot do. Frequently, this thinking is based on entrenched volunteer roles within the
organization – the proverbial stuffing of envelopes or packing boxes of food. In many cases, these activities
are critical to the operations of a nonprofit organization and such volunteer support is a necessity. However,
there are likely additional roles for volunteers that could add significant value. An inventory of organizational
needs can help identify areas where volunteers can add capacity. In addition, identifying priority and core
tasks for paid staff can often surface other tasks that may be appropriate for volunteers. Further, project
ideas that never get developed due to limited paid staff capacity, might be a great match for a volunteer
looking for a defined project or a company partner looking to contribute the skill sets of its employees.

return on investment

Return on Investment (ROI) can be a persuasive metric in
communicating the value of volunteers to an organization.
Although many organizations measure the number of
volunteers and the hours they have served in a given year,
many do not quantify these contributions relative to the
funding invested to engage them. Research conducted
both by the National Council on Aging Respectability
Program and New York Cares has demonstrated that
for every dollar invested in volunteer engagement, an
organization can expect a four to six dollar return on that
investment. In most instances, ROI calculations reveal
that volunteer engagement is a cost-effective strategy
for increasing organizational capacity. This additional
capacity, in turn, assists the organization in meeting its
social mission. ROI can be measured in a number of
ways depending on the interests of the organization and
can be a powerful tool for communicating impact both
internally as well as to external partners, funders, and
volunteers. For more information on measuring ROI, visit
the Reimagining Service website.

14

HIGHLIGHTING EFFECTIVE ORGANIZATIONS:
CASE STUDIES
As part of its efforts, Reimagining Service has developed case studies of organizations that are effectively
engaging volunteers. The collection of 13 case studies, available on the Reimagining Service website,
highlights challenges faced along the way and emerging practices that are assisting organizations in
achieving greater impact.

Boston Area Rape Crisis Center (Boston, MA)
Boston Area Rape Crisis Center Case Study features true integration between volunteer engagement and
organizational mission and also dives into organizational structure for volunteer engagement.

California State Libraries (Sacramento, CA)
The California State Library’s Get Involved: Powered by Your Library Initiative has engaged 183 library
jurisdictions, in partnership with VolunteerMatch, to build a successful and sustainable initiative for engaging
skills-based volunteers.

Care and Share Food Bank of Southern Colorado (Colorado Springs, CO)
Care and Share, a nonprofit focused on food insecurity, has re-designed its systems to address a strong
surge in demands for services and a dramatic increase in volunteer interest.

Cities of Service – Nashville (Nashville, TN)
Cities of Service, Nashville Case Study spotlights a multi-sector network that is bringing to life the principles
of Reimagining Service.

El Centro de le Raza (Seattle, WA)
El Centro de la Raza has made a strong commitment to engaging different types of volunteers – skills-based,
college age, traditional – and has positioned this human capital resource at the forefront of its social-justice
movement.

First Graduate (San Francisco, CA)
The organization, an in-depth college access and success program for students from sixth grade to college,
fundamentally rethought how it operated, valuing volunteers and volunteer hours on the same footing as
fundraising.
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High Impact Volunteer Engagement (HIVE) Initiative (New Hampshire)
As part of the High Impact Volunteer Engagement (HIVE) initiative, 10 nonprofit organizations were selected
to participate in a year-long program to expand capacity through skills-based volunteer engagement.

Literary Network (Madison, WI)
The Literacy Network engages a wide-range of volunteers, including many skills-based volunteers, to offer a
range of literacy programs for adults and families.

Miriam’s Kitchen (Washington, D.C.)
Miriam’s Kitchen is in the process of leveraging its unique, committed volunteer base, to empower them to
become advocates—thereby driving its mission in new and creative ways for little cost.

National Park Service (Washington, D.C.)
The National Park Service Case Study illuminates lessons learned on how to support volunteerism through a
national network that offers flexibility at the regional level.

Pikes Peak Volunteer Engagement Initiative (Colorado)
The Leighty Foundation, a Colorado foundation, has invested in the volunteer capacity of its grantees to help
them achieve greater community impact.

Ronald McDonald House Charities of New Mexico (Albuquerque, NM)
The Ronald McDonald House Charities of New Mexico is working to engage all of its team members – paid
and unpaid – to better serve families with ill children.

TESSA (Colorado Springs, CO)
TESSA of Colorado Springs stands out in today’s volunteer engagement landscape through the
organization’s leadership team and board of directors notable commitment to improving and deepening
volunteer engagement in recent years.
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INSPIRING ACTION
Reimagining Service has been fortunate to share with and learn from volunteer engagement professionals
throughout the country through various speaking engagements and webinars. Speaking engagements provided a powerful way to spread the Reimagining Service message of “converting good intentions into greater
impact” as well as collecting anecdotes regarding effective volunteer engagement practices. Presentation
decks from various speaking engagements are available for download on the Reimagining Service website.
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WHAT REMAINS?
Although much progress has been made in organizations thinking more strategically about volunteer
engagement, there is still much work to be done to ensure that volunteer engagement is embraced by
all sectors as a valuable and powerful tool for social change. On reflection, here are some areas in which
Reimagining Service believes there is still more work to be done:
making the case with funders

Although there are a number of emerging pilot initiatives that are assisting community organizations in
rethinking their volunteer engagement strategies, overall investment in volunteer engagement still lags
behind that of other capacity building approaches. We must all continue to document and share compelling
data that demonstrates the linkage between volunteer engagement and organizational capacity. This data,
along with the growing impact investment movement, presents a unique opportunity to position volunteer
engagement as a cost-effective and impactful capacity building tool.
making the case with nonprofit leaders

While many nonprofit leaders (both management and boards of directors) are supportive of volunteering,
the notion still remains that volunteering is a “nice to do, not a necessity.” Using compelling quantitative
and anecdotal data, volunteer engagement professionals are positioned to make the case to nonprofit
leadership in ways that demonstrates the organizational benefits that even modest investments in volunteer
infrastructure can generate for an organization. Too often, we assume that organizational leaders have a
clear understanding of the contributions of volunteers; however, this is not typically the case. Efforts to
educate leadership regarding the contributions and possibilities of volunteer engagement can lead to greater
understanding and investment. Further, peer organizations that have fully embraced volunteering and funders
have a role to play in persuading other organizational leaders about the true merits and impact of effective
volunteer engagement.
expanding the collection and use of data

Historically, volunteer engagement professionals from all sectors relied on anecdotal stories and basic
measures (numbers of volunteers, numbers of hours) to tell the story of volunteering within their organization.
In recent years, efforts to increase data collection and measure impact have increased understanding of
volunteer contributions and opportunities for improvement. Organizations from all sectors must continue to
refine their data collection practices to inform organizational changes, as well as share this data with funders
and supporters alike. Only when this data is collected and shared more broadly will volunteerism be viewed
as a credible organizational capacity strategy.
evolving nonprofit-corporate partnerships

The growing trend of corporate volunteer engagement is a positive development for volunteering in
general. Corporate employees can contribute valuable skills to community organizations. At the same
time, many companies have embraced this growing trend with one-day volunteer events where corporate
volunteers contribute manual labor. Although such events can provide valuable hands to support community
organizations, such events do not always meet the most pressing needs of the agencies that organize them.
Care must be taken to ensure that volunteer activities reflect the needs and interests of all involved – the
volunteers themselves, the organization supplying the volunteers, as well as the host organization. Moving
beyond the number of volunteers and hours served and more transparent conversation between partners will
lead to better community outcomes.
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