· What is virtual volunteering?
· Virtual volunteering means volunteer tasks completed, in whole or in part, via the Internet and a home or work computer. It's also known as online volunteering, cyber service, telementoring, teletutoring, and various other names. Virtual volunteering allows agencies to expand the benefits of their volunteer programs, by allowing for more volunteers to participate, and by utilizing volunteers in new areas. 

Many people actively search for volunteer opportunities they can complete via home or work computers, because of time constraints, personal preference, a disability or a home-based obligation that prevents them from volunteering on-site. Virtual volunteering allows anyone with Internet access to contribute time and expertise to not-for-profit organizations, schools, government offices and other agencies that utilize volunteer services. 

Virtual volunteering is similar to telecommuting, except that, instead of online employees, these are online volunteers.

Virtual volunteering does not mean that volunteers work ONLY via the Internet. Many organizations find a combination of onsite and online tasks for volunteers works best for everyone involved (volunteers, staff, clients). Assignments can have different levels of virtuality. For instance, one volunteer may interact with clients online but meet onsite with a staff member regularly; another may talk with a client via email in addition to their regular face-to-face visits.

Virtual volunteering sometimes also refers to the ways volunteer managers use the Internet to interact with all volunteers, regardless of where service is performed. For instance, some organizations allow volunteers to use e-mail to submit time sheets and progress reports, and other organizations use e-mail to communicate with all volunteers, rather than sending them materials via postal mail. 

Why Involve Online Volunteers?

Online volunteers, just as those who come on site, extend the resources

of an organization. The additional help augments staff resources and

allows an organization to reach more clients.  There are many good reasons to involve volunteers via online technologies, as well as to use the Internet for recruitment of on-site volunteers:

! Potential volunteers not reached by traditional off-line means may be

reached online.

! There are people who don't read the newspaper's column on volunteer

opportunities or who don't read bulletins from the local volunteer center,

but who would, indeed, love to volunteer and are easily reached online

via the World Wide Web and appropriate Internet discussion groups.

! People who prefer not to volunteer on-site may be willing to do so via

their home or work computers.

! Setting out expectations online allows prospective volunteers to selfscreen

their interests before contacting an agency.

! Some people prefer to communicate via online means. Dashing off an

e-mail or filling out an online sign-up sheet is more convenient and, for

some people, preferable to calling an organization.

! Virtual volunteering programs allow for the participation of people who

might find on-site volunteering difficult or impossible because of a

disability, mobility issue, home obligation or work schedule. This, in

turn, allows agencies to benefit from the additional talent and resources

of more volunteers.

! People in their 20s and 30s are more prone to use the resources of the

Internet than other age groups and like the novelty and convenience of

finding and signing up for either on-site or virtual volunteering via this

technology. These younger volunteers can turn into long-time supporters,

including becoming financial donors.

! Online volunteers are environmentally friendly—no car exhausts, less

paper waste, etc.ation to reach more clients.
1. Recognize that working with technology is stressful.

For most people, computers and the Internet are very new ways to

access and manage information. Virtual volunteering is only a few years

old, and the vast majority of people you are working with will have no

experience with providing service online. Keeping things simple and userfriendly

will prevent many frustrations and keep volunteers feeling good

about their involvement with your organization.

2. Describe what volunteer assignments are like at your agency, and what

online volunteering at your agency will be like.

Are most directions to online volunteers communicated via e-mail?

How many e-mails, on average, will a volunteer receive a week as part of

this program? Is there a lot of reading and preparation involved to

volunteer at your agency? Answer these questions on your Web site and in

other materials that describe virtual volunteering at your agency. Make

sure this is information a volunteer sees before he or she completes your

online application.

3. Recognize the abilities, goals and work styles of each volunteer, and

make assignments that are appropriate to those abilities, goals and work

styles.

Let volunteers make this evaluation themselves, via your online

application or a skills assessment survey. Ask potential volunteers:

! What kinds of assignments do you want to do?

! In what areas do you feel you are an expert, and in what areas would

you like more experience?

! Do you like having assignments chosen for you, or do you like to

choose an assignment for yourself from what's available?

! Do you like working on assignments in one sitting of concentrated

hours, or in tiny pieces over several days?

This pre-screening sets the tone for what volunteering with your organization

will be like, for both you and the volunteer. It also helps match

volunteers appropriately with assignments and, in some cases, will help

you (as volunteer program manager) and a potential volunteer to determine

if volunteering at your agency is appropriate for him or her.

4. Break down volunteer assignments into the smallest task "pieces"

possible.

This allows the volunteer to focus on just one component at a time,

and avoid feeling overwhelmed. It may be possible for your agency to

create even shorter assignments than the five-hour initial test activities

already suggested. You can even break your online orientation process

down to small pieces that can be completed in less-than-one-hour each,

and use this as the initial assignments for all new volunteers. Give

volunteers repeated opportunities to let you know what kinds of assignments

they want to undertake.

5. Provide volunteers with models of what they should be doing, or what

an assignment should look like at its completion.

This is a variation on “a picture’s worth a thousand words.” Especially

when communicating by e-mail, you can’t be sure your instructions make

sense. Having a sample of similar work will illuminate your instructions

immeasurably.

6. Have many different types and levels of assignments available.

Some assignments, like online research, require a great deal of

reading. Other assignments, such as creating a .cgi file for an automated

form, don't require any reading at all, but do require excellent attention to

detail. Some assignments may have a very tight deadline of a few days,

while others could be done at a volunteer's own pace over the course of a

few weeks. Have a variety of these types of assignments available, and

describe them in terms of the skills and time needed when offering them

to volunteers. Then let volunteers self-select the assignments most

appropriate for them.

7. Simplify language as much as possible, and reinforce directions through

re-phrasing rather than through verbatim repetition.

People can (and do) misinterpret written communications. Be

prepared for this, and adjust written directions accordingly.

8. Some volunteers may need both oral and visual directions.

Would directions by phone be easier to communicate than directions

via e-mail? When possible, use online methods other than just e-mail to

explain tasks, such as charts, photos, graphics, and cartoons. If the

volunteer is geographically nearby and has transportation available, you

may want to set up a face-to-face meeting.

9. Many volunteers need (and even expect) immediate answers and

feedback regarding assignments.

Make a commitment to answer all e-mails within 48 hours (two

business days) of receipt, and let volunteers know when you have

received an assignment. Without quick response from you, volunteers may

feel frustrated, isolated and unsupported.

10. Focus on outcomes rather than techniques, whenever possible.

This allows volunteers to approach their tasks in the ways in which

they feel most comfortable. People with attention or behavior problems do

best in a structured environment, one where expectations and rules are

clearly communicated to them, and where tasks are carefully designed for

manageability and clarity.

Realize that some volunteers will see you mainly as a facilitator and

will need little guidance or support; others will need more supervision,

instruction and contact. By being able to adjust your management style to

different volunteers, you will not only empower more volunteers to

succeed and be able to benefit from the talents of the greatest number of

people possible, but you will also become a better human resources

manager!
