
 
Volunteers: Ordinary People, Extraordinary Change 

 
q Phyllis Gilman 
 Kentucky Historical Society 

 
ó Rebecca Martin  
 National Archives and Records 

Administration 
 
¨ Sharon Dean 
 Ohio Historical Society 
 
 



Help us get to know you! 
 
Are you currently supervising volunteers?   
•Yes 
•No       
 
Are  you thinking about making a change in your volunteer  program? 
•Yes 
•No       
 
What volunteer positions do you offer in your organization  
•Tours 
•Clerical  
•Special Events  
•Collections  
•Fundraising  
•Communications 
•Other (please specify in the chat) 
 



The Kentucky Historical Society made a 
decision to change the institutional culture 
by expanding the role of volunteers and 
developing a mutually beneficial  program.   



     WHY? 
q 48% reduction in budget  
 
q Recognized a need for the same productivity with reduced staff 
 
q No culture of using volunteers in collections  
 
q Linked to strategic plan.  1.1(b) KHS will increase public access to its 

collections on-site, on-line, and through outgoing loans (while continuing 
to enhance the security of collections and those employees and volunteers 
who care for them).  

 

 



Steps to a Mutually Beneficial Volunteer Program 
§ Start with small projects 
§ Volunteer position descriptions tied to strategic plan.  
§ Include  supervision of volunteers in  job description 



 
 

§ Screening of applicants 
§ Matching volunteer skills to volunteer 

opportunities 
§ Providing a learning experience 
§ Find out what motivates volunteers 
§ Certification of Volunteer Policy 

 



 
ó Cataloging a 629 piece print collection. (Schmidt Collection) 

 
ó Rehousing and photographing the Churchill Weavers collection 
ó Records reorganization project 
ó Assisted registrar with completing condition reports for in coming 

and out going loans 
ó Installations, cleaning galleries, painting, and case fabrication. 
 

Volunteers  are assigned to volunteers projects based 
on interests and skills.  They assist staff with projects 
that are related to the strategic plan.  
  



What makes volunteering 
beneficial to the volunteer? 

PROFESSIONS 
 
ó Photographer 
ó Student  
ó Administrative  Assistant 
ó Journalist  
ó Teacher/Professor 
ó Accountant 
ó Minister 
 

 

INTERESTS  
 
ó History 
ó Genealogy  
ó Kentucky  
ó Networking  
ó Education  
ó Art 
ó Community Involvement 

 
 



Recording work accomplished 



CELEBRATE 
ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

EVALUATE YOUR 
PROGRESS 
 
CONTINUE TO 
MAKE CHANGES 
WHEN 
NECESSARY 
 
 
 

“If you want to go fast go alone; if you want to go far go together” 



Volunteering at the 



Traditional Uses of Volunteers 
 
•   Easy tasks (filing, removing staples,  
    taking reservations) 
•   Non-mission critical projects 
•   Things we don’t want to do 
 



In tough economic times, my 
museum is more likely to  
ó Expand its volunteer program 
ó Reduce its volunteer program 
ó I’m not sure 

 



Challenges facing museums today 
 
•   Budget cuts which result in a lack of staff for 
    collections management, education, other  
    duties 
•   Lack of connections to the community 
•   Lack of expertise in some areas (especially  
     technical) 
•    Many of these are areas in which volunteers  
     can help 
 



Engaging volunteers 
 
•   Volunteer opportunities can be a way to  
 engage groups of people who are already 
     stakeholders 
•  Potential volunteers with a  
    special interest can help  
    get projects done and  
    give the organization a  
    better understanding of  
    material in the collection 
• Especially important for  
     small organizations 
 



Shift Our Thinking 
 
•   Create an organizational strategy that  
     incorporates volunteers into vision of the  
     organization 
•    Attract experts 
 
•  People can engage  
   without formalizing  
   the structure 
 
•  Goal is to engage people in something they are 
   interested in 
 



Incorporate volunteers into 
operations 
 
•   Requires a change in how we work 
•   Staff become facilitators & managers instead of  
    doing the work themselves 
•   Requires some work to change behavior 
•   Also requires changes to procedures  
 



Let them be ‘doers’: Example:  
Digital collections 
 
 
 
 
 
 
•  Paid staff used to select, digitize, describe and post  
    online each image 
•  Now layer in volunteers to do scanning and description 
•  Workflow change: Have to track all steps of the process 
•  Behavior change: Staff have to be comfortable not  
    doing it themselves 
 



Create Affinity groups 
•   Draw on expertise 

•   According to John Durel, retired baby  
     boomers may be able to engage with 
    museums differently around certain topics  
    they care about (Civil War, Native American, 
    etc.) 
• The Goal is to engage people in something 

they are interested in 
 



Reach out into the Community 
 
•  Veteran’s Groups  
•  Native American Community 
•  Families 
 



Organizational change 
 
Volunteers can be a powerful asset if: 
 
• Reach out;  don’t wait for them to come to you. 
• Include them in the structure of your 

organization 
• Consider them part of  your team, not just an 

add-on 
• Utilize them for high-level projects when you 

can 
 





What is the age range of your 
volunteers? 
ó Mostly teenage 
ó Mostly young professionals 
ó Mostly people who are retired 
ó Other (please tell us in the chat) 

 





 National Archives  volunteers “are educated and 
experienced.  They generally are retirees; however, 
some are still in the work force.  They are, or have 
been, teachers, students, homemakers, sociologists, 
writers, genealogists, lawyers, historians, doctors, 
government employees, or servicemen and women.” 

 (volunteer pamphlet, c. 1991) 
 





Lots of Little Changes 
ó Advertised positions in places where young people go 
ó Made recruitment language more friendly 
ó Picked a new time for training sessions 
ó Increased the number of orientation courses held each year 
ó Adapted requirements for minimum time commitments 
ó Added volunteer shifts during the evening and the 

weekend 
ó Planned evening social events 
ó Accepted more attrition 





A Program I’d Like to Join 
ó No guilt 
ó Friendly 
ó Adaptable to my schedule 
ó Fits my interests 



Volunteer Ages 
ó 2005   
 0 volunteers younger than 30 
 1 volunteer between 31 and 40 years old 
 77% in their 70s, 80s, and 90s 
ó 2013 
 35% of volunteer corps is younger than 50 
 30% in 70s, 80s, and 90s 
  



There are downsides 
ó Sometimes the generation gap shows up 
óWe have much more attrition, so we have to recruit 

many more people to maintain our corps 
ó A higher percentage of people don’t follow through 



óWhat is one  change you will take back 
to your program after this workshop?  
 
óWhat is a barrier to change in your 

organization?  
 
 
 



Questions?   
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